
Step 2:  Arrange the iron/steel items on the fabric or paper. This can be done on a tray or in a bin – or - you can 

arrange the objects in the center of a piece of fabric, and fold the edges of the fabric in toward the center on top of 

them.  (This technique imparts the rust to both top and bottom layers of fabric.)   

Step 3:  Maintain contact between fabric/paper and rusty/iron objects during the dyeing/rusting process.  This can 

be done by placing a weight on top of the object and fabric/paper in the tray or bin - or if using the folded fabric 

technique, the fabric can be rolled lengthwise around a bottle or jar.  Secure with rubber bands, wire, or pins.   

Step 4:  Maintain the correct balance of water and oxygen.  It is important to keep the fabric or paper moist, while 

also allowing air to get to it.  You can place the items in a plastic bag, but DON’T CLOSE IT!  Or you can place the 

items in a bin or tray making sure to keep some water/vinegar in the bottom.  Rotate the items periodically to allow 

all parts of it to get air some of the time. 

Step 5:  When the fabric or paper has become sufficiently dyed with the rust (up to 24 hours), remove the rusty 

objects.  Wearing gloves, rinse the fabric being careful to remove any loose rust particles.  Then rinse again in a 

salt-water solution to stop the rusting process. 
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SCIENCE MEETS FIBER ART at your library 

  
Dyeing with Rust 

Rust is formed by a chemical process: the corrosion of iron or steel 

that occurs when exposed to oxygen and water.  We can manipulate 

this process to create unique designs on fabric or paper.  There are 2 

(and probably more) different ways to dye with rust: 

 Use an item that is already rusty to impart the rust to the fabric 

or paper creating a design. 

 “Encourage” an object to develop rust, imparting its shape to 

the fabric or paper. 

Materials: Fabric – Cotton is best, must be pre-washed 

Paper – good quality paper containing cotton or linen 

Spray Bottle 

Water 

Vinegar 

Salt 

Plastic Gloves 

Plastic bags, bins, and/or trays. 

Glass jars/bottles 

Rusty Items or Iron/Steel Items that will rust (steel 

wool, baling wire, etc.)* 

* Many new metal products are created specifically not 

to rust.  If you are using new iron items, you may want 

to experiment to be sure the item will rust (steel wool 

works great!). 

Step 1:  Prepare the fabric or paper.  On a protected work surface, lay 

out the fabric or paper and spray with a solution of equal parts water 

and vinegar. 

 
 

Find books on textile crafts in the Arts and Crafts Neighborhood at call number 746. 

 


