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Voice of the Trees – Bardic Adept Project 
Four years ago, I proposed my “Voice of the Trees” bardic arts project and the original 

proposal was approved by the Grand Grove. I am pleased to say that I’ve completed the project 
and wish to submit it for your consideration. 
 
Overview of the Project 

As a visual artist and a druid, I’ve always been drawn to natural themes in my art and 
reflecting the natural world, particularly the trees. I’m also always looking for ways to be 
ecologically sensitive in my artistic media.  In 2009, for example, I completed my first major 
artistic undertaking, the Tarot of Trees, supported largely by my AODA 2nd degree Art Spiral and 
Divination Spiral (under the AODA’s old curriculum). This project extends my work in my two 
2nd degree spirals explores a new artistic medium that works directly with living plant material 
to produce plant ecoprints. The goals of this project were threefold:  

1. Develop a new artistic process for ecoprinting local to my region  
2. Develop a regionally-based 30 card divination deck using local and sacred trees 
3. Develop a spiritual practice surrounding this bardic art 

 
Genesis of the Project. In 2014, I discovered a new form of art pioneered by a woman named 
India Flint in Australia. Drawing upon traditional natural dying methods, she used various kinds 
of natural materials gathered in Australia to create what she called “ecoprints” on fabric.  I 
bought one of her books and read about her basic fabric dying technique. She depended heavily 
on Eucalyptus and other hot-climate plants. After searching online, I found that this work has 
been taken up by various artists in the USA, primarily also in hot climates working with similar 
plant matter. A few other artists online had tutorials for printing on paper using fall leaves and 
boiling a bundle of paper in water to get effect, also using her methods as a starting point. The 
general process involved a dye pot and strong plants that were not local to my region.  
 While I was reading this material, it was late fall.  As I was walking to campus, I noticed 
the maples, oaks, and buckeye leaves staining the sidewalks if they had been sitting on the 
concrete for a period of time. I thought if I pressed some maple leaves between pages and left 
them outside, the leaves would stain.  This didn’t work, however, and so I began experimenting 
with heat and steaming techniques.  After four years, I am delighted to say that I’ve perfected 
the technique—truly an original, local, extremely eco-friendly druid art form.   
 

Outer Work 
 This section describes the “outer work” of the Voice of the Trees project, including 
details about the ecoprinting process itself and the outcomes of this project.  
 
Ecoprinting process 
 My goal was to adapt the fabric dying processes using natural plant material to a paper-
based medium and then learn which trees and plants would print and under what conditions.  
The basic ecoprinting process, which took me about a year to develop and perfect, is as follows: 

• Gather leaves and plant material (see timing notes below) 



• Soak papers in a mordant (alum and vinegar).  Best papers to use are a thick 120lb 
watercolor, 100lb Bristol, or Stonehenge brand all media paper.  

• Layer the leaves in between layers of paper.   
• Press the bundle together, and tie it.  Weigh it down with a rock or other heavy weight. 
• Place the entire bundle in a large turkey roaster with water in the bottom with more 

mordant.  (This roaster needs to be dedicated to this purpose, as it will no longer be 
suitable for food).  

• Steam the bundle for 2-3 hours; keeping an eye on the water level and adding more 
water as necessary.  The longer the steam, the more vibrant the colors, but the more 
chance of losing the edges of the prints.  

• Let the roaster and bundle cool completely (usually overnight). 
• Remove the ties on the bundle, and pull out sheet by sheet.  Use a hose or water source 

to wash off any residue.  This is best done outside.  
• Lay the papers out to dry.  
• Throw all plant material in your composter.  

 
Using this technique, I produced close to a thousand ecoprints in batches of about 25-30, in 
order to test many different techniques, timing, and plant materials.    
 
Details about the Process:  The following details are what I worked to perfect the 2nd and 3rd 
years of the project.  
 Timing. The most critical thing I learned from this entire process is that the wheel of the 
year and the timing matters a great deal. Green leaves, unless they contain heavy tannins (like 
walnut) will rarely print well.  If the tree is naturally red (red maple, Japanese maple, etc) you 
will get a good print anytime there are leaves. The best time for printing most deciduous tree 
matter is when the leaves change color in the fall.  Even then, certain tree leaves print much 
better than others (see Kinds of Trees), below.  As the season goes on, you can achieve darker 
and darker prints with most plant matter.  Fallen leaves that have overwintered, unless they are 
oak, generally will not print.  
 Sides.  All leafy plant matter has two sides.  Oak is a good example of this—oak has a 
waxy surface, so it really only prints well on the back.  The top of the leaves are waterproof, 
which serves them well, but makes for poor printing.  The best prints are from the underside of 
leaves.  

Mordants. I studied many traditional mordants (chemicals used to help make plant dyes 
stronger), but some of them are quite toxic. Because I was very concerned with the 
ecologically-friendliness of this overall practice, I settled on a combination of Alum and Vinegar; 
about 2 TBSP of each work excellent.  More than that may make your papers acidic or leave an 
alum residue.  
 Papers. The papers in this process take some abuse.  You can use thin papers, but only if 
the plant material is also delicate (otherwise, when it is wet, the hard spots on a plant will 
simply break through).  Different papers also give different effects.  A watercolor paper will 
produce more vibrant but less precise prints, where Bristol or Stonehenge will produce more 
crisp prints.   



 Place in the Bundle.  The bundle gets hotter on the bottom than at the top, and so, the 
prints will be different as you work your way up the bundle.  If you overcook it, your bottom 
prints can be washed out, while the top prints are still crisp.  Further, plant matter can bleed 
through layers, especially thin layers, which can also lead to interesting effects.  The whole 
bundle acts as a unit, with dominant plants coloring many of the edges of all of the papers.  
 Kinds of Trees that Print well. Brightly colored flowers may or may not print well; it has 
a lot to do with their chemical composition.  For example, irises don’t print hardly at all, but 
marigold or mum print beautifully.  I began by experimenting with traditional dye plants, and 
generally, they will print well.  But others are very up in the air.  As an herbalist, I know that 
plants that are high in tannins also do print well, they leave a brownish print (strawberry, oak, 
etc.).  Some plants have almost no pigment of their own, but you can do almost a reverse print 
with them to get an effect.  Obviously, since you are creating steam in your house, you want to 
stay away from any plants that could cause you damage from steam or touching (poison ivy). 
Here are some of my favorites: 

• Maple is the superstar of this bioregion in terms of printing.  She prints beautifully in the 
fall and her prints reflect the same colors.  

• Sassafras also prints well, and like her fall colors, offers a multitude of hues. 
• Ash prints well only when her leaves go purple.  She changes to a few colors, but the 

best prints—bluish purple—are with her purple fall leaves. 
• Oak is difficult to print; I found that a very long steam is necessary.  White oaks seem to 

print the best of those in my region (I tried them all).  
• Conifers can be printed anytime.  Many of them produce brownish at the tips when they 

print; small branches can even leak resin onto the page.  
• Beeches and birches do not generally print well.  Reverse print techniques work better.  

There is one exception: ironwood, which produces a brilliant print.  
• Walnut, hickory, butternut print wonderfully, better in the fall, but they can also be 

printed earlier in the season with a lighter effect.  
• Staghorn sumac prints beautifully anytime it is in leaf or bloom. 
• Elder gets darker as the season goes on—its much easier to get a nice print of the 

berries and leaf than the flowers and leaf, for example.  
• Wild Grape prints well and will reflect the colors of the leaves in the fall.  

 
Artistic compositions.  In this process, as you can see from the opening page, you can 

also not just print simple leaves, but develop entire artistic compositions.  The front page of this 
write-up offers an awen print using onion skin, goldenrod, mugwort, and spruce from my yard.  
This was my final step in the process—understanding how different plant materials worked in 
order to create amazing prints with the plants.  
 
Background Research:  in order to achieve this process, I also had to do the following:  

• Read and studied 10 different books on natural dyes and dying processes 
• Spoke to several individuals on my campus who knew about plants and plant chemistry 

to understand what properties may allow for more vibrant prints 
• Learned more about the chemistry of the fall leaves and what happens to them 



 
One example of an outcome—a leather-bound book where all of the pages inside were 

ecoprinted.  
 

Outcomes:  This project has several distinct “outer” outcomes: 
1. The development of the ecoprinting process itself, a process that I can now teach and 

have expertise in.  This process has taken me over four years to complete, with regular 
work on it every week to two weeks while plant matter is in season.  

2. The production nearly 1000 ecoprints over a four year period.  Now that I have so many 
prints complete, after scanning, i have been turning them into books, cards, bookmarks, 
and more.  Even the most light of prints will be used as an artistic tool in the coming 
years (see photo above for an example).  



3. The sharing of these ecoprints have been shared with my larger community in multiple 
ways: 

a. In 2016, I had a display of 10 ecoprints at the Artist Hand Gallery in Indiana, PA.  
In 2018, I displayed another 18 ecoprints at the First Unitarian Universalist 
Church 

i. For both of these shows, I also included information about how the prints 
were created and where the trees came from.  This helped build 
knowledge about ecological art practices in the local community.  

b. Since 2016, the AODA’s quarterly newsletter has featured my ecoprints in the 
banner area.  

4. The creation of a 30-card oracle deck focused on sacred trees for my bioregion. For this, 
I’ve done all aspects of the project: scanning, digital scan editing, layout into a tarot card 
size template with full bleed for printing (approximately 30 hours). Nearly 700 of these I 
scanned into my computer to save for my Voice of the Trees divination deck.  In the last 
six months, as I completed this final year’s printing, I’ve  developed the full deck (see 
below).  I will be releasing this as a TreeLore Oracle deck to the public at a later point.  
 

 
Display of ecoprints at Artist Hand Gallery in 2016 

 
 



 
 Partial display of ecoprints at First UU in 2018 

TreeLore Oracle Deck 
 I have the 30 card oracle deck, tied to sacred trees in my bioregion, laid out and ready to 
print. The next three pages offer some screenshots of the layout.  This is part of a larger in-
progress project to release it to the world.   
 

 



 
 
 



 
 



 
 

These prints represent the very best—in all cases, it took me several print runs (or more) to get 
the right print that would be suitable for the deck itself. Oak was printed nearly 50 times before 
I got the right print, as was all of the conifers—they were more difficult to print.  Others offered 
nice prints on the first try!  But given all of the learning, it has taken me four full seasons of 
printing in the fall to achieve these results.  

 

Inner Work 
 

Part of why this project has been so meaningful is that it is a synthesis of so much of 
who I am as a druid. I worked with the trees as my companions and co-artists in order to 
complete this project.  In many ways, the trees themselves are the artists, I am simply the tool 
through which that art takes place.  I now share some of this inner work and the insights I 
gained from this project.   

 



Meditation, Observation, and Offering:  I developed a set of inner practices tied to this 
work. These were extended and rooted in AODA’s basic practices that I began practicing in 2006 
when I started studying the first degree. These include regular time spent in nature, focus on 
nature (in particular, observing nature through the seasons and learning to carefully study 
plants in nature). This also included regular meditation. Before doing any ecoprinting of a new 
plant, I would spend quiet time with the plant or tree, sitting nearby, and engaging in inner 
listening to see if the tree or plant wanted to be part of the ecoprinting process.  If I received an 
affirmative (and I didn’t always), I would leave a home-grown offering or play music as an 
offering before gathering up the plant material. In this way, the practice of harvesting was 
observational, meditative, and offered balance. 

 
Bardic Alchemy. While I was engaged in this project, I was also studying spagyric 

alchemy through my studies in the Druidical Order of the Golden Dawn. Through meditation 
and experience, I came to realize that this ecoprinting process is a form of bardic alchemy.  
Here’s my translation of the basic principles of alchemy into this bardic process.  

• Salt – The plant matter itself, the fixed nature of the plants and what they bring.  
The potential locked within.  

• Mercury – The force that opens to transformation. The water and steam used to 
bring forth the transformation, the carrier of the transformation.  

• Sulfur – The end result.  Paracelsus talked about sulfur being the “virtue of the 
plant”, which I see as what is translated to the page.   

This is also tied, of course, to the phases of alchemy itself, where the fires of transformation 
bring forth the spirit of things.  This work is done both at the level of the artist and at the level 
of the art.  
 
 Elemental Connections.  Similar to alchemy, this same process also unfolds using 
AODA’s understanding of the elements.  Again, I derived these meanings from deep 
meditations on the process.  

• Water: the material used to bring forth the transformation 
• Fire: the heat applied to create steam for transformation 
• Earth: the plant material itself, gathered from the land 
• Air: the mind and hands of the creator; the human part of the work 
• Spirit: the end result—a print that shows the spirit of the plant 

 
Working With Nature and her Spirits.  What I love so much about this process as a druid 

and artist is that I feel like I am learning a bit about the spirit of each of these trees.  There is 
what the tree shows the world, and then there is what the ecoprinting process creates—
something similar, or quite distinct, from the original.  It is a spirit print, it is spirit art.  This 
process works with nature as a companion and co-creator, which has brought me into a new 
way of seeing the world and understanding each of these dominant trees in my ecosystem.  

 

 



Concluding Thoughts 
 I have really enjoyed creating this process and the oracle deck.  It has offered me a very 
deep bardic practice, and something I am excited to share with others.  I wanted to conclude 
with some thoughts about that sharing and benefits of this approach:  
 
This new approach offers some key benefits:  

1. First, this approach works in conjunction with nature, rather than opposed to it.  So 
many of the artistic materials we use are incredibly toxic and have heavy metals.  
These materials are so detrimental to streams, fish, and wildlife.  This process gives 
us a way of creating beautiful, nature themed art using locally gathered materials 
that can literally go in the compost pile when you are done printing!   

2. Second, this approach allows for visual artistic expression and communion with 
nature while not requiring excessive artistic skill.  It does not require a steady hand, it 
does not require drawing or painting ability—so it will be very accessible to those 
new to exploring the baric arts or who lack faith in their own artistic abilities.  For 
them to access it, however, the groundwork needs to be laid and the techniques 
developed, and that’s what I’ve done with this project.   

3. Third, this project makes a contribution to the artistic community as a whole. While 
there are some artists doing similar techniques online (primarily on fabric), I found 
nobody doing this work in my bioregion—so this will also be a contribution.  I will 
release a list of the kinds of colors and processes used to achieve what I was able to 
achieve and share with them best trees for printing.    

4. Finally, there is the aspect of communion with nature. The land, at least here in 
Western Pennsylvania, is desperate to reawaken the connection that humans once 
had, and these prints are one way of creating that connection. Therefore, I will also 
detail the energetic work and collaboration with the trees that this technique 
promotes.  As far as I have looked (and I’ve looked pretty extensively), no artist who 
has written publicly on ecoprinting has written on the spiritual connections of 
ecoprinting.  As far I am aware, this contribution is unique.   

  


