ome silk batik artists are asking themselves “To bee or

not to bee?” when it comes to using soy wax instead

of beeswax or paraffin wax as a resist. What does this
misspelling of the Shakespearean conundrum have to do with
soy wax batik? Those who have found their studios visited by
swarms of bees while creating batik with beeswax know. The
bees are attracted to the smell of the beeswax sitting in the
melting pot, not the artwork (no offense). Soy wax, however,
doesn’t draw bees.

Some uninvited bees pose the least problem for many batik
makers. A larger health and environmental concern tied to
the batik process is perchloroethylene, also known as “perc,”
the toxic chemical used in dry cleaning and heavily regulated
by the Environmental Protection Agency. Removing excess
beeswax or paraffin from silk batik requires dry cleaning,
whereas these waxes can be eliminated from the cotton or silk
by washing in warm or hot water. Health and environmental
reasons, combined with aesthetic and economic ones, are
spurring batik artists to experiment with soy wax as an
alternative to beeswax and paraffin.

['ve battled some serious health problems in my life,
prompting me to search for safer methods to create my art. For
the last 15 years, I have developed a substantial repertoire of silk
fabric-painting techniques, and 1 feel that T've yet to exhaust all
the possibilities silk art has to offer.

I have tried many different ways to paint and dye fabrics.
I'have used salt, alcohol, gutta resist, shibori, stamping,
stenciling, silk screening, and of course, batik. I paint or
dye anything that happens to come my way. I'm willing to

experiment with different techniques, even though some may
be more challenging and might not achieve the exact results 'm
looking for. When I heard about the wonderful benefits of using
soy as an alternative for beeswax, my curiosity got the better of
me and [ rose to the challenge. 1 was hoping to prove the critics
wrong: that soy wax can perform as well as beeswax.

[ learned an unbelievable variety of batik techniques two
years ago at the First World Batik Conference in Boston. I was
very fortunate to have taken a class with Shoukoh Kobayashi, a
rozome master, but I was even more taken by Dorothy Bunny
Bowens lecture, “Soy Wax: An Alternative Resist.” I must have
really paid close attention because when I came home, 1 ordered
my first 10 pounds of soy wax.

Dorothy Bunny Bowen wrote a paper on soy wax in which
she notes there are no studies indicating health risks associated
with heated soy wax. The fumes from soy candles are cleaner
than the fumes from beeswax candles. The environmental
benefits to using soy wax are that it’s biodegradable and made
[rom renewable resources, as opposed to paraffin, which is a
non-renewable petroleum product. It is environmentally friendly
and can be washed down the drain with no harmful residue.
The soy wax Material Safety Data Sheet (MSDS) warns only of
obvious hazards, such as burns or overheating the wax. To read
Dorothy’s paper, go to her Web site at http://www.db-bowen.com.
In my research, I've learned that if someone has an allergy to soy
products, the person also may have an allergy to soy wax and
proper precautions should be used.

The 10-pound soy box sat around in my studio for several
months before T had the nerve to open it and start playing. **
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