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Growing colour

Natsai Audrey Chieza believes that answers to some of the biggest challenges

facing this planet can be found in nature. She talks to Tamsin Kingswell.
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I ] atsai Audrey Chieza is on a

quest for sustainable

materials that integrate design,
biology and technology. “2018 felt
like the moment where society
began to collectively come to terms
with the unavoidable reality that we
are arriving at converging tipping
points, disrupting our social, political,
economic and ecological realm.
All of these are intertwined with
our relationship with the planet.
We urgently need to re-define our
relationship with nature, a large part
of which requires us to divest from
the extractive, linear approach to
material production and consumption
that we've callously pursued since
the industrial age,” she explains.
Chieza adds: “We must adopt a deeper
connection to the biological world
around us. This offers a chance to
re-calibrate the culture through which
change can emerge.”

Although biology is now intrinsic to
her practice, it wasn’t Chieza’s initial
calling. She studied architecture at
the University of Edinburgh, but her
love of fashion eventually led her to
Central St Martins in London. Two
weeks in, Chieza realised that it
wasn't fashion per se that interested
her, but, the context through which
ideas arise. At that time, the emerging
field of synthetic biology had
captured Chieza’s attention, so she
began to develop her design research
at the intersection of biology, culture
and materiality.

In the final year of her Masters in
Material Futures at Saint Martins,
Chieza started to collaborate with
Professor John Ward, a synthetic
biologist at University College
London’s Department of Biochemical
Engineering. “Uncertain of how

I could feasibly bring a design

e

practice into what at the time was

an unfamiliar and sometimes hostile
scientific world, John’s initial offer

to me was both kind and generous in
its simplicity; ‘Here’s a microbe that
makes pigments, see what you can do
with it,” he said. So I did.”

Chieza is perhaps best known for
pioneering the creation of textile-
dyeing bio pigments from bacteria
through Project Coelicolor. In

2011, Working with Streptomyces
coelicolor, (in collaboration with
Professor John Ward), Chieza
established that the naturally secreted
pigment compound produced by
this soil-dwelling organism could be
used to dye textiles. Perhaps most
importantly, she discovered that
unique interactions between

S. coelicolor and a range of different
fibres could yield a colourfast

finish without the use of chemicals.

Significantly, this reduced water
usage compared to current industrial
dyeing methods. Chieza set about
developing design-driven methods,
or protocols, to grow biopigments
with specific and replicable finishes,
from organic patterns to engineered
prints and uniform dyes.

It is all very well producing conceptual
ideas and prototypes, but Chieza’s
innate pragmatism means she's always
pushing to take the process further.
“While the science know-how is there,
delivering on custom aesthetics and
unique material properties is often
more difficult to refine. I've learnt

that you have to integrate design at
the beginning of that techno-scientific
challenge, which even today isn’t at
the top of everyone’s agenda. But

this will change quickly as the
consumer biotechnology market
grows,” she adds. »
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