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Although BioArt is dating back as far as the fifteen/sixteen hundreds and even earlier, it is not every                  

day that art and science combine. This rare phenomenon made its appearance when two totally               

different groups of students – studying arts and microbiology respectively – took hands in an initiative                

to create BioArt . 

 

The undergraduate teaching collaboration between the Departments of Fine Arts and Microbial,            

Biochemical and Food Biotechnology at the University of the Free State (UFS), which is characterised               

by the use of living materials, such as enzymes, microbes and DNA, as well as scientific tools and                  

methods, is exploring a number of questions.  

 

Different outcomes for arts and microbiology students 

 

According to Prof Carlien Pohl-Albertyn from the Department of Microbiology, Biochemical and Food             

Biotechnology, one of the central questions explored in BioArt is the nature of ‘Life’. “At which stage                 

can matter be classified as being alive or living? This has often also been a question asked in                  

microbiology. BioArt also questions the polarisation of human life against ‘the other’ in the form of                

viruses and bacteria,” she said.  

 

Using Maloy, 2016 as reference, Prof Pohl-Albertyn said: “Both art and science is a way of                

understanding the world and our place in it. In addition, art provides a form of visual communication                 

that can be used to explore concepts in microbiology (Verran 2008)”. 

 

Several discussions took place on the possibilities and educational value of providing students from              

the two departments the opportunity to explore the intersection between microbiology and art. “We              

realised that the outcomes for the two groups of students would not be the same. For the microbiology                  

students, the focus would be on the understanding and effective communication of a microbiological              

concept. For the art students the focus would be in the execution of the assignment using visual and                  

material elements and applied theories of interdisciplinary art,” said Prof Carlien Pohl-Albertyn. 

 

Students understanding of microbial evolution reflected in art 

 

According to Dr Janine Allen-Spies from the Department of Fine Arts, the art students had to visit the                  

microbiology labs for their assignment as this is mostly a foreign environment for these students. “The                



paint medium for the the first years they had to use was gouache, while the second years combined                  

gouache with a painting installation. Gouache as a medium with its bright colours works well to depict                 

microscopic organisms in art,” Dr Allen-Spies said.  

 

On display at a recent event, to introduce this new initiative to a wider audience, was a range of                   

visually and scientifically compelling paintings which explore a theme within microbiology from a             

BioArt perspective. The microbiology student’s interpretation of the assignment was reflected in the             

production of artefacts (e.g. paintings, poems, songs, apps and sound art) that uses creativity to               

communicate concepts dealt with in the module Microbial Evolution and Diversity. 

 

The work of the art as well as the microbiology students aim to draw people in and allow them to                    

engage with the invisible microbial world in an accessible way. 

 

The art will be on display and for sale in the Department of Microbial, Biochemical and Food                 

Biotechnology from 13 October 2017 for a two-week period.  

 

Caption 

 

Paintings and artefacts reflects students understanding of BioArt. At the recent opening of the              

BioArt exhibition at the UFS Department of Microbial, Biochemical and Food Biotechnology,            

was the work of Madeleen Jansen van Rensburg on display. 

 

Pheny Mokawane, Microbiology, Biochemical and Food Biotechnology student, wrote a poem           

for his BioArt project in the Microbial Evolution and Diversity assignment.  

 

At the event were from the left: Tristan Nel, first-year Fine Arts student, Dr Janine Allen-Spies                

from the Department of Fine Arts, Prof Carlien Pohl-Albertyn from the Department of             

Microbiology, Biochemical and Food Biotechnology; and Pheny Mokawane, Microbiology,         

Biochemical and Food Biotechnology student. 
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Links 

 

Departments of Fine Arts https://www.ufs.ac.za/humanities/departments-and-divisions/fine-arts-home  

Department of Microbial, Biochemical and Food Biotechnology       

https://www.ufs.ac.za/natagri/departments-and-divisions/microbial-biochemical-and-food-biotechnolog

y-home  

https://www.ufs.ac.za/humanities/departments-and-divisions/fine-arts-home
https://www.ufs.ac.za/natagri/departments-and-divisions/microbial-biochemical-and-food-biotechnology-home
https://www.ufs.ac.za/natagri/departments-and-divisions/microbial-biochemical-and-food-biotechnology-home


Prof Carlien Pohl-Albertyn   

https://www.ufs.ac.za/natagri/departments-and-divisions/microbial-biochemical-and-food-biotechnolog

y-home/staff/staff?pid=2a%2fOeZ9e6Eo%3d  

Dr Janine-Allen Spies   

https://www.ufs.ac.za/humanities/departments-and-divisions/fine-arts-home/general/staff?pid=rQiUDp

X2JJ8%3d  

 

Quote 

 

The assignments aim at drawing people in and allowing them to engage with the invisible microbial                

world in an accessible way. 

 

Facebook 

 

A rare phenomena made its appearance when two totally different groups of students – studying arts                

and microbiology respectively – took hands in an initiative to create BioArt. Both the work of the art as                   

well as the microbiology students aim to draw people in and allow them to engage with the invisible                  

microbial world in an accessible way. 
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