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From microbial fermentation to printed form: SoftTrace Studio presents TraceMatter™

A first public presentation of PHA-based biocomposites developed for 3D printing at Material 
Matters London, 15–17 September 2026.

Story Overview

Material innovation is often shown as a swatch. SoftTrace Studio is interested in what happens next: 
how a new material behaves when it is printed, held, used and eventually discarded.

At Material Matters London 2026, the London-based design and material practice will give the first 
public presentation of TraceMatter™, an evolving family of PHA-based biocomposites developed 
for FDM 3D printing.

The project began with a practical question. Founder Shuting Lei was drawn to 3D printing for the 
freedom it gives designers to adjust form, structure and production without moulds. Yet the 
materials commonly available did not match the life cycle she wanted for the resulting objects.

This gap led to TraceMatter.

PHA, or polyhydroxyalkanoates, is a family of bio-based polyesters produced by microorganisms 
through fermentation. The first TraceMatter formulations combine a PHA base with shell powder 
and seaweed residue. These additions influence the colour, visible particles, translucency and 
surface character of the printed material.

Shell White has a pale, mineral quality, while Seaweed Green contains darker organic particles and 
a more earthy tone. Both produce a soft, naturally matte surface that diffuses light and reduces the 
visual prominence of FDM layer lines.

Founder’s Perspective

“I’m interested in the gap between developing a material and actually living with it. A sample can 
tell us what something is made from, but it cannot tell us enough about how light moves across it, 
how it feels in the hand or how a change in structure affects the final object. 3D printing lets me test 
those questions directly.”

“A material with a better end-of-life pathway still has to earn its place in daily life through form, 
touch and usefulness. That is why the exhibition brings experiments and finished studies together. 
The behaviour and limitations of the material are part of the work.”

— Shuting Lei, Founder of SoftTrace Studio

Lei’s background spans spatial experience design and digital fabrication. After completing her 
postgraduate studies at Goldsmiths, University of London, she founded SoftTrace Studio to explore 
how digital design could move into physical materials and objects.



What Will Be Shown

The Material Matters presentation will bring together:

• Shell White and Seaweed Green material samples;

• raw ingredients and early formulation studies;

• 3D-printed objects, surfaces and process tests;

• studies showing how print settings and geometry affect the final form;

• an ongoing soil-exposure observation documenting visible material changes over time.

The soil observation is an exploratory studio study. It is presented as a record of the material’s 
behaviour and is not a standardised biodegradation test.

Why PHA and 3D Printing?

Many PLA materials need controlled industrial composting conditions to break down effectively. 
Certain PHA grades can biodegrade under a wider range of biologically active conditions, 
depending on their composition, thickness and surrounding environment.

SoftTrace Studio combines this material research with additive manufacturing. Producing objects 
layer by layer supports on-demand and small-batch production, avoids the need for moulds and 
reduces cutting waste and excess inventory. It also allows material composition, printing parameters 
and form to be developed together.

The studio sees 3D printing as both a production method and a material research tool.

Technical and Certification Note

The PHA base resin used in TraceMatter has TÜV Austria OK compost HOME and OK 
biodegradable MARINE certification for resin or granulate under the stated certification 
conditions and thickness limits.

Compostability does not mean that an object will disappear quickly in every setting. The rate and 
extent of biological breakdown depend on factors including material composition, thickness, 
temperature, moisture and microbial activity.

Availability

The Material Matters presentation is a pre-launch preview. Full production spools in Shell White 
and Seaweed Green are planned for October 2026. Small test quantities may be available before 
launch for selected design and material collaborations.



SoftTrace Studio also works with brands, architects and designers on custom filament development, 
prototyping and small-batch 3D printing.

Suggested Editorial Angles

• A new PHA-based material family moving from samples into objects and surfaces;

• shell powder and seaweed residue as contributors to colour, texture and material identity;

• the role of 3D printing in small-batch, material-led design;

• a designer moving from immersive digital experiences into physical biomaterial research;

• a more transparent discussion of biodegradability, certification and material limitations.

About SoftTrace Studio

SoftTrace studio is a London-based design and material practice exploring new possibilities for 
biomaterials through 3D printing.

At the centre of this work is TraceMatter™, our developing range of biocomposite 3D-printing 
filaments built around natural by-products. Each material is explored through objects and 
prototypes, revealing how it feels, performs and could be used in everyday products and spaces.

Founded by Shuting Lei, a Goldsmiths graduate with a background in spatial experience design and 
digital fabrication, SoftTrace Studio works with brands, architects and designers on custom 
materials, prototypes and small-batch production.

Website: www.softtracestudio.com 
Press and collaboration enquiries: contact@softtracestudio.com

Exhibition Information

Material Matters London 2026 
15–17 September 2026 
UNLOCKED, 118 Curtain Road, London 
Part of Shoreditch Design Week

Interviews and Media Assets

Shuting Lei is available for written interviews and email Q&As. A studio collaborator working in 
architecture will be present at the exhibition for English-language conversations about possible 
interior and spatial applications.

http://www.softtracestudio.com/
mailto:contact@softtracestudio.com


High-resolution images, captions, photography credits and further technical information are 
available on request.


