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Abstract 
 

This thesis, A Matter of Material: Exploring the Value of the Museum of Design 
in Plastics (MoDiP), sets out to understand how a museum focusing on a single 
material family can contribute to the societal and museological comprehension 
of design in plastics.  It looks at how museums communicate a group of 
materials that audiences believe they know and understand, yet that knowledge 
and understanding may not be the whole story.  It explores why it might seem 
strange that a museum dedicated to plastics even exists, by looking at what 
museums are, what they have been traditionally, and what they can become.   

The contribution to knowledge that this research demonstrates is in the 
previously unwritten history and close study of MoDiP which is an, as yet, under 
researched resource.  My role as Curator of MoDiP has provided an empirical 
knowledge and expertise that grounds this contribution in my professional 
practice.  This has enabled an opening of a knowledge embedded in the role of 
a museum of a contested and devalued material, illuminating the problem of 
plastics in museums.  The study inserts plastics, and the specific collection of 
them by MoDiP, into the relational museological theory to discover the value of 
the museum’s practice where complexity is added to the debate about plastics 
in the current climate.  The particular interest of the triangular relationships 
between audiences, museums, and plastics is demonstrated using new 
diagrams, a tradition of museum studies especially used by Susan Pearce. The 
six original diagrams within the thesis are used to illustrate new ideas and 
concepts.   

This research uses the tools of case study as a methodology to make a close 
study of the functions and collections of MoDiP, and in contrast the Pinto 
Collection of wooden objects at Birmingham Museums Trust. These tools 
include interviewing employees, studying documents, and observing practices, 
and sit alongside the curatorial practices of collections and object research, 
audience sampling through surveys and social media, as well as visiting other 
museums and exhibitions and reflecting on such experiences.  By using these 
methods, this work investigates the material qualities of plastics, alongside 
other materials, and looks at why the placement of some materials within the 
museum setting might be difficult to comprehend and how, by being the sole 
focus of the museum, materials can be more deeply explored.
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Chapter 1 : Introduction 
 

Whilst walking through a local park behind a family on their way to school I 

overheard a conversation that went as follows: ‘Mummy, are those poppies 

plastic?’, ‘No they are not, don’t be silly’ [Fig. 1-1].  Was this young child silly to 

ask this question?  He saw perfect, bright, beauty in amongst the greenery, and 

recalled other things in his life that had these qualities, perhaps his toys, or 

some artificial flowers that he had seen.  This discourse between mother and 

child highlighted to me the ubiquity of plastics in our lives.   

 
 
Fig. 1-1: ‘Mummy, are those poppies plastic?’ photo by author. 

 

Plastics materials play significant roles in our lives, both positive and negative.  

They are made into objects that keep us alive without risk of contamination in 

hospitals such as blood donation bags, oxygen masks, and appropriately in a 

pandemic, personal protective equipment like face shields and disposable 

gloves, or those that cause death in our oceans including discarded fishing nets 

and carrier bags.  They make life easier by providing lightweight products that 

brighten our days like picnic plates and LEGO bricks, but in contrast, they also 

create polluting messes that darken our environment such as excessive 

packaging which is discarded irresponsibly.  As individuals, we all have ideas of 

what plastics materials and the objects they are made into are, what they do, 

and what they mean to us.  Through observation it is seen that people either 
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have strong feelings of love towards plastics objects, for example people who 

collect kitsch, or loathing such as those who campaign against plastics 

pollution.  On the other hand, there are significant numbers of people who are 

indifferent towards plastics because they do not notice them or they take them 

for granted.  In light of this, this research project is interested in how museums 

communicate a group of materials that audiences believe they know, even if 

what they know is not the whole story.  Moreover, with plastics objects having a 

significant impact on the lives of a number of generations why does it seem 

strange that a museum dedicated to plastics even exists?  To explore this, it is 

important to understand what museums are, what they have traditionally been, 

and what they can become?  By addressing these issues this research project 

aims to explore the value of the Museum of Design in Plastics (MoDiP), of 

which I am the Curator,1 in and to today’s society.   

MoDiP is the ‘only accredited museum in the UK with a focus on plastics and is 

the UK's leading resource for the study and interpretation of design in plastics.’2  

The museum aims to increase understanding and appreciation of the use and 

significance of plastics in design during the twentieth and twenty-first century.  It 

does this by collecting, researching, interpreting and presenting objects made 

of, or including components of, plastics, and thus add unique value to the Arts 

University Bournemouth (AUB) as a learning resource, a resource for 

collaborative, experimental and interdisciplinary research, and as a gateway to 

the AUB's wider environment.  It is recognised by Research England3 for its 

unique and significant contribution to national and international research and 

scholarship. 

Contribution to knowledge and research questions 
 

The contribution to knowledge that this research demonstrates is in the 

previously unwritten history and close study of MoDiP which is an, as yet, under 

                                            
1 More about which will be explored in the Author’s positionality section, page 22. 
2 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘About Us’ <www.modip.ac.uk/about-us> [accessed 9 February 

2014]. 
3 ‘Museums, Galleries and Libraries’ <https://re.ukri.org/research/museums-galleries-and-libraries/> 

[accessed 26 March 2019]. 
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researched resource.  My role as Curator of MoDiP has provided an empirical 

knowledge and expertise that grounds this contribution in my professional 

practice.  This has enabled an opening of a knowledge embedded in the role of 

a museum of a contested and devalued material, illuminating the problem of 

plastics in museums and society.  The study inserts plastics and the specific 

collection of them by MoDiP into the relational museological theory to discover 

the value of the museum’s practice where complexity is added to the debate 

about plastics in the current climate.  The particular interest of the triangular 

relationships between audiences, museums, and plastics is demonstrated using 

diagrams, a tradition of museum studies especially used by Susan Pearce. The 

six original diagrams within the thesis are used to illustrate new ideas and 

concepts.   

This thesis will contribute to knowledge by using the literature from the 

disciplinary areas of museum studies, material cultural, and design history to 

address three questions with associated aims.  The main question ‘in an 

environment of increasing material complexity, what might the benefits be, for 

the museum community and for wider societal understanding, of a museum 

focusing specifically on a single material family?’ aims to understand the value 

and significance of MoDiP, an as yet under-researched resource, and its 

collections, and the impact it can have on both the public understanding of the 

role of plastics in design and museum practice.  In the preface of The Design 

Culture Reader, Ben Highmore discusses the domination of the study of design 

by named designers and yet most of human activity is met by objects that are 

‘beyond the realm of “designer goods.”’4  It is often the case that everyday 

objects, especially those made of plastics, are created by an anonymous 

member of a design team, anonymous to the user that is.  Do designer names 

help consumers decide what good design is?  Does the name Phillippe Starck 

for example help the consumer purchase a plastic object and feel justified in 

doing so?  In this sense, the designer is still accessible; they are not one-off 

pieces like an artwork.  However, designers are not the beginning and the end 

of an object, its usage and relational existence is more important.  Kjetil Fallan 

                                            
4 The Design Culture Reader, ed. by Ben Highmore (London & New York: Routledge, 2009).  Xiii. 
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looks at how design history has conventionally been the history of ‘designed 

objects of high (aesthetic) quality and the designers, ideas, movements and 

institutions that conceived those objects’5 and how this compares to 

engineering design with its anonymous designers.6  These notions appear to 

suggest that the study of plastics objects had become less appealing to the 

design historian. 

The second research question, ‘in what ways have plastics been embraced by 

design museums in the United Kingdom through collection and display 

practices, and how does this differ from other materials?’ aims to investigate the 

significance and potential of MoDiP through a comparison of its collections and 

use, with other museum collections, for example, the Victoria and Albert 

Museum (V&A).  To answer this question the research will explore the value 

placed on plastics objects and their position in the museum setting.  These 

include everyday objects which are those of ubiquity as described by Highmore 

as a ‘world of circulating objects and intricate connection […] think more about a 

disposable drink can and less about haute couture.’7 

Objects in museums, as in any other situation, have the potential to carry value 

and meaning which is realised when they interact with other objects around 

them and with the people that engage with them.  Susan Pearce uses a 

dichotomy to explore a traditional Western system of value [Fig. 1-2].  The list 

on the left shows the prized aspects of material culture, whilst the right-hand 

side shows their opposite counterparts.8  There are some pairings shown that 

contradict each other, especially when exploring the everyday, for example, if 

we are to like ‘normal’ and query ‘odd’ what makes something ‘special’ or 

‘interesting’ as opposed to ‘standard’ or ‘boring’?  However, Pearce takes two of 

the pairings from the above, authentic : non-authentic / spurious and 

                                            
5 Kjetil Fallan, Design History: Understanding Theory and Method (Oxford & New York: Berg, 2010).  

ix. 
6 Fallan.  xi. 
7 Highmore, The Design Culture Reader.  5. 
8 Susan M Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition (London 

& New York: Routledge, 1995).  286. 
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masterpiece : artefact [Fig. 1-3]9 and observes that, based on European value 

judgements, museum collections should be above the horizontal axis; they 

should be objects of fine art or archaeology.  She writes that authentic can 

mean both real, as in the physical sense, and genuine, as in true and honest 

with non-authentic being the opposite, for example false or fake.  The diagram 

shows that ‘masterpieces’ are special and sometimes unique, but the opposite 

‘artefacts’ are simply things.10  Pearce’s diagrams have such a strong potency 

that they will be referred to and returned to on a number of occasions 

throughout this dissertation and have inspired the use of the diagrammatic tool 

to help illustrate concepts later in this work. 

 

 

 
Fig. 1-2: Oppositions of thought and feeling which structure traditional value judgements.  
Featured in Susan M Pearce, On Collecting: An investigation into Collecting in the European 
Tradition (London & New York: Routledge, 1995).  286. 

 

                                            
9 This model is based on the work of Algirdas Julien Greimas and Francois Rastier (1968) followed 

by James Clifford (1988),  Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European 

Tradition.  40. 
10 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  290. 
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Fig. 1-3: Collection valuations plotted against the axes of masterpiece : artefact and authentic : 
spurious.  Featured in Susan M Pearce, On Collecting: An investigation into Collecting in the 
European Tradition (London & New York: Routledge, 1995).  290. 

 

Pearce observes and critiques that, with this system of values, ‘collections 

made from commercially available artefacts are boring and tasteless’ and that 

‘commercial material lacks what seems to be a “true” context of time and space, 

which is carried by collections that belong in the knowledge-bearing class.’11  

She asserts that commercial objects must have truth and context but observes 

that the material’s mass-produced nature means that there is no individuality in 

the product as there is in ‘quality pieces’ and that, because of the method of 

production, a gap is created between the producer and owner which drains 

away meaning.  Most significant to the story of the everyday in museums, and 

in particular plastics,12 is Pearce’s observation that the lack of high-

craftsmanship and the use of lowly materials has the implication that ‘those who 

collect this stuff are themselves trivial and trashy, possessed of neither moral, 

aesthetic nor intellectual sensibilities; low in every way.’13  Pearce’s accounts on 

the value of objects are polarising to such a degree that puts objects in boxes 

                                            
11 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  304. 
12 Pearce cites only plastic here with its synonym to rubbish. 
13 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  304. 
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and dissuades museums from looking at them from different standpoints.  The 

suggestion that mass-produced / commercial objects have no place in a 

museum collection is not representative of the objects that surround us, or to 

which the majority of people can relate.  By answering this research question 

this thesis will examine how objects that fall short of Pearce’s out-dated 

assessment have a legitimate place within museum collections. 

The last question, ‘what are the issues and debates that impact on the popular 

and professional curatorial relationships with plastics?’ aims to investigate the 

tensions inherent in an application of object-based material culture analysis to 

plastics.  This question looks to explore the way people relate to materials and 

the value they place on them and sits within the literature of relational 

museology, most notably the work of Chris Gosden, alongside Yvonne 

Marshall, and latterly Frances Larson, which has its origins in anthropology.   

At the most fundamental level, a museum, as Sandra H Dudley, Amy Jane 

Barnes, Jennifer Binnie, Julia Petrov and Jennifer Walklate put it, is about 

things.14  From a curator’s point of view, the objects are the most important 

aspect of a museum, they are, in my opinion, what makes a museum a 

museum, and are the reason that people visit.  Nicholas Thomas, Director of the 

Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in Cambridge, asserts that what is 

special about museums are the collections.  He believes that objects should be 

at the forefront of what museums do, allowing the visitor to engage with the 

materiality and physicality of the object.15  But the museum should not just be 

about objects, that would make it simply a collection, the important factor of 

being a museum is the relationships between the objects and the people that 

encounter them, whether that be the visitors or the people who work with the 

collection. 

Traditionally, museums acquire objects because of the type of artefact that they 

are or the subject that they describe, for example, prehistoric hand tools in an 

                                            
14 The Thing About Museums: Objects and Experience, Representation and Contestation, ed. by 

Sandra H Dudley and others (London & New York: Routledge, 2012).  1. 
15 Nicholas Thomas, The Return of Curiosity: What Museums Are Good For in the 21st Century 

(London: Reaktion Books, 2016).140. 
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anthropological museum or armoured vehicles in a military history museum.  

The act of collecting due to the material, rather than the object’s function or 

type, in the first instance affects the way the visitor and the curator relates to 

that object as they are all placed in a different viewing point to that which is the 

norm.  By exploring the material qualities of plastics, alongside other materials, 

this study is looking at those that can be difficult to understand within the 

museum setting and how, by being the sole focus of the museum, materials can 

be further explored.   

Despite collections of social historical matter, looking at how people lived in the 

past, making up the majority of objects held in UK museums,16 the sight of 

contemporary objects from today’s social activity can be unexpected, especially 

in a design setting.  For some visitors the encounter of these everyday, 

mundane, or lowly materials in a museum setting, things that we, ourselves, 

own or things that we have thrown away, is surprising.  To understand why this 

is the case an exploration of the historiography of museum collecting is needed.  

The earliest museums gathered together objects of ‘exoticism and wonder;’17 

they were places of awe and intrigue.  They allowed the visiting public to view 

pieces that they would not ordinarily see and they displayed objects of 

inspiration and dreams; the other, the precious.  The majority of MoDiP’s 

collection would not be described in such a way, its objects are accessible, 

known, and ordinary, making the museum itself extraordinary. 

                                            
16 Data derived from Museums Association, ‘Find a Museum’ 

<http://www.museumsassociation.org/find-a-museum> [accessed 27 September 2017]. Total 

number of museums 2675: Number of organisations holding the collection types: Agriculture 370 

(14%), Archaeology 757 (29%), Archives 802 (30%), Biology & Natural History 344 (13%), 

Costume & Textiles 650 (24%), Decorative & Applied Arts 672 (25%), Ethnography 191 (7%), Fine 

Art 755 (28%), Geology 361 (13%), Maritime 292 (11%), Medicine 145 (5%), Military 508 (19%), 

Music 120 (4%), Numismatics 216 (8%), Oral History 335 (13%), Personalia 437 (16%), 

Photography 622 (23%), Photography 622 (23%), Science and Industry 647 (24%), Social History 

1562 (58%), Transport 466 (17%).  Museums often hold more than one of these collection types. 
17 Harold Skramstad, ‘An Agenda for Museums in the Twenty-First Century’, in Reinventing the 

Museum: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail Anderson 

(Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2004), pp. 118–132.  119.  Writing in particular about P.T. Barnum’s 

American Museum, founded in New York City in 1841. 
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Accredited museums18 have mission statements19 and collecting policies20 that 

reflect their purpose, with subject, such as local history, natural history, science, 

or design as the usual focus.  These subject-based collections necessarily 

include materials; however, they are an incidental consequence of the subject 

rather than the material itself being the primary reason for collecting.  

Traditionally, collections have concentrated on objects that are seen as high 

culture; broadly speaking art, science, or natural history.21  Due to this 

concentration on high or elite culture, if an object has been collected with its 

material in mind, it is because it has been made from one of high-status, for 

example a silver teapot.  Some early museums were based on the collections of 

rich individuals interested in the exotic,22 and objects that have been historically 

acquired by museums tended to be those of high wealth as they had been given 

extra care by their original owners, therefore they were likely to survive longer 

than objects in everyday use.  As such, by collecting objects that belonged to 

the elite, museums celebrate a system that is based on material wealth.23  By 

collecting and displaying objects of prestige, Belk suggests that ‘museum 

                                            
18 ‘The Accreditation Scheme sets nationally agreed standards for museums in the UK.  There are 

currently just under 1,800 museums participating in the scheme, demonstrating their commitment to 

managing collections effectively for the enjoyment and benefit of users.’  - Arts Council England, 

‘Museums Accreditation Scheme’ <https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-arts-museums-and-

libraries/museums-accreditation-scheme> [accessed 6 September 2014]. 
19 Example mission statement - Victoria & Albert Museum.  Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Mission 

Statement’ <http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/v/v-and-a-mission-and-objectives/> [accessed 6 

September 2014]. 
20 Example collection policy - Victoria & Albert Museum. Victoria and Albert Museum, V&A 

Collections Development Policy Including Acquisition and Disposal Policy (London, 2010) 

<http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/176967/v-and-a-collections-development-

policy.pdf>. 
21 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  6.  My 

emphasis. 
22 For example, Oxford’s Ashmolean Museum, which opened in the 1680s, partially based on the 

collection of Elias Ashmole. 
23 Russell W Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society (London & New York: Routledge, 1995).  152. 
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quality’ shows an inequality and presents a skewed view of history to the visitor, 

not just a consecrated view of taste,24 but the taste of the elite and powerful.25 

In comparison, this study will be looking at the material most associated with a 

lower culture or everyday life, ‘that which does not get recorded in the history 

made up of important “events.”’26  Within the social history museum or museum 

of rural life this is not a new phenomenon, but for a collection based on material 

or design it is a more recent focus.  Museums of design tend towards high 

quality materials, high design with individually named designers and recognised 

manufacturers or good quality craftsmanship.  Plastics have the connotation of 

being inexpensive and disposable, ordinary, everyday and at times something 

to avoid.  Yet, plastics are ‘democratizing,’27 classless materials that we all 

encounter on a daily basis regardless of our social standing, they are practically 

impossible to avoid.  Plastics as materials have no intrinsic shape, or colour, 

unlike natural materials, and it is said that because they can serve such a 

variety of functions that they can be anything we want.  The family of materials 

are both high-tech and cheap substitutes at the same time and, as Jeffrey L. 

Meikle suggests, when they are working well they are overlooked or taken for 

granted.28  Unfortunately, when an object does not do its job well the material 

becomes noticeable, and is criticised often described as feeling plasticy.  This 

tars all plastic materials with the same brush.  An equivalent phrase for 

something that does not work well would not be metally but would be, perhaps, 

tinny showing recognition of the distinction that tin is a cheap metal usually used 

for inferior objects.   

                                            
24 Although taste is not a key argument in my thesis it is a topic that will be returned to on a number 

of occasions and as such it should be noted that many of the authors, through whom I use to 

discuss taste, will have been influenced by the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his observations of 

French societal taste in Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste 

(London: Taylor & Francis Group, 1984). 
25 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  155. 
26 Judy Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Things (Oxford & New York: Berg, 

2000).  50. 
27 Jeffrey L Meikle, ‘Into the Fourth Kingdom: Representations of Plastic Materials, 1920-1950’, 

Journal of Design History, Vol. 5.No. 3 (1992), 173–182.  178. 
28 Jeffrey L Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History (New Brunswick & London: Rutger University 

Press, 1997).  xiii. 
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Thesis structure 

Chapter 1 ‘Introduction’ sets out the questions and aims that this project 

addresses.  It positions these within the practice and available literature and 

explores the gaps in the existing knowledge that this thesis aims to fill.  It 

demonstrates the methods used to answer the questions, briefly introduces the 

study collections, and establishes the unique positionality of the author 

discussing the effects this has on the research. 

Chapter 2 introduces the close study collections.  The study collections are 

raised early in the discussion as they and their materials are the bedrock of the 

research.  Understanding their functions and focus enriches the explorations 

that occur further into the discussion.  This chapter asks specific questions of 

the collection studied; why it has the material family focus, and how it presents 

that material family to its audiences.  It then makes comparisons and 

conclusions between the studies. 

The following chapters are then split into two parts. The first part encompassing 

chapters 3 and 4, focuses on the plastics and its relationship to museums as 

institutions, whilst the second part, chapters 5, 6, and 7, explores more general 

relationships built around the material family and the objects into which they are 

made.  Chapter 3 ‘Museum collecting practice’ and Chapter 4 ‘The precious and 

the plastic’ explore the traditions of museums to see how and why the collecting 

and interpretation of single material families is significant.  They take the 

question, ‘in what ways have plastics been embraced by design museums in 

the United Kingdom through collection and display, and how does this differ 

from other materials?’ and they look at how plastics have been received and 

communicated by design museums in the United Kingdom and discover how 

this compares to other materials.  To do this, Chapter 3 ‘Museum collecting 

practice’ uses the current literature to discuss the importance of objects and 

collections to museums.  It also explores how value and meaning is created and 

shared with visitors within the museum setting, and looks at relational 

materiality to guide the research through the relationships and energies 

discovered, created, and maintained within the museum between the museum 

staff, objects, and visitors.  With this developed foundation of the understanding 
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of the functionality of museums, Chapter 4 ‘The precious and the plastic’ 

compares the opulent, often hand-made pieces housed in many design 

museums with the mundane, mass-produced objects inherent in a collection 

focusing on plastics.   

The last set of chapters 5, 6 and 7 explore the question, ‘what are the issues 

and debates that impact on the popular and professional curatorial relationships 

with plastics?’  Chapter 5 ‘Material production’ looks at how materials and 

objects are generated or created and Chapter 6 ‘Material application’ looks at 

the situations in which the materials find themselves.  Finally, Chapter 7 

‘Material reception’ develops an understanding of the cultural perception of 

objects made of the study materials by exploring concepts of taste and value. 

The concluding chapter will answer the main question of the thesis; ‘in an 

environment of increasing material complexity, what might the benefits be, for 

the museum community and for wider societal understanding, of a museum 

focusing specifically on a single material family?’  It does this by considering 

how the work of museums and collections, and the public understanding of 

materials, are challenged by the in-depth focus into a single material family.  It 

explores the pitfalls and benefits for the museum and for the visitor within this 

relatively unusual museum setting. 

Methodology and literature review 

A variety of methods have been used throughout this research to explore the 

issues raised.  These methods come from both academic research processes 

as well as methods used in curatorial practice.  Although the close study of 

MoDiP is not a ‘case study’ it does use the tools of that research methodology.  

In chapter 2 MoDiP will be compared and contrasted to the Pinto Collection of 

Treen (Pinto collection) held at Birmingham Museums Trust, another collection 

of a single material family, that of wood.  These specific museums29 were 

                                            
29 Other potential case studies found in the Museums Association, Museums & Galleries Yearbook 

(London: Museums Association, 2011).    Aberystwyth Ceramics gallery - http://www.ceramics-

aberystwyth.com/ - lovely studio pottery collection – not right for this project because it is decorative 

ceramics only.  Warner Textile Archive - http://www.warnertextilearchive.co.uk/ - company based 
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chosen because, primarily, they focus on materials but also because they have 

significant differences that will, and do, affect their practices.  MoDiP is a 

university museum with a small team; it can easily make changes and 

experiment with its practice, whilst the Pinto collection is a small part of a larger, 

local authority museum, once having a dedicated curator and display space but 

has now been amalgamated into the main collections.  The case study 

methodology tools were chosen, as a way of discovering the particularity of the 

museums, ‘to present a rich portrayal of a single setting and establish the value 

of the case.’30  It is a methodology that enables the researcher to see 

something in its completeness, to create a rich picture, and gain analytical 

insights into the case.31   

The data has been collected through mixed methods and considers the six 

sources of evidence as suggested by Robert K. Yin in Case Study Research 

Design32 and described in the table below [Fig. 1-4].  The reporting takes an 

interpretative form.  This form of reporting usually uses fewer data sources 

which are interpreted by the storyteller but can convey insights and meanings of 

the case in a way that readers can easily grasp.33   

                                            
archive with a range of textiles and related paperwork – not right for this project as more about the 

patterns and the production than the material.  Caithness Glass Visitor centre - 

http://www.caithnessglass.co.uk/ - not right for this project as about art glass only.  Broadfield 

House Glass Museum - http://www.dudley.gov.uk/see-and-do/museums/glass-museum/ Not an 

Accredited museum – finding it hard to ascertain what is in the collection.  Borders Textile 

Towerhouse - http://www.heartofhawick.co.uk/drumlanrig/ - more fashion and the textile industry 

than this project requires.  Turner Museum of Glass - 

http://www.turnermuseum.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html - decorative glass only. 
30 Helen Simons, Case Study Research in Practice (Los Angeles, London & New Delhi: Sage 

Publications Ltd, 2009).  24. 
31 Gary Thomas, How to Do Your Case Study: A Guide for Students and Researchers (Los Angeles, 

London, New Delhi, Singapore & Washington DC: Sage Publications Ltd, 2011).  23. 
32 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research Design and Methods, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, London & 

New Dehli: Sage Publications Ltd, 1994). 
33 Simons.  150. 
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Fig. 1-4: Six Sources of Evidence: Strengths and Weaknesses. Taken from Robert K. Yin, Case 
Study Research Design and Methods, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, London & New Dehli: Sage 
Publications Ltd, 1994).  80. 

 

The documentation created by and about the museums enables the study of the 

value placed on the collection by the host organisation.  It looks to see if the 

material family is highlighted in key documents, such as strategic plans and 

other formal documentation.  This allows the discovery of how the museum 

envisages itself and how the collection has evolved.34  Archival records show 

how the collections were created and developed and how the organisations that 

look after them have curated and care for them. 

                                            
34 Simons.  63. 
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Curators have been interviewed by email, face-to-face, or in groups, where 

appropriate to gain an understanding of the working relationships with the 

materials in their care.  A round table discussion with MoDiP staff and 

colleagues who set up and worked, in the past and presently, with the collection 

was utilised to clarify and confirm data that had arisen from the document 

analysis.  The initial growth of the collection is important to the story of MoDiP 

but the main catalyst for this research is the change in focus from general 

design to design in plastics.  To contain the discussion to the facts and areas 

that needed to be gathered and to move the story telling forward, the presence 

of all colleagues was significant to ‘get a sense of agreement’ and ‘cross-check 

on the consistency of perspectives and statements of certain individuals.’35  

This allowed the interview to cover the many topics planned for the 

conversation [see Appendix 1].  As expected, the powerful and sensitive 

personality of the initiator of the collection dominated the conversation [see 

Appendix 2 for the interview transcript], and further conversations with other 

colleagues have been used to clarify specific details.   

Direct observation has been conducted by visiting the museums and studying 

exhibitions, objects, and information panels.  The researcher took on the role of 

the visitor to explore how the material family is communicated to the visiting 

public.  However, the visiting of museums and exhibitions is also a significant 

tool in curatorial practice to understand state of the art activity and add to 

continuing professional development.  There has been some informal 

participant observation, but it has not been a dominant way of collecting data.  

The project is interested in the function of the museum as an organisation, not 

necessarily the individuals doing the work, or the actual day-to-day activity.  The 

significant interest is the output; the exhibitions, the publications, and the online 

information, as this is how the public encounter the objects, collections, and 

materials. 

The physical artefact created by the museums are the exhibitions that are 

curated from the collections under investigation as well as the physical products 

made from the materials.  The study of these are supplemented and compared 

                                            
35 Simons.  49. 
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with exhibitions of mixed materials collections to develop an understanding of 

how other, perhaps more mainstream, collections communicate materials.  

Publications of past exhibitions, both within the two main case studies and other 

organisations, such as the V&A and the Design Museum, are used to 

understand previous communications.   

Each museum study report starts with a description of the museum to elucidate 

what the collection is, how it came into being, and what changes have occurred 

over its lifetime.  The same three questions have been asked of each case; why 

does it focus on a single material family?  How does it present that single 

material family to its visitors both online and in real life? Once both collections 

have been explored they will be compared with each other and how they fit in 

with the 'museum' phenomenon?  The exploration of MoDiP is particularly rich 

and deep and uses all of the methods discussed above.  The supporting case of 

the Pinto Collection, has been explored through what is available in the public 

domain as the interest is especially the communication of the materials to the 

public.  This includes personal experience of the collection, as well as 

publications and online resources.  Where questions arise, interviews have 

been carried out with curatorial staff either face-to-face or via email.  Permission 

has been gained through a signed participant consent form [for an example, see 

Appendix 3]. 

To gain an insight into how the public understand plastics, a simple survey was 

piloted with a small group of AUB students before they visited the MoDiP [see 

Appendix 4].  The survey asked how the participant felt about plastics from 

negative to positive, what they had recently heard about plastics, and what they 

had heard about other materials.  It was intended that this would help to 

establish the understanding of the materials at that moment in time.  To gain a 

clear and wide response, the intention was to use the online survey tool, Survey 

Monkey36 and encourage its spread through social media.  If the survey had 

been successful, the responses would have been used to illustrate public 

feeling.  However, it was felt that researching a material that is contested, with 

strong views on either side of the debate, my position as curator of a museum 

                                            
36 www.surveymonkey.co.uk 
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that has the perception of being strongly on one side, regardless of whether this 

is the case or not, could put pressure onto any potential respondents.  As a 

result, it was decided that use of the social media site, Twitter, as a public 

forum, would provide a freer reflection.  To gain an insight into the public feeling 

towards materials, the terms in the table below [Fig. 1-5] were searched on the 

dates and times listed.  Twitter was chosen as it provided a broad look at the 

population, and people can and do freely pronounce their personal views.  A 

sample of the results can be found in Appendix 5 and the analysis in Chapter 7.  

A further analysis involved the MoDiP comments postcards [Appendix 6] to 

explore if and how a visit to the museum has an effect on a visitor’s thoughts 

about plastics. 

 19.6.2018 

14.00 

16.7.2018 

12.40 

27.8.2018 

18.30 

plastic    

plastics    

wood    

wooden    

glass    

 
Fig. 1-5: Terms searched on the social media platform, Twitter, to gain insight into the public 
feelings towards materials. 

 

The literature comes from a number of sources, most notably the relational 

museum work of Chris Gosden, alongside Yvonne Marshall, and latterly 

Frances Larson, which has its origins in anthropology.  Larson’s work with 

Alison Petch and David Zeitlyn also uses the relational theory by looking at 

social networks in museums.  Equally significant is Thomas, whose interest lies 

within curiosity in a museum setting.  These works come together to provide a 

framework of understanding of how relationships, particularly those that shift 

and change over time, develop and make meaning between object, material, 

and museum visitor.  Museum theory and practice has looked for some time to 



 
 

18 
 

reflect and represent audiences through exhibition and activity.  When collecting 

from a material point of view the aim of the museum must be how it represents 

that material.  Materials do not represent people, but people do relate to 

materials whether that be a nostalgic reminiscence of the smell of a new leather 

chair or the feel of a wooden bowl worn smooth with touch.  Consumers build 

relationships with designers, manufacturers, and materials and it is this that 

informs our understanding of museum objects and how we relate to them. 

The notion that objects have cultural biography was first established by Igor 

Kopytoff with his suggestion that ‘biographies of things can make salient what 

might otherwise remain obscure.’37  Gosden and Marshall take this idea and 

apply it to the social sciences by exploring the relationship between people and 

things.  They suggest that unlike previously in archaeology, where objects were 

seen as tools for dating, it has been realised that objects are an integral part of 

human action.  They suggest that the central idea of biography is that ‘as 

people and objects gather time, movement and change, they are constantly 

transformed,’ these changes and transformations gathered by people and 

objects are interrelated.  They consider an object on display in a museum and 

suggest that it may look static behind the glass but that it is continually ‘picking 

up new significances, connections, and meanings,’ as such they propose that 

objects acquire meanings without being exchanged or modified.38   

The term the ‘relational museum’ was coined through a project lead by Gosden 

at the Pitt Rivers Museum.  The Relational Museum project ran from October 

2002 until March 2006 and studied the relationships between people and 

objects in the early history of the Pitt Rivers Museum.39  In his foreword to the 

book relating to the project, Michael O’Hanlon talks of museums as seeming to 

be finished entities, making them appear monolithic and impervious to ‘mere 

                                            
37 I Kopytoff, ‘The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process’, in The Social Life of 

Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. by A Appadurai (Cambridge University Press, 

1986).  67. 
38 Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, ‘The Cultural Biography of Objects’, World Archaeology, 31.2 

(1999), 169–178.  169 &174. 
39 Chris Gosden and Frances Larson, Knowing Things: Exploring the Collections at the Pitt Rivers 

Museum 1884-1945 (Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).  xiii. 
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human spirits,’ but through the work of this project it is clear that the Pitt Rivers 

has collected people just as much as the people collected objects.40  This is 

because it is people who have collected the objects in the first place.  A person 

has travelled to a location on an ethnographic expedition, that person has 

encountered other individuals, perhaps the original owner or maker of the object 

in question.  The collector has made connections with people on their 

expedition, and then they have made connections with the museum staff and 

eventually they have made connections with the visiting public.  These past, 

present, and on-going connections make for a living, breathing, changing 

museum. 

When writing specifically about the Pitt Rivers, Gosden and Larson suggest that 

the museum ‘is not an enclosed container for inert objects – it is a launching 

place for anthropological adventures into the past and, indeed, the future’ 

because of this, they believe that studying a museum is studying an endless 

mix of people and objects.41  This is certainly the case for all museums and it 

could also be said to be the case for studying materials, particularly a material 

family such as plastics; a family that is constantly evolving with some materials 

dying off and others being invented. 

The increased interest in the links between human life and material culture 

within relational museology recognises objects as being an integral way that 

humans understand their surroundings.  People and objects acquire values and 

histories that are given to them through their interactions and relationships with 

others.  For Gosden and Larson, despite objects being discrete things with 

boundaries and physicality, they are also the sum of the effects they have on 

the wider world.42  This could certainly also be said of materials too.  How 

materials interact with the environment, have effect on hygiene levels, how they 

make us feel, the way they are produced, and the objects they are made into, 

all add up to create perceptions of themselves that can be static or shift over 

time.   

                                            
40 Gosden and Larson. xvii-xviii. 
41 Gosden and Larson.  5-6. 
42 Gosden and Larson.  6-7 & 240. 
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Thomas suggests that it is hard for museums to shake off their anachronistic 

association with ‘colonial dustiness’ and yet today, in the early twenty-first 

century, they have never been more successful.  His interest is in how curators 

think about their work in the domain of public engagement rather than academic 

anthropology.  He asks questions about the generation and display of 

knowledge, and how this sits with the notion of public engagement.  He sees 

the museum not just as an organisation or collection of objects but also as a 

method, some kind of activity, an activity that has moments, moments of 

discovery, captioning, and juxtaposition.  He purposefully uses the word 

‘discovery’ due to its ambiguity, to describe the work of the curator.  This work is 

not just selecting objects but encountering them.  He suggests that ‘discovery,’ 

rather than selecting, is a destabilizing act, it allows the curator to be distracted 

by pieces.  This is unremarkable in one sense as it reflects how we, as people, 

deal with things, but in another sense, it represents a powerful method due to its 

unpredictability.  This method of ‘happening upon’ something, brings forth the 

question ‘what else is there?’ and allows material that does not conform to the 

accepted stories to be accessed and enables the questioning of cultural 

traditions and allows historical progress.43 

Thomas writes of captioning not only as the writing of text designed to 

accompany an object, but also as the description and contextualisation of that 

object.  He suggests that captioning, like discovery, is reliant on simple 

questions such as ‘what is it?’  The question is asked to get to the answer and 

the method uses the object to explore what categories that it may fall into, what 

they might mean, and how these categories might appear useful, misleading, or 

be unavoidable.  As objects are seldom exhibited on their own, juxtaposition 

arises, asking what does the object go with, what series does it sit well with, 

what does it oppose?44  Thomas uses the idea of energies that are created 

within the museum setting.  The particular energy he discusses is that of 

curiosity, and I would suggest that curiosity is a relational connection that is 

formed between people and objects.  He argues that although people often visit 

museums to see famous objects, it is the unexpected, serendipitous discoveries 

                                            
43 Nicholas Thomas, ‘The Museum as Method’, Museum Anthropology, 33.1 (2010), 6–10.  6-7. 
44 Nicholas Thomas, ‘The Museum as Method’.  8. 
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of other pieces that can be more rewarding to the visitor.  He talks about the 

notion that museums grew up from cabinets of curiosities and suggests that the 

historical narrative ‘points to the vital association between the artefacts and the 

attitude – curiosities provoked curiosity and vice versa.’  He suggests that what 

is good about museums in the twenty-first century is that they respond to and 

sustain curiosity through the use of objects, collections, their juxtapositions and 

captioning.45 

Thomas suggests that simply grouping together objects does not constitute a 

museum collection.  It is the coherent documentation, the care, and the display 

of the objects that make it a museum collection or collections.  He suggests that 

relations that the objects have with their documentation are just as important as 

the relations that they have with other objects in the collection.  However, 

according to Thomas, many of these relations are latent, they do not exist until 

they are discovered or activated.  These latent relations can be activated by the 

curiosity of curators or museum visitors, and as such the potential contained 

within the object can then be released.  Thomas asserts that what is special 

about museums is the collection and the objects should be at the forefront of 

what museums do.  This allows the visitor to engage with the materiality and 

physicality of the object.  He states that ‘access is absolutely essential to the 

effectiveness and value of the museum, and so too is activation, but activation 

takes many forms, including those that are implicit and subtle.’  He suggests 

that museums are places of encounter and this is what distinguishes them from 

other forms of education or entertainment.46 

When discussing museology, Duncan Grewcock states that researching and 

thinking relationally is to continually ask questions of the way we understand the 

world; to question how that understanding is ‘made and re-made.’47  Grewcock 

does museology differently by making visiting museums and engaging with 

                                            
45 Nicholas Thomas, The Return of Curiosity: What Museums Are Good For in the 21st Century.  15-

17. 
46 Nicholas Thomas, The Return of Curiosity: What Museums Are Good For in the 21st Century.  71-

74, 77, 81, 140-141 &145. 
47 Duncan Grewcock, Doing Museology Differently (London & New York: Routledge, 2014).  6. 
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them as a visitor a core part of his research.  He questions the field of relational 

museology by engaging with it.  Museums have traditionally, and still do, 

categorise objects to create order and to formulate understanding.  Grewcock 

suggests this categorising helps us to make the world, and our understanding of 

it, more manageable.48  By shifting from thinking categorically to relationally, 

boundaries will be blurred, but Gosden and Larson suggest that it is only when 

we feel we really know something that we can begin to understand the 

similarities, differences and interconnections with other things.  Yet thinking 

categorically and relationally are simply different ways of generating knowledge.  

They propose that for relations to exist there must be distinct entities that can 

be related, and these are seen through, perhaps provisionally, categories.49 

Author’s positionality 

For clarity and openness, it is important to explore my positionality as the 

researcher, as my empirical knowledge of museums, plastics, and MoDiP are 

significant to my understanding of both the theory and the practice of the study.  

Being the main instrument of data gathering, observer, and interviewer, my 

worldview, predilections, and values influence how I act and think, so it is vital to 

state my position.50  Working curatorially within MoDiP I have privileged access 

to, and am implicated in the everyday running of the museum.  I know the 

collection well and have significant input in the exhibition programme and online 

activity.  As an insider researcher, I am conducting research on an organisation 

of which I am a member.51  This means that I am already familiar with many 

aspects of the museum and do not need to spend time orienting myself with the 

environment that I am investigating.52  I have worked for over twenty years in a 

variety of museums and am aware of the similarities and differences that occur 

between them and the regulations that govern them.  My museum practice has 

developed over these years, with formal and informal learning to provide a 

foundation of theory to underpin the practice.  Now with nearly 13 years working 

                                            
48 Grewcock.  152 -153. 
49 Gosden and Larson.  242. 
50 Simons.  81. 
51 Melanie J. Greene, ‘On the Inside Looking In: Methodological Insights and Challenges in 

Conducting Qualitative Insider Research’, The Qualitative Report, 19.29 (2014), 1–13.  1. 
52 Greene.  3. 
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with the MoDiP collection, I have a significant foundation of knowledge to share 

with visitors, to develop the collection, and reach the museum’s potential.  As a 

curator, I have a passion for museum objects and the narratives that they 

impart, but I am also a museum visitor, and a fan of museums, without being 

such, I cannot see how a museum professional can do their job well. In a 

broader sense, it is this aspect of museums that informs this study; their 

connections and communications about the objects to the visitor through their 

exhibition work and online activity. 

The role of curator can mean different things depending on the size and scope 

of the organisation.  In my experience the larger the organisation the more 

focused the role is.  I work in a small museum with the equivalent of 3.2 full-time 

employees,53 this means that my role of curator is wide ranging and includes 

the day-to-day management and leadership of the museum and its staff.  The 

overarching statement from my job description suggests that ‘this post will be 

recognised as the authority and source of expertise in relation to the full 

spectrum of MoDiP’s operation and will have overall responsibility for collection 

development, collection management, collection documentation, MoDiP’s online 

presence, engagement with internal and external audiences and responsibility 

for managing MoDiP’s budget.’54 However, this does not explain the nuances of 

the role and the relationships fostered between myself, the objects in my care, 

and the various stakeholders with whom I interact including AUB colleagues, my 

own staff, visitors and researchers.  

The reason why a took on a museum career was because of the objects, 

object-human relationships are particularly potent, for me, with museum objects.  

As a child, when my class mates may have groaned, I looked forward to school 

visits to the local museum.  When my parents asked me where I would like to 

go for a birthday treat I asked to go to London to visit the Science Museum or 

the V&A.  My role at MoDiP sees me building up a series of relationships with 

objects that were already part of the collection and those that I have acquired 

and brought in.  The intimate relationships I have with the objects, both in the 

                                            
53 I am the only full-time member of staff, the 5 other members of the team all do a variety of part-

time hours ranging from 1 to 4 days a week. 
54 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Curator of MoDiP Job Description’, 2018. 
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collection and those that are potential acquisitions, are cemented through 

research into their relevance and how they fit into the collecting policy.  Writing 

an object record for the museum’s database requires a close study of the 

physicality of the object, what it looks like, how it feels, what size it is, as well as 

its functionality, what is it used for and how the design helps or hinders its use.  

These written activities are followed by the photography of the object where 

once again I revisit the ones I have catalogued but also those objects that 

colleagues have acquired and catalogued. 

When I started at the museum, as Assistant Curator, the collection had a strong 

bias towards objects of the home and particularly those connected with women.  

These biases were understandable due to the people involved in the building of 

the collection and their interests.  I was keen to broaden the scope of the 

collection and looked to acquire objects beyond my own personal interests and 

understanding and to enhance and grow a masculine interest in the collection.  

Now as the Curator of MoDiP and with the museum’s ambitions to become a 

Designated collection,55 I am creating a collecting plan that looks at the gaps in 

the collection and steers towards the acquisition of objects of quality and 

multiple uses for the museum.  This means acquiring fewer pieces each year 

than perhaps the museum had in the past, but the careful selection of objects 

that fit in with the collecting policy means that the collection remains relevant 

and focused.  To be part of the collection an object needs to be made of a 

plastics material and be an interesting design, that is to say it could be an 

example of good or bad design, it could demonstrate a manufacturing technique 

particularly well or show a classic or innovative use of material.  Objects 

considered for the collection might also show a particular insight into the society 

in which they were a part, they could be evocative of a period of time, or be part 

of debate about a particular issue. Objects can also add to the understanding of 

plastics or their consumption.56 

                                            
55 Arts Council England, ‘Designation Scheme’ <https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-

collections-and-archives/designation-scheme> [accessed 10 October 2019]. 
56 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Collection Development Policy 2012-2016’ (Museum of Design in 

Plastics, 2012) <http://www.modip.ac.uk/sites/www.modip.ac.uk/files/Collection Development 

Policy.pdf> [accessed 17 May 2015]. 
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A big part of my role is manifested in written and verbal communication with 

visitors and users.  The written communication comes in the form of exhibition 

text, online object records, blog posts, web pages, and social media.  The most 

meaningful and rewarding communication, however, comes from speaking to 

people, this can be by welcoming groups of all ages, or individual researchers 

both from the AUB and beyond.  These interactions are particularly gratifying 

when meeting a firm plastics hater as they encounter the collection and we talk 

about the uses and misuses of plastics.  Often, they speak of their astonishment 

that the beautiful or intriguing objects they see on display are in fact made of 

plastics materials.  Here, I witness the broadening of their understanding of the 

usefulness and attractiveness of plastics objects, and the expansion of the 

variety of products beyond disposable cutlery and packaging. 

The human relationships that I build within my role include communicating the 

value of the museum to the AUB Leadership team without whose support the 

museum would not exist.  Their understanding of the museum’s learning, 

teaching, and research value is vitally important.  These forms of value can be 

seen in the production of our own research and dissemination through projects 

and conference papers, as well as supporting the learning, teaching and 

research of others.  There is also a significant amount of networking with other 

professionals in the museums sector and people from a variety of professions 

who are interested in plastics involved in the role. 

By researching a museum with which I have a close affinity, I faced the 

impossibility of taking a step back and become an impartial observer as my 

knowledge and experience cannot be ignored.  Within my role at the museum 

and partially due to this research project, I have developed the MoDiP archive 

and impact recording systems, this has meant that I have a good understanding 

of the material that is contained within them but there was a requirement to look 

at the information with fresh eyes.  I needed to ensure that my perception of the 

museum being studied was not ‘narrowed, as too much is familiar.’57  My 

closeness to the object of study enabled me to have privileged access to the 

collection, archival materials and the staff, yet it may have become problematic 
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to the way colleagues imparted their experiences and knowledge with me.  I 

needed to be aware that colleagues may not be as forthcoming as they would 

have been with an outsider as they may have assumed that I already knew the 

situation.  Being reflexive as an insider researcher is especially important, here 

the researcher is forced to look at the link between subjectivity and objectivity 

and question if they can be truly objective.58  The answer to that question is 

likely to be no, if examining the work of yourself and your colleagues it is 

virtually impossible to be objective. 

According to Leisa Gibbons, ‘each reflexive journey is an individual one and in 

undertaking it, it is vital to explore what has been learned in order to further 

reflect on what is known,’ in other words the researcher has to understand what 

they know now in order to understand what they can learn from the research 

practice.  She states that ‘the goal of reflexivity is not just to question, but to 

support an ongoing theoretical questioning of heritage practices in the 

workplace by those who are in the workplace.’59  My understanding of this is 

that as a museum practitioner the questioning of the value of what a museum 

does helps to strengthen the impact that that museum can have, and can only 

fortify my own practice as a museum professional. 

As has been seen in the previous paragraphs and throughout the writing of this 

research, there will be occasions where the use of the first-person pronoun is 

appropriate.  Some of the research involves visiting exhibitions and the 

knowledge they impart to the visitor.  I, as the researcher, will be that visitor, 

and my prior experience and understanding of the subject matter is an 

important factor in my interpretation of the setting as it would be for any other 

visitor.  As such, I can only report on my personal experience and not provide a 

generalised account of the experience of the theoretical ‘visitor.’  My experience 

as a human being is specific to myself but also the experiences I have 

developed as a practicing curator.   

Researching a contested material 

                                            
58 Greene.  6-11. 
59 Leisa Gibbons, ‘Use of Personal Reflexive Modelling in Challenging Conceptualisations of Cultural 

Heritage’, International Journal of Heritage Studies, 2017, 1–14.  10 &12. 
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In the period of this research project, the public antipathy towards plastics has 

increased significantly.  The initial catalyst of this movement was the BBC’s 

Blue Planet II programme,60 episode 7 showed the natural history presenter, Sir 

David Attenborough, collecting plastic debris from a beach and discussing its 

impact on the natural world.  Since then there have been a number of 

occurrences where plastics, either the material or the word, has been 

highlighted in the public psyche.  On writing about concrete, another contested 

material, Adrian Forty says: ‘it is not my purpose to try to explain away the 

negativity that concrete attracts, nor to persuade people that what they find ugly 

is really beautiful.  This is not an apology for concrete, meant to win people over 

to it.’61  My work, and that of MoDiP, should also not attempt to explain away 

any negativity towards plastics.  Neither myself, nor MoDiP have links to the 

plastics industry and do not have any vested interest in creating positive 

feelings towards such a material.  Individual people have opinions formed 

through their own experience and understanding and these should be 

respected.  Like plastics, concrete is a material that has lovers and loathers, it is 

a material that has an overt as well as covert impact on our lives, now that it 

exists it is hard to imagine life without it, it is a ‘manmade wonder material that 

allowed for advances in engineering and in public health.’62  It is a material that, 

like plastics, can be indestructible or vulnerable, recyclable (but often is not 

recycled), from nature or suppresses nature, it straddles the artificial and the 

natural worlds, it is extracted from the ground, can be a blot on the landscape, 

be beautiful or ugly, constructive or destructive.  They are also both materials 

of, and in, the museum.  Forty suggests that the dislike people have for a 

material, should be appreciated and room should be found for it in the account 

of that material produced.63   

In the current climate it is easy to find examples of research material relating to 

the negative connotations of plastics, and as such much harder to find balanced 

                                            
60 ‘Blue Planet II: Our Blue Planet’ (BBC, 2017). 
61 Adrian Forty, Concrete and Culture: A Material History (London: Reaktion Books, 2012).  10. 
62 Chris Michael and Anna Sophie Gross, ‘What You Can Do to Reduce the Destructive Impact of 

Concrete’, Guardian Online, 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/mar/02/what-you-can-

do-to-reduce-the-destructive-impact-of-concrete> [accessed 15 March 2019]. 
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or positive alternatives.  Like the work of MoDiP, this dissertation attempts to 

add complexity to the plastics debate by showing a sustained relationship which 

demonstrates both dependency and denial of a material family that is both 

needed and reviled.  This project attempts to demonstrate that the material 

family and the museum have a value to society, what that value is will be 

debated. 
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Chapter 2 : Close museum study 

This chapter introduces the two museums which will inform the research.  The 

collections both include objects that have been acquired because they are 

made from a particular family of materials.  The first collection is that of the 

Museum of Design in Plastics (MoDiP) which is made up of objects and 

supporting material relating to plastics, a relatively modern group of materials, 

and the second is that of the Pinto Collection of Treen housed at the 

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery (BMAG).1  This is a collection looking at a 

natural material, wood, which like plastics is a family of materials whose specific 

properties are not always recognised.  The two study museums look to 

Chapters 3 ‘Museum collecting practice’ and 4 ‘The precious and the plastic’ 

and will be compared to understand why they focus on a single material family 

and how they present that material family to the public.  

Museum of Design in Plastics 

MoDiP is the ‘only accredited museum in the UK with a focus on plastics and is 

the UK's leading resource for the study and interpretation of design in plastics.’2  

There are a number of plastics focused collections worldwide including 

company museums, such as The Kartell Museum,3 Cannon-Sandretto Plastics 

                                            
1 Other potential case studies found in the Museums Association, Museums & Galleries Yearbook.    

Aberystwyth Ceramics gallery - http://www.ceramics-aberystwyth.com/ - lovely studio pottery 

collection – not right for this project because it is decorative ceramics only.  Warner Textile Archive 

- http://www.warnertextilearchive.co.uk/ - company based archive with a range of textiles and 

related paperwork – not right for this project as more about the patterns and the production than the 

material.  Caithness Glass Visitor centre - http://www.caithnessglass.co.uk/ - not right for this 

project as about art glass only.  Broadfield House Glass Museum - http://www.dudley.gov.uk/see-

and-do/museums/glass-museum/ Not an Accredited museum – finding it hard to ascertain what is 

in the collection.  Borders Textile Towerhouse - http://www.heartofhawick.co.uk/drumlanrig/ - more 

fashion and the textile industry than this project requires.  Turner Museum of Glass - 

http://www.turnermuseum.group.shef.ac.uk/index.html - decorative glass only. 
2 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘About Us’. 
3 Kartell, ‘Museo’ <https://www.kartell.com/GB/museo> [accessed 17 May 2015]. 
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Museum4 both in Italy, and the Chinese Formosa Plastics Group Museum.5 

Alternatively, there are private collections for example, the Plasticarium6 in 

Belgium which is a collection of Pop Plastics from the 1960s to today, the 

Bakelite Museum,7 England, of early plastics not just phenol formaldehyde, the 

Swiss J J Zimmerman Collection8 which is an extensive collection of Bakelite, 

and the Italian Fondazioneplart9 of design pieces.  Along similar lines is the 

Deutsches Kunststoff Museum,10 Germany, a touring assemblage made up of 

the collections of a group of individuals, companies, and institutions.  Yet the 

collection most similar to MoDiP is the Plastics Collection, housed within the 

Syracuse University Library, USA, its collection does contain 2500 objects, but it 

has a concentration of books, periodicals and manuscripts relating to ‘individual 

plastic innovators and to companies, both exceptional and representative of 

developments in plastics production, design and marketing.’11 

With this in mind, I would like to assert that MoDiP is the only museum of its 

kind, internationally, looking at the material family as a whole, with objects at the 

heart of the collection and based within an academic setting.  The collection 

comprises around 10000 objects which offer a contribution to the understanding 

of plastics in design.  To be included in the collection an object must be made 

entirely of plastics, have plastics components specifically designed for it, have 

                                            
4 Cannon, ‘Cannon-Sandretto Plastics Museum’ 

<http://museo.cannon.com/museonew/UKmuseo/default.htm> [accessed 17 May 2015]. 
5 ‘Formosa Plastics Group Museum’, Wikipedia 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Formosa_Plastics_Group_Museum&oldid=955944147> 

[accessed 17 May 2015]. 
6 Wallonie Belgique Tourisme, ‘Plasticarium’ <www.opt.be/informations/tourist-attractions-bruxelles-

plasticarium-museum-of-pop-plastics-from-the-60s-to-today/en/V/21507.html> [accessed 17 May 

2015]. 
7 The Bakelite Museum, ‘The Bakelite Museum’ <http://www.bakelitemuseum.co.uk/> [accessed 17 

May 2015]. 
8 Jörg Josef Zimmermann, ‘Bakelite Museum’ <https://www.bakelit.ch/index.php/home.html> 

[accessed 17 May 2015]. 
9 Fondazione Plart, ‘Museo’ <http://fondazioneplart.it/museo.aspx> [accessed 17 May 2015]. 
10 Deutsches Kunststoff Museum, ‘Home’ <http://www.deutsches-kunststoff-museum.de/#> 

[accessed 17 May 2015]. 
11 Syracuse University Libraries, ‘The Plastics Collection’ <https://plastics.syr.edu/> [accessed 17 

May 2015]. 
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standard plastics components which contribute to its form, have standard 

plastics components vital to the function of the product, and / or provide 

information on the manufacture, marketing or reception of plastics products.12  

To this end example objects include; the Essey Illusion table [Fig. 2-1], which is 

made entirely of acrylic (polymethyl methacrylate) and is thermoformed over a 

basic former.  The 9098 pepper mill [Fig. 2-2], which has a turnkey at the top 

specifically designed and made for it to give a metaphorical shape so that the 

user intuitively knows how to make it work.  The Anglepoise lamp [Fig 2-3] has 

a standard switch and bulb holder made of phenol formaldehyde, which has 

electrically insulating properties, vital for its functionality.  Finally, the 

photograph depicting polyethylene storage silos [Fig.2-4] demonstrates how 

archival material denotes information about the manufacture of plastics and 

plastic products.  All of these objects can be used to tell the story of design in 

plastics through a number of ways, including physical and online exhibitions. 

 
 

Fig. 2-1: Illusion table, designed by John Brauer, 
manufactured by Essey, 2011.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 006156). 
 

Fig. 2-2: 9098 pepper mill, designed by 
Michael Graves, manufactured by Alessi, 
2002. (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 
003110). 

 

 

                                            
12 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Collection Development Policy 2012-2016’.   
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Fig. 2-3: Anglepoise lamp, designed by 
George Cawardine, manufactured by 
Herbert Terry and Sons Ltd, 1934.  (Museum 
of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 0_3127). 

 

Fig. 2-4: Polyethylene storage silos at the 
BXL Flexible Packaging Division's film 
extrusion factory at Bromborough, Wirral.  
1980. (British Xylonite Ltd archive 
photograph, Museum of Design in Plastics.  
BXL : 0008). 

  

The history of MoDiP can be broken down into three main influential periods.  

Firstly, from 1988 to 2001 when the collection was known as the Design 

Archive, a misnomer as it is a collection of objects rather than an archive 

relating to a company, person or industry.  Then 2001 saw the collection 

become a Registered museum and take on the name Design Collection 

Museum, and finally from 2007 to the present day when the collection became 

the Museum of Design in Plastics (MoDiP), shifting to a specialist material 

focus. 

Design Archive  

In the earliest days the collection was referred to as the Design Archive, 

reflective of its predominantly graphic design focused, two dimensional 

contents, and in recognition of the collection at Staffordshire University which 

was its inspiration.  Today MoDiP houses a specialist collection, but it started 

with a much broader remit, Kirsten Hardie, a member of the teaching staff at 

Bournemouth and Poole College of Art and Design13 (BPCAD) founded the 

                                            
13 This institution is now the Arts University Bournemouth (AUB). 
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collection in 1988, its conception was inspired by the Design Archive14 at 

Staffordshire University where Hardie was a student.  Following Hardie’s BA in 

Design History and MA in Graphic Design, it became second nature for her to 

teach using real objects as she, herself, had been taught.15  Her use of real 

objects was partly through necessity, as getting slides made for lectures was an 

expensive and time consuming process,16 and partly, as Meikle reflects in 

Material Virtues: On the Ideal and the Real in Design History, for the richness 

acquired by direct material experience.17  The aim of this collection was to 

provide reference objects demonstrating examples of contemporary and 

historical, national and international visual communication design for education 

and entertainment purposes, to provide material to support lectures and 

seminar sessions as illustrative examples, and to broaden student knowledge 

and awareness of existing design.18  The education and entertainment aims 

were significant as the organisation was a further education college, therefore at 

this time, the collection was a teaching resource, and did not have the additional 

remit for research as it does today being part of a University. 

Collecting practice for the Design Archive concentrated on the everyday, for 

example, packaging, clothing, and household items which were easily acquired 

for free or for little funds.  These objects were put on public view in cases 

around the college, and the displays were changed on a weekly basis with no 

museum style labels, simply a main text panel drawing together the display, for 

example, something about St Valentine’s Day if this was the theme.19  This 

entertained and engaged the students, and as such, they began to add to the 

collection themselves.  Hardie suggests, ‘in the early days it was wonderfully ad 

                                            
14 The collection at Staffordshire University has since changed its name to the Betty Smithers Design 

Collection - Staffordshire University, ‘Design Collection’ 

<www.staffs.ac.uk/academic_depts/artanddesign/facilities/design_collection> [accessed 17 May 

2015]. 
15 Hardie - Kirsten Hardie, Pam Langdown, and Susan Lambert, MoDiP Roundtable discussion, Arts 

University Bournemouth, Poole, 2014. 
16 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
17 Jeffrey L Meikle, ‘Material Virtues: On the Ideal and the Real in Design History’, Journal of Design 

History, Vol. 11.No. 3 (1998), 191–199.  198. 
18 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
19 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
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hoc, beautifully naïve; it was great fun.’20  This follows Belk’s distinction 

between the private collector, which in essence is what Hardie was at this 

time,21 and the curator.  The private collector, can be ‘playful’ whilst the curator, 

perhaps, has a more ‘serious’ outlook.22  Although Hardie was collecting for a 

public audience, she was not collecting as a public museum and working to the 

professional standard of curator.  She saw it as fun, as a way of entertaining, 

and inspiring, providing shallow exhibitions without a deep research foundation. 

Objects were grouped together in cases because they were all blue, or mugs, or 

had the same branding. 

As the collection grew it required more space than the filing cabinets and office 

shelves it started with, and the college began to see it had potential across the 

campus, it was given a room in the library in 199623 [Fig. 2-5].  This room had 

open shelving which allowed the whole collection to be seen at a glance.  

Although it started to be catalogued, ‘there wasn’t any curatorship or custodial 

approach to it, it was a teaching resource.’24  With additional space, came 

additional support needs, a member of the library staff was allocated 3 hours of 

her working week to provide the collection with such support.  Pam Langdown25 

helped to develop the collection and its documentation into a useful resource for 

the wider academic community, and Hardie acknowledges that the organisation 

and hard work Langdown put in to the storage of the objects showed the care 

that was needed to make the collection presentable.26  The collection could now 

be shown to the local academic community, and it began to attain significant 

                                            
20 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
21 The Design Archive had a public audience but the collection was still treated as if it were Hardie’s 

private collection.  Initially Hardie was still in ownership of the objects and they would be withdrawn 

as she felt fit.  The collection was initially not monitored or recorded in a professional way which 

followed later.  Today she often states that she regrets giving things to the collection because she 

cannot do whatever she wants with it. 
22 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  125. 
23 Kirsten Hardie, Bournemouth & Poole College of Art & Design: The Design Archive (Archive of 

Museum of Design in Plastics, 1996).  14-15. 
24 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
25 Pam Langdown is still working with the collection some 20 or so years later.  She became the 

Collections Manager working with the collection 3 ½ days a week.  She has now taken semi-

retirement, working 2 days a week as the Documentation Officer. 
26 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
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recognition being featured in the 1999 South West Museums Council report, 

Minerals and Magic Lanterns: The University and College Collections of the 

South West,27 and then again in the 2000 report, Museum Mapping 2000: A 

survey of museums and collections in the South West.28  These surveys were 

carried out by Kate Arnold Forster29 who advised that the collection should be 

put forward for Museum Registration.30  This would be a significant step forward 

for the collection, as to become Registered the organisation had to demonstrate 

that it met the standards of care and engagement appropriate to the title of 

museum.  To become a Registered museum, and recognised as bone fide, it 

needed to show a professionalism that took it beyond the fun and flexibility of its 

previous existence. 

 
 
Fig. 2-5: The storage space occupied by the collection from the mid-1990s.  The open shelving 
allowed easy physical access to the whole collection for visitors.  (Museum of Design in 
Plastics). 

                                            
27 South West Museums Council, Minerals and Magic Lanterns: The University and College 

Collections of the South West (Taunton: Museums & Galleries Commission, 1999). 
28 South West Museums Council, Museum Mapping 2000: A Survey of Museums and Collections in 

the South West of England (Taunton, 2000). 
29 Kate Arnold Forster is now Head of University Museums and Collections at University of Reading. 
30 ‘The Museum Registration Scheme was established in 1988.  Since then it has supported 

museums across the UK to focus on standards and identify areas for development.  In 2004, the 

scheme was renamed Accreditation to better reflect its purpose’ - Arts Council England, 

‘Registration’ <http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/supporting-museums/accreditation-

scheme/> [accessed 1 February 2014].   
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Design Collection Museum 

In 2001, the collection was Registered as the Design Collection Museum, a 

strategic move that saw not only the formalisation and heightened care and 

documentation of the collection, but also increased its value and position within 

the college and beyond.  Hardie recalls defending the collection in meetings 

following colleagues ‘not seeing the value of it.’31  Registration also opened up 

funding, networking, and other opportunities; for example, in 2002 the designer 

Martyn Rowlands became an Honorary Fellow32 of the college and saw the 

Museum as an appropriate place to house his collection of designed objects.33   

A critical factor in the history of MoDiP was a successful AHRB34 grant 

application in 2003.  The resulting funded project saw the implementation of a 

website, symposium, and exhibition, under the umbrella heading 

PlasticsNetwork.35  The aims of the project were to improve stewardship of the 

collection with the introduction of professional cataloguing software, and 

improve intellectual access to the collection,36 another step in the 

professionalization of the museum.  It saw the temporary increase in dedicated 

staff, with a Project Manager and Project Officer appointed alongside the 

Collections Manager.  Although, up until this point, collecting had been 

‘amorphous,’ as Hardie describes it,37 the everyday nature of the collection 

meant that the amount of plastics present was particularly noteworthy.  The 

plastics theme of the AHRB project gave it a clear focus and allowed the 

                                            
31 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
32 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Honorary Fellows’ <http://aub.ac.uk/about-us/honorary-fellows/> 

[accessed 7 February 2018]. 
33 ‘Letter from Martyn Rowlands Dated 8 April 2002’ (Archive of Museum of Design in Plastics). - 

https://www.modip.ac.uk/collections?search=Rowlands. 
34 The AHRB, Arts and Humanities Research Board, a precursor of the AHRC, Arts and Humanities 

Research Council - www.ahrc.ac.uk. 
35 Due to the everyday nature of the collection at the time, there were a significant proportion of 

plastics-based objects.  The project focused on this area of the collection although the resulting 

website featured the whole collection, which was confusing to external visitors of the online 

resource, myself included when I applied for the position of Assistant Curator in 2007. 
36 Kirsten Hardie, AHRB Funding Bid for PlasticsNetwork (Archive of Museum of Design in Plastics, 

2003). 
37 Hardie - Hardie, Langdown, and Lambert.  2014. 
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Museum to make links with other organisations such as the Plastics Historical 

Society (PHS),38 a relationship which still holds strong today, the Bakelite 

Museum,39 and the National Plastics Center.40      

After the PlasticsNetwork project was completed in 2005, the Museum 

continued collecting and working as it had done previously, in other words 

collecting anything and everything with a design element.  The seed of interest 

in plastics had been planted but it lay dormant, leaving the collecting remit 

broad and with an aim to ‘develop student critical awareness and understanding 

of design, manufacturing processes, materials, style, marketing and 

consumerism within relevant historical, social, cultural, political and economic 

contexts.’41  This wide-ranging outlook needed to be refined due to the 

resources available; the space and staffing needed to maintain the collection 

were becoming stretched.  The Museum sought guidance from museums 

consultant Susan Lambert, previously of the V&A.  Lambert was invited by the 

AUB, then Arts Institute Bournemouth (AIB), to assess the collection and 

Museum to see if it was working effectively for the Institution.  She offered five 

options for the way forward, ‘no change,’ become a ‘mobile museum,’ become a 

‘glamorous destination gallery,’ become a ‘virtual museum’ with no display 

space, or ‘sing to your strength’ and focus on one area, such as plastics 

building on the foundation that PlasticsNetwork had laid.42  

 

                                            
38 ‘The Plastics Historical Society was formed in 1986 and was first to draw attention to the heritage 

of the plastics industry and to celebrate all things plastic’. - Plastics Historical Society, ‘Plastics 

Historical Society’ <www.plastiquarian.com> [accessed 9 February 2014].   
39 ‘The largest collection of vintage plastics in Britain’ - Bakelite Museum, ‘Bakelite Museum’ 

<www.bakelitemuseum.co.uk> [accessed 9 February 2014].  
40 ‘A non-profit institution dedicated to preserving the past, addressing the present, and promoting the 

future of plastics through public education and awareness.’ www.plasticsinstitute.org/news. - 

National Plastics Center, ‘National Plastics Center’ <www.plasticsinstitute.org/news> [accessed 9 

February 2014]. - The center has since disbanded and the collection is held as part of the Syracuse 

University library plastics.syr.edu/.   
41 Design Collection Museum, Design Collection User Guidelines (Archive of Museum of Design in 

Plastics). 
42 Susan Lambert, Design Collection Review (Archive of Museum of Design in Plastics, 2006). 
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Museum of Design in Plastics 

The management of the AIB decided on the latter suggestion and instructed the 

Museum to develop a specialist focus and it became MoDiP in 2007.  At this 

point, Lambert became the consultant Head of the Museum and developed the 

strategy to build its reputation as the research resource for plastics in design 

with the mission and purpose of the Museum now being to increase 

understanding and appreciation of the use and significance of plastics in design 

during the twentieth and twenty-first century by collecting, researching, 

interpreting, and presenting objects made of, or including components of, 

plastics, and thus add unique value to the AIB as a learning resource, a 

resource for collaborative, experimental and interdisciplinary research, and as a 

gateway to the AIB’s wider environment.43  The purpose of the Museum firmly 

placed it as an integral part of the Institute as a whole, providing access to the 

collection for research, as well as learning activities.   

This access stretched beyond the AIB by looking to the wider community, 

including that of the museum community.  With the focus change and the 

appointment of Lambert as the Head of MoDiP, the Museum also employed a 

second museums professional, myself, as the Assistant Curator.  These 

appointments alongside the Registered and then Accredited44 status have seen 

the Museum’s professional outlook increase significantly since its conception.   

Around the same time the MLA45 were investigating the value of Subject 

Specialist Networks (SSN),46 that is groups of museum professionals with 

related subject interests, whether as part of, or the whole of their collections.  

MoDiP helped to develop, and now runs, the Plastics Subject Specialist 

Network (PSSN), which is of particular interest as it is one of only three material 

based SSNs out of thirty-five, the others being topic or subject based which is 

                                            
43 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘About Us’. 
44 Accreditation superseded the Registration scheme. 
45 Museums, Libraries, and Archives Council which has since been succeeded by the Arts Council 

England (ACE). 
46 Arts Council England, ‘Subject Specialist Networks’ <http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/apply-

funding/funding-programmes/renaissance/subject-specialist-networks/> [accessed 15 March 2014]. 
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reflective of the museum community.47  MoDiP on behalf of the PSSN has 

created virtual and physical resources that are designed to help curators, with 

limited or no knowledge of plastics, to identify and look after objects in 

collections.48  These resources are available on the website, www.modip.ac.uk, 

which was developed as a consequence of a 2008 JISC49 funded project.  This 

project saw the enhanced digitisation of 1500 objects in the collection raising 

the standard in terms of both the documentation and the images provided [see 

Fig. 2-6].  These improved standards have since been adopted for the rest of 

the collection and any new acquisitions changing and professionalising how the 

staff worked.  During the evaluation process, the staff made comment that ‘the 

most significant outcome of the project we did not expect at its outset was the 

impact it has had on how we will do things in the future.’50 

                                            
47 The full list of networks: Army Museums Ogilby Trust (AMOT), Art Detective Association of 

Performing Art Collections (APAC), Association of British Transport & Engineering Museums 

(ABTEM), Association of Curators for Collections from Egypt and Sudan (ACCES), Aviation 

Heritage UK (AHUK), British Art Network, Chinese Collections Group, Contemporary Art Society, 

Contemporary Studio Ceramics (CoCA), Crime and Punishment Collections Network (CaP), Dress 

and Textiles Specialists (DATS), European Paintings Pre-1900, Fire Heritage Network, Geological 

Curators Group (GCG), Human Remains Subject Specialist Network, Inland Waterways Heritage 

Network, Islamic Art and Material Culture, Medieval Pottery Research Group (MPRG), Money and 

Medals, Museum Ethnographers Group (MEG), Musical Instruments Resource Network (MIRN), 

National Banner Initiative, Natural Sciences Collections Association (NatSCA), Plastics Subject 

Specialist Network, The Photographic Collections Network, Rural Museums Network, Seaside 

Heritage Network, Social History Curators Group, Society for Museum Archaeology, Society of 

Decorative Art Curators (SODAC), Sporting Heritage, UK Maritime Heritage Network (UKMHN), UK 

Medical Collections Group, Understanding British Portraits, War and Conflict Subject Specialist 

Network, Workhouse Museum Network. - Arts Council England, ‘Subject Specialist Network Fund’ 

<https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/supporting-collections-and-cultural-property/subject-specialist-

network-fund> [accessed 26 March 2019]. 
48 University Museums Group and University Museums in Scotland, ‘Impact and Engagement: 

University Museums for the 21st Century’, 2014 <www.universitymuseumsgroup.org>.   
49 Jisc (formerly the Joint Information Systems Committee) A registered charity and champion of the 

use of digital technologies in UK education and research.  www.jisc.ac.uk/. 
50 Ian Taylor and Adam Mannis, Digitising the Collection at the Museum of Design in Plastics: An 

External Evaluation (Archive of Museum of Design in Plastics, 2010).  38. 
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Fig. 2-6: A page from the MoDiP website showing the digitisation of an object following the JISC 
funded project MoDiPDiP.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, www.modip.ac.uk) 

 

This project cemented the relationship between MoDiP and the PHS who 

having built up a collection51 needed appropriate housing for it on a long-term 

basis.  MoDiP took on some 400 objects and this enhanced the historical story 

that the collection told as a whole.  Following this long-term partnership, the 

Worshipful Company of Horners52 housed their collection of horn, a natural 

plastic,53 with MoDiP having observed the benefit and use the PHS collection 

received.  MoDiP continues to develop and grow holding true the values of its 

                                            
51 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘The PHS Collection’ <www.modip.ac.uk/about-us/phs-collection> 

[accessed 21 January 2015].   
52 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘The Worshipful Company of Horners Collection’ 

<www.modip.ac.uk/about-us/horners-collection> [accessed 27 January 2015].   
53 A concept that will be explored more fully in Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this work. 
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host university to be ‘innovative, collaborative, connected,’54 one of its latest 

funded projects saw it developing a system for crowdsourcing documentation 

data,55 an innovation in museum practice.  MoDiP’s specialism draws some 

unexpected attention, Lambert puts it perfectly when she says in her chapter for 

the book Extreme Collecting: ‘I was surprised to be asked to present a paper 

about plastics at a workshop about “extreme collecting,” defined as the process 

of collecting that challenges the bounds of normally acceptable practice.’56 

MoDiP’s exhibition programme began in 2007, and as the plastics focus was a 

new concept to the staff, the first exhibition, Ways of Seeing Plastics, explored 

the different ways plastics could be presented to an audience including themes 

such as materials, manufacturing processes, decade of production, product 

type, form, theme, context, and subject.  This exhibition was as much about the 

staff developing an understanding of the material family and its potential, as it 

was an introduction of the concept of the Museum of Design in Plastics to its 

local audience.  Subsequent exhibitions, such as, Eat in or take out, The 

plastics invasion, Winning with plastics, Spotlight on . . ., Work, rest and play 

with Plastics, Plastics for gold, Beastly designs, and Is that plastic?, have 

explored the impact of plastics on particular topics.  Others have looked at the 

capabilities of the materials within the family including; Encore! re:formed 

plastics, Substitute: animal vegetable mineral, Nature’s plastic, You can do it 

with plastics, and Polymorphia.57 

As a university museum now with Research England recognition and funding,58 

MoDiP has a knowledge exchange obligation which is enacted through 

exhibitions, the work with the PSSN, and through a series of seminars and 

                                            
54 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Strategic Plan 2014-2019’ (Archive of Museum of Design in Plastics, 

2014). 
55 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘10 Most Wanted’, 2014 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/10most> [accessed 3 November 2014].   
56 Susan Lambert, ‘Plastics - Why Not? A Perspective from the Museum of Design in Plastics’, in 

Extreme Collecting: Challenging Practices for 21st Century Museums, ed. by Graeme Were and 

JCH King (Oxford & New York: Berghahn Books, 2012), pp. 168–180.  168. 
57 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Exhibitions’ <http://www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions> [accessed 14 

December 2015].   
58 ‘Museums, Galleries and Libraries’. 
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conferences.  Conferences have included Futureproof Plastics,59 which looked 

at eco design and sustainable use of plastics, and more latterly, Provocative 

Plastics,60 a two-day international conference.  The aim of the Provocative 

Plastics: Design in Plastics from the Practical to the Philosophical61 conference 

was to draw together academia, practitioners, and industry ‘to examine the past, 

present and potential of plastics in a balanced way, juxtaposing the positive with 

the negative’.62  However, the negative side of plastics was not explored as fully 

as it could be in the papers, and this was also reflected in the sponsorship 

which came from the plastics industry, such as Covestro and Reliance 

Industries, and organisations with sympathies towards objects made of these 

materials, for example the PHS and the Knowledge Transfer Network (KTN).63 

The conference had international speakers from ten countries across five 

continents, and included three keynote speakers.  The first keynote speaker 
Kigge Hvid, from INDEX: Design to Improve Life, looked at designs that had 

won the INDEX award which was created to ‘inspire, educate and engage 

people into designing sustainable solutions to global challenges.’ She showed 

products that can store solar energy and others that help hygiene in hospitals.  

She suggested that people should think about how the world is getting better, 

not just about how bad things are.64   The second keynote speaker, Eric Bischof 

of Covestro AG65 spoke about thinking in cycles.  He suggested that companies 

need to have three types of sustainability - people, planet, products – and that 

they should consider all stages of the life cycle of products.  With a focus on the 

use of bio-based materials, Bischof explained that they should not be used for 

the sake of it, but that the materials should be equal or better than oil-based 

                                            
59 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Futureproof Plastics’, 2011 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/seminars/futureproof-plastics> [accessed 27 January 2015].   
60 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Provocative Plastics’, 2015 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/seminars/provocativeplastics> [accessed 21 December 2015].   
61 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’ (Arts University 

Bournemouth, 2015). 
62 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics’ <http://provocativeplastics.com/> [accessed 10 

August 2015].   
63 Knowledge Transfer Network, ‘KTN’ <https://www.ktn-uk.co.uk/> [accessed 5 March 2015].   
64 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’.  16. 
65 Previously Bayer MaterialScience. 
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alternatives.  The final keynote speaker, Sebastian Conran, of Sebastian 

Conran Associates, spoke of deplastification and the desire to use plastics only 

to make a better product, not just to save costs.66  

The themed sessions included; plastics’ reality, plastics and the environment, 

plastics as muse, plastics legacy, printing plastics, and plastics and value.  They 

sat alongside the work of renowned artist, Mariele Neudecker who exemplified 

the conference mantra ‘your view dictates what you see.’67  Through her work, 

Plastic Vanitas,68 Neudecker linked the value of plastics with the value of life as 

depicted by the genre of Dutch still life paintings.  The exhibition’s curator, 

Lambert, states that this ‘paradigm shines a new light literally and 

metaphorically on the mundane objects.’  She claims that ‘individually [the 

objects] are redefined as contributors to life’s precarious mortality’ but that ‘the 

compositions as a whole act as allegories of the challenges that face our world 

with its dwindling resources’69 in the same vein as the original 17th Century 

paintings. 

Lambert uses André Malraux’s Museum Without Walls to discuss the idea that 

by bringing objects into a museum they are ‘divested [. . .] of their functions.’70  

In Neudecker’s work, the objects are not only divested of their function, but they 

are offered a new role: to represent objects ordinarily found in a vanitas 

painting.  Neudecker worked with a boxful of objects at a time and created an 

image that depicted everything in the box.  Some fifty boxes, out of more than 

                                            
66 Louise Dennis, ‘Museum of Design in Plastics: Provocative Plastics Notes’, 2015 

<http://museumofdesigninplastics.blogspot.co.uk/2015/09/provocative-plastics-notes.html> 

[accessed 22 December 2015].   
67 Emma Hunt, ‘Introduction’, in Plastic Vanitas: Mariele Neudecker, ed. by Susan Lambert and Violet 

McClean (Bournemouth: Text + Work, The Gallery, Arts University Bournemouth, 2015), p. 5.  5 
68 Mariele Neudecker, Plastic Vanitas: Mariele (TheGallery, Arts University Bournemouth, 2015).  For 

more information see - Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Mariele Neudecker’ 

<https://www.modip.ac.uk/projects/residencies/mariele-neudecker> [accessed 21 September 

2018].   
69 Susan Lambert, ‘Curator’s Overview’, in Plastic Vanitas: Mariele Neudecker, ed. by Susan Lambert 

and Violet McClean (Bournemouth: Text + Work, The Gallery, Arts University Bournemouth, 2015), 

pp. 8–10.  9. 
70 Lambert, ‘Curator’s Overview’. 8. 
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1000, were selected using a list of object types usually depicted in vanitas 

painting such as skulls, flowers, and drinking vessels, the selected boxes 

contained at least one such object or something physically similar.71  With many 

natural items on the list, some objects had to stand in and act as substitutes, a 

position that plastics objects have previously fulfilled well in the past.  In this 

case rather than cellulose acetate simulating tortoiseshell, helmets take the 

place of skulls. 

The artworks were accompanied by a publication of essays, which added extra 

layers of interpretation to the work, and they reflected how plastics objects are 

often perceived by the public.  Rachel Withers described Neudecker’s work as 

disguising MoDiP’s objects as ‘Dutch Golden Age still lifes.  Further, she 

[Neudecker] has paid particular attention to objects that evoke the iconography 

of vanitas and momento mori paintings – at least, in so far as the mostly 

modern holdings of the Museum have allowed.’  Withers suggests that the 

project ‘has lent the museum’s often very “low,” disposable-seeming 

commodities (Yogurt pots, door handles, pop bottles, ashtrays, shoe trees, 

samples of Formica, etcetera, etcetera) the sheen of canonical high culture.’72  

Similarly, Hanneke Grootenboer discusses Neudecker’s work being a stage 

filled with objects playing the roles in a theatrical production and the 

bemusement of the viewer looking at the type of objects featured, and asks if 

these objects are ‘actually worth looking at?’  She implies that objects in still life 

painting are either symbolic or valuable.  In this instance, she means financially 

valuable.  Yet in these images, the objects are all disposables, things that can 

be used and replaced.73  Grootenboer is assuming that because something is 

made of plastic it is disposable, yet not all of the objects in Neudecker’s images 

are designed to be disposable, the example below [Fig. 2-7] shows non-

disposable objects including vacuum jugs, and cups and saucers. 

                                            
71 Lambert, ‘Curator’s Overview’.  8-9. 
72 Rachel Withers, ‘A Matter of Life and Death’, in Plastic Vanitas: Mariele Neudecker, ed. by Susan 

Lambert and Violet McClean (Bournemouth: Text + Work, The Gallery, Arts University 

Bournemouth, 2015), pp. 22–28.  24-25. 
73 Hanneke Grootenboer, ‘Rescued from Oblivion: On Neudecker’s Photographs’, in Plastic Vanitas: 

Mariele Neudecker, ed. by Susan Lambert and Violet McClean (Text + Work, The Gallery, Arts 

University Bournemouth, 2015), pp. 14–18.  14-15. 
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Fig. 2-7: Plastic Vanitas – Still life with Thermos Jug and Door Handle [AIBDC, 316, CR, 192, 
Shelf 7 of 7, 4.4kg] by Mariele Neudecker. 

 

MoDiP works closely with the AUB student community recording activities on its 

website74 the most significant of which are the works of the MoDiP PhD student, 

Kate Hall, a creative writer inspired by plastics chairs, and a project with the fine 

art Student Creative,75 Carrie Mason, whose work is inspired by the MoDiP 

collection.  MoDiP is a growing museum, not just physically but through its 

resources, particularly staffing.  Starting with the passion of an individual 

through to the allocation of dedicated staff, from just 3 hours a week to the 

equivalent of 3.2 full time members of staff that there is today.76  The continuing 

experimentation of projects sees the museum innovating and forging links with 

                                            
74 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Teaching & Learning Case Studies’ 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/teaching> [accessed 27 January 2015].   
75 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘MoDiP Blog: Student Creative’ 

<http://museumofdesigninplastics.blogspot.co.uk/search/label/Student Creative> [accessed 27 

January 2015].   
76 As of January 1st 2020 – Chief Curator Susan Lambert (0.2 FTE), Curator Louise Dennis (1 FTE), 

Collections Officer Katherine Pell (0.8 FTE), Museum Engagement Officer Sarah Stevens (0.6 

FTE), Documentation Officer Pam Langdown (0.4 FTE), Museum Digital Communications Officer 

Julia Pulman (0.2 FTE) 
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industry, as well as within the museum community and beyond.  Just as the 

story of plastics is ever evolving, so is that of MoDiP. 

 

Pinto Collection 

The comparator collection study looks at the Pinto Collection of Treen,77 which 

was purchased as a complete collection by BMAG in the 1960s.  Treen 

describes small, functional, wooden objects, those of which in this collection 

date from the sixteenth to twentieth centuries and originate from across Europe.  

Alongside this are a small number of items dating from before the sixteenth 

century and some from North and South America, Africa and Asia.  It covers all 

areas of human life such as personal possessions, domestic objects, trade and 

profession objects, and objects used in community life.78  

Pinto describes treen as objects made from wood but with a practical usage, he 

suggests that objects that were only decorative have never been described as 

treen.  Purpose has been the distinguishing feature of treen, but craftsmanship 

and form were not overlooked, the selection of the correct timber for both 

strength and beauty and a natural unapologetic form of expression are all part 

of the appeal.79  His main period of collecting was between the 1930s and the 

1960s.  According to a 1958 British Pathé film, 80  the collection was seen as 

one of the most comprehensive of its time.  

As a child, Edward Henry Pinto had three particular interests; history, wood, and 

craftsmanship.  These interests stayed with him for his whole life, and it was 

                                            
77 I have personal experience of the Pinto Collection.  I worked at BMAG in 2002-2003 as on a 

Designation Challenge Fund project with the applied art collections.  I was interested in expanding 

my experience of different collections and processes in the museum and so shadowed the curator 

responsible for the Pinto collection.  I got to have a privileged access to the collection store and 

exhibition space and even assisted with installing a small number of objects into the display. 
78 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’, 5 February 2015. 
79 Edward Henry Pinto, Treen and Other Wooden Bygones. An Encyclopaedia and Social History 

(London: Bell & Hyman, 1969).  3-4. 
80 British Pathé, Pinto Collection Aka Pinto Antique Collection, 1958.   
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inevitable that he should become a collector of wooden objects.  He counted 

himself lucky to have been able to combine his hobby with his work by making 

his career in the design and craftsmanship of wooden items until his retirement 

in 1964.81  He was the assignee of a number of patents including the 1925 

‘supporting device for coat and the like hangers’82 and the 1940 ‘carriage for 

support trays’83 both associated with wardrobes or valet stands.  He worked as 

a director for the Compactom Company a subsidiary of Bovis, a building firm84 

and had a bedroom trolley made of eucalyptus, aluminium and Formica 

featured in the 1951 Festival of Britain catalogue.85  During the Secord World 

War, Pinto was in charge of the UK timber economy and had ‘interesting ideas’ 

in timber management and recycled products.86  He was instrumental in the 

development of the Worshipful Company of Furniture makers, which was 

formed in 1952 with Pinto being Master in 1956-1957.87  

The objects included in the collection cover a wide range of everyday areas, as 

well as those of specialist trades.  The areas covered are listed in Pinto’s own 

encyclopaedia, written around the collection, and run from The Apothecary [see 

Fig. 2-8] to Osier workers tools, via Kitchen and Pastimes [see Fig. 2-9].  Public 

interest grew in the collection due to Pinto’s writing, lectures, and broadcasts,88 

and as such he and his wife, Eva, opened up their house.  Just two rooms to 

                                            
81 Pinto, Treen and Other Wooden Bygones. An Encyclopaedia and Social History.  1. 
82 Edward Henry Pinto, ‘Supporting Device for Coat and the like Hangers’, 1925 

<https://www.google.com/patents/US1548739> [accessed 8 February 2016].   
83 Edward Henry Pinto, ‘Carriage for Supporting Trays’, 1940 

<https://patents.google.com/patent/US2192102A/en?q=pinto&q=carriage&q=support&q=trays> 

[accessed 8 February 2016].   
84 Clive Edwards, ‘Multum in Parvo: “A Place for Everything and Everything in Its Place”. Modernism, 

Space-Saving Bedroom Furniture and the Compactom Wardrobe’, Journal of Design History, 27.1 

(2014), 17–37. 
85 The Council of Industrial Design, ‘Design in the Festival: Illustrated Review of British Goods’, 1951.  

18. 
86 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’. 2015. 
87 Edward Henry Pinto, ‘The Origins and History of the Worshipful Company of Furniture Makers’, 

1956 <https://www.furnituremakers.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/The-Origins-and-History-of-

The-Worshipful-Company-of-Furniture-Makers.pdf> [accessed 7 July 2017]. 
88 Anna E Meredith, ‘The Pinto Collection of Treen at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery’, 

Woodworking International, February / March, 1989, 14–17.  15. 
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start with but by the end of the 1960s, most of the house and grounds were 

open, and their living space was reduced.89   

 
 
Fig. 2-8: Screen shot of an Apothecary’s Bowl from the Pinto Collection, BMAG 
(www.bmagic.org.uk) 

 

                                            
89 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’.  2015 
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Fig. 2-9: Screen shot of a Backgammon Draught from the Pinto Collection, BMAG 
(www.bmagic.org.uk) 

 

The collection had been open to the public at Oxhey Woods House for eleven 

summers from 1955.  It was beginning to outgrow its setting both in terms of the 

objects but, more significantly, in terms of the numbers of visiting public, 

reaching 23,249 in 1965.  Opening the collection up to the public was running at 

a loss, this combined with advancing age and ill health made it difficult for the 

Pintos to continue as they were.  They tried to raise money to build an 

extension for the museum and provide the resource to maintain it by building 

flats in the grounds of the house, the revenue from which would have also 

provided support during the Pintos lifetime and an endowment on their death. 

Unfortunately, the Pintos planning application was declined and so, in 1964, 

they made the decision to offer the collection to an individual or organisation 

through a press statement.  The press release offered the collection at half its 

financial value in the hope that the collection could stay together and remain 

accessible to the public.90  BMAG was one of two museums who responded to 

                                            
90 Pinto, Treen and Other Wooden Bygones. An Encyclopaedia and Social History.  427 - 428. 
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the statement and by following up their written correspondence with a telephone 

call (due to a postal strike) were the first to make contact.  Within a little over 

two weeks the Birmingham Corporation were able to make a public statement 

that they had acquired the collection, and that it was of interest to such a City 

with a tradition of craft skills.91  The Museum purchased the collection in 1965 

but it took four years to pack, move, and document it before the dedicated Pinto 

Collection Gallery was opened in 1969.  During this time, Eva Pinto was 

photographing the objects for the Encyclopaedia, slowing down the process.92  

Pinto chose to write his Encyclopaedia at a point when the collection had been 

safely deposited with BMAG.93   

Not all of the Pinto collection made it to Birmingham as he gave pieces away to 

friends beforehand and the occasional piece still comes up at auction; they are 

identified by a Pinto label.  BMAG have chosen not to pursue these items, 

however, some treen objects have been collected, sparsely, to be seen 

alongside Pinto objects but they are not listed as being part of the collection 

itself.  Of the 8000 objects in the collection, only 220 are available to view online 

and were digitised as part of a Designation Challenge Fund (DCF) project in the 

early 2000s,94  BMAG gained the DCF funding to advance the access to its 

collections that are Designated.95  Much of the collections at BMAG are 

Designated including the fine art, decorative art, Birmingham history, and 

significantly the Pinto Collection.  The Designation Scheme, now facilitated by 

the Arts Council, highlights collections in non-national institutions that are of 

national and international significance,96 demonstrating the value and quality of 

the objects and the drawing together of those objects into a collection.  

Up until recently, much of the collection was on display in a distinct exhibition 

space; this was by request of Edward and Eva Pinto with the implication that the 

                                            
91 Pinto, Treen and Other Wooden Bygones. An Encyclopaedia and Social History.  428. 
92 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’.  2015. 
93 Pinto, Treen and Other Wooden Bygones. An Encyclopaedia and Social History.  1. 
94 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’.  2015. 
95 Birmingham Museums, ‘About BMAGiC’ <http://www.bmagic.org.uk/about> [accessed 7 July 

2017].   
96 Arts Council England, Designated Outstanding Collections, 2014.  37 & 3. 
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collection was to be seen as a visual study and reference collection.97  The 

displays were themed along social history lines such as eating and drinking, 

tobacco and snuff, as well as looking at techniques such as pyrography, 

turnery, and carving.98  Anne Meredith, writing at the time as the Deputy Keeper 

of Local History at BMAG, suggests that what is special about the collection is 

that it is a ‘collector’s collection,’ it demonstrates Pinto’s significant interest in 

the ‘beauty and utility of woods.’99  Having walked through the Pinto Gallery 

many times when I worked at BMAG, I can say from experience that it was a 

special collection and display that showed the sheer expanse and variety of 

objects it contained.  The display was themed with some room settings, 

including a shop, domestic situation, and workshop.  Objects were displayed on 

mass, almost like open display with limited interpretation at object level.  It 

became a source of lunchtime explorations and I particularly enjoyed the 

intricately carved love spoons and butter moulds. 

The collection is no longer on display together as the exhibition space is now 

used for the exhibition Birmingham; its people its history.  As such, BMAG are 

now using the objects throughout the galleries as appropriate, 100 objects from 

the collection are included in a mixed-media display of applied art in the 

Industrial Gallery and as part of displays in Birmingham; its people its history, 

Gallery 33, and the paintings galleries.100  Some pieces are housed at the 

Museum Collection Centre, which can be visited during monthly tours and open 

days.101 This does mean that the collection does not have the same impetus as 

it once did. 

 

 

                                            
97 Susan M Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study (Leicester & London: 

Leicester University Press, 1992).  66 
98 Meredith.  15 
99 Meredith.  16 
100 ‘Email Correspondence between Louise Dennis & Sylvia Crawley’.  2015 
101 Birmingham Museums, ‘Museum Collection Centre’ 

<http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/collection/museum-collection-centre> [accessed 7 July 

2017]. 
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Collection comparisons 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, these two museum studies look to 

Chapters 3 ‘Museum collecting practice’ and 4 ‘The precious and the plastic’ 

and address the following questions: Why does it focus on single material 

family? and how does it present that single material family to the public?   

The two collections focus on their particular material family for different reasons.  

Both the collections of MoDiP and Pinto, for the most part, are made up of 

ordinary everyday objects, not high (monetary) value materials or objects but 

those that have a deeper value culturally, environmentally, or in terms of their 

functionality.  Both collections were originally derived from the interests of an 

individual collector with Hardie and Pinto being driven by their own interests and 

fascination into their subjects and, subsequently, the sharing of their wide-

ranging interests and through the inspiration and education of others.  However, 

the focus of the MoDiP collection has moved away from its original focus, the 

breadth of Hardie’s original idea was unmanageable for the resources that were 

in place.  The collection was unwieldy in its collecting policy and process and 

the museum has benefited greatly from a specialist focus making it stand out 

from the sea of museums and collections.  As the Design Collection Museum, 

the collection at the AUB was potentially no different from other museums 

including the Museum of Domestic Design and Architecture, or the Design 

Museum, albeit on a smaller scale.  However, by MoDiP taking the focus from a 

wide outlook, that of general design, to a narrower trajectory, design in plastics, 

it opens a bigger opportunity to have an impact on the museum community and 

the wider public, and to be able to recognise the impact that it is having.  Any 

impact the museum has will be more recognisable or more likely to be credited 

if the activity it is doing is particularly specialist. 

The collections present their single material family differently, the way both 

these collections now relate to their audiences through the museum setting has 

changed since their inception and this is due to the professionalism expressed 

by their respective organisations.  Both collections show the virtues of the 

materials that they represent but within different structures of public perception.  

Pinto’s collection looks to the use of wood within the social historical and 
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craftsmanship genres, whilst MoDiP seeks to explore the use of plastics in 

design.  Both of the featured materials touch the lives of all of us and are 

materials that could be seen as cheap, disposable, or recyclable, but can be 

used to produce objects of different levels of monetary value.  Yet, how 

individuals relate to the manufacturing processes differ significantly; the 

machine-made plastics versus the hand-crafted treen.  The following chapters 

will demonstrate that the artisanship of the woodworker would be recognised 

over that of the plastics designer / manufacturer but both collections contain 

anonymous pieces as well as a select few that are made by recorded designers 

and manufacturers. 

Both collections are looking at a future that was not their intended outcome.  

Hardie started her collection because of a design interest with little regard to the 

materials making up the object and since 2007, MoDiP has drawn out the 

plastics from a wash of other materials.  Whereas the Pinto Collection, which 

from the onset looked to the materials first, has now been amalgamated into the 

multi-material collection removing the materials specialist status.  This will 

potentially lessen the impact of the collection as an entity in its own right, but it 

could also allow the objects to become individual pieces again as long as they 

are interpreted sufficiently.  For MoDiP, the focus on plastics has strengthened 

the collection from its previous incarnation as the Design Collection.  It has 

allowed the museum to look at the next stage of recognition and it is in the 

process of applying for Designated102 status.  This status will enable the 

museum to develop further in the future by opening up funding streams and 

demonstrating a significant perceived value to all stakeholders. 

  

                                            
102 Arts Council England, ‘Designation Scheme’. 
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Chapter 3 : Museum collecting practice 

This research is engaged with the notion of ‘the museum’ and how that 

traditional concept may make collecting plastics objects as a primary focus 

seem to be a strange activity.  This chapter, ‘Museum collecting practice,’ and 

Chapter 4, ‘The precious and the plastic,’ explore the traditions of museums to 

see how and why the collecting and interpretation of single material families is 

significant.  These two chapters will address the question; in what ways have 

plastics been embraced by design museums in the United Kingdom through 

collection and display, how does this differ from other materials?  To do so, this 

chapter will discuss the importance of objects and collections to museums.  It 

will also explore how value and meaning is created and shared with visitors 

within the museum setting, and look at relational materiality to guide the 

research through the triangular relationships and energies discovered, created, 

and maintained within the museum between museum staff, objects, and visitors. 

What makes a museum 

Anyone can make a collection, and it is often seen as a ‘basic urge or instinct’ to 

gather objects together.1  However, this research seeks to show how a mere 

collection can be elevated into a museum collection.  A collection that is 

gathered together by an individual for their own purpose, initially at least, is, as 

far as this dissertation is concerned, a private collection.  This private collection 

may be open to public viewing, be labelled as a museum, have exhibitions, and 

interpretation, but remains at the whim of the private individual.  A public 

museum, on the other hand, is under the behest of a public body, especially 

those museums that are Accredited.  Public engagement with the collection is 

paramount, and standards of care, documentation, and governance are set by 

                                            
1 Sharon Macdonald, ‘Collecting Practices’, in A Companion to Museum Studies, ed. by Sharon 

MacDonald (Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), pp. 103–119.  103. 
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the Accrediting body, currently the Arts Council.2  Susan Pearce defines a 

collection as ‘a group of objects, brought together with intention and sharing a 

common identity of some kind, which is regarded by its owner as, in some 

sense, special or set apart,’3 a statement that is true for both the private and 

public collection.  The purpose of bringing objects together may simply be ‘I like 

them’ for the private collector or, as Russell W. Belk suggests, to ‘help us to 

gain a sense of mastery and control over “the little world” of objects we collect 

as individuals,’4 and as complex as ‘they tell us something interesting about 

something’ for the museum.  The act of collecting and organising objects into 

collections through whatever practice or reasoning helps us to make sense of 

the world around us.5 

For the private individual there may be no specified direction to their collecting, 

they are doing it for their own pleasure, Paul Martin writes of the sense of 

accomplishment experienced by individuals on completing sets of marketed or 

self-defined collectables,6 therefore collecting can be seen as being a limited 

repetitive process with an end point.7  For the museum collection, however, 

completing a ‘set’ is not usually the aim of the exercise.  The aim, for the 

museum, is to draw together the material evidence of a particular topic, place, 

person, or period, which should be propelled forward by a mission to 

understand, rather than possess.8  For the individual, as Stephen E. Weil puts 

it, the collection is the ‘end’ but for the institution the collection is the ‘means,’ 

                                            
2 Arts Council England, Accreditation Scheme for Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom 

Museum Mentor Handbook, 2011 

<https://www.nimc.co.uk/fs/doc/Accreditation_museum_mentor_handbook[1].pdf>. 
3 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  159. 
4 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  110. 
5 Macdonald.  107. 
6 Paul Martin, ‘Conclusion’, in Popular Collecting and the Everyday Self: The Reinvention of 

Museums? (London & New York: Leicester University Press, 1999), pp. 144–149.  144-145. 
7 Jean Baudrillard, ‘Subjective Discourse or the Non-Functional System of Objects’, in The Object 

Reader, ed. by Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 41–

63.  60. 
8 Simon J Knell, ‘Altered Values: Searching for a New Collecting?’, in Museums and the Future of 

Collecting, ed. by Simon J. Knell, 2nd ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 1–46.  42. 
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that is to say ‘an instrument for the achievement of a larger end’9 which is to tell 

their chosen story, be that historically or materially based.   

In order to investigate the differences between public and private collecting, the 

similarities need to be first established.  Common to both is the actual act of 

collecting.  This may seem an obvious statement but by understanding what 

collecting is, the motivations for the private collector and the museum become 

apparent.  All collections, whether they are private or public, contain objects of 

one form or another, and those objects were gathered together for a reason.  It 

is suggested, by Martin, that there are different levels of collecting [Fig. 3-1].  

Interestingly for this study, he uses Tupperware as an exemplar, not only a 

mass-produced product made of a plastic, but something that people recognise 

as a ubiquitous, everyday item.  Martin sees the lowest level of collecting as 

storing things, simply keeping something rather than discarding it; he calls this 

an unconscious act of collecting.  This level shows the object as being acquired 

for its functional purpose, once it has finished being functional it may be 

disposed of, or recycled, via the second-hand market.  At which point it could be 

acquired by a collector, a level 3 act of collecting, the piece has been actively 

sought to become part of a collection.  In concurrence with Jean Baudrillard’s 

idea that objects have two functions, to be used and to be possessed,10 for 

example a utensil is never possessed as it is in constant use and not 

‘abstracted from its function,’11 suggesting that possessing an object and 

placing it into a collection puts that object out of use.  Martin’s top level of 

collecting, is that of ‘the museum,’ here the object gains a ‘status of 

permanence beyond the realm of function’ and has entered the ‘citadel.’12  It 

has become entombed.  For Sharon McDonald, as collections are seen as a 

                                            
9 Stephen E. Weil, ‘Collecting Then, Collecting Today: What’s the Difference’, in Reinventing ‘the 

museum’: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail ut Creek: 

AltaMira Press, 2004), pp. 284–291.  289. 
10 Jean Baudrillard, ‘The System of Objects’, trans. by James Benedict 1996 (London: Verso, 1968).  

86. 
11 Baudrillard, ‘Subjective Discourse or the Non-Functional System of Objects’.  48. 
12 Paul Martin, ‘From Rubbish to Representation: Individuals and Collecting’, in Popular Collecting 

and the Everyday Self: The Reinvention of Museums? (London & New York: Leicester University 

Press, 1999), pp. 48–66.  48-54. 
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long-term prospect, they represent the ‘terminal phase’ in an object’s life story 

and at the same time ‘a more lasting life and significance,’13 once again a 

synonym to death and the eternal afterlife.  Belk writes that when an object 

becomes part of a collection it is decommoditised, it no longer has a readily 

accessible exchange value,14 its value instead is in the contribution it offers the 

collection as a whole,15 and as such, the value of the collection is worth more 

than the sum of its parts. 

 

 

 
Fig. 3-1: The Levels of Collecting from Paul Martin, ‘From Rubbish to Representation: 
Individuals and Collecting’, in Popular Collecting and the Everyday Self: The Reinvention of 
Museums? (London & New York: Leicester University Press, 1999), pp. 48–66.  54 

                                            
13 Macdonald.  103. 
14 Museums do sell objects from the collection but not on a regular basis.  Museums that sell objects 

to raise money for purposes other than the development of the collection can be stripped of their 

Accredited status, for example, Northampton Museum Services on the sale of the ancient Egyptian 

statue Sekhemka - Museums Association, ‘ACE Strips Northampton Museums Service of 

Accreditation’, Museums Journal <https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-

journal/news/01082014-ace-strips-northampton-accreditation> [accessed 8 May 2016]. 
15 Russell W Belk, ‘Collectors and Collecting’, in Handbook of Material Culture, ed. by Chris Tilley 

and others (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 2013), pp. 535–545.  534. 
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The major difference between private and public collecting is the reasoning 

behind the act, not only, as has been seen, possession or knowledge building, 

but for the external status of the owner.  Duncan Cameron wrote that the focus 

of the private collection was the collector, it was a tool for the collector to show 

how well-travelled they were, how meticulous, and scientifically knowledgeable.  

He suggests that the early public museums, those based on private collections, 

were also understood as being about the collector.16  Looking at, for example, 

the Ashmolean, Oxford, one of the oldest publicly accessible museums, we see 

that it is named after its founder, Elias Ashmole, who ‘stipulated that his 

collection of curiosities and antiquities should be placed in a custom-built 

museum.’17  This placement of the collection in a grand building and the naming 

of the museum after the person, holds the individual up in high regard not as a 

significant consumer of material culture but as a saviour, as Belk described it, 

depicting the collector as a heroic rescuer as opposed to a selfish consumer.18  

When a museum opens its doors to the public it is no longer about the collector, 

in the first instance, instead it becomes about the public with an aim to improve 

its education, raise its spirit, and enhance its taste.19  Because of this 

distinction, the purpose of collecting changes, the private collector can, when on 

the cusp of acquiring a new (to him or her) object, ask him or herself ‘is it a truly 

remarkable and intrinsically desirable object?’ whereas the museum must 

consider how the object can further its mission to serve the public.20  For 

Karsten Schubert the concept of museums is ‘one of the most complex cultural 

                                            
16 Duncan F Cameron, ‘The Museum, a Temple or the Forum’, in Reinventing the Museum: Historical 

and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail Anderson (Walnut Creek: 

AltaMira Press, 2004), pp. 61–73.  65. 
17 Ashmolean Museum, ‘History and Future’ <http://www.ashmolean.org/about/historyandfuture/> 

[accessed 9 January 2017]. 
18 Belk, ‘Collectors and Collecting’.  534. 
19 Stephen E. Weil, ‘The Museum and the Public’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 16.3 

(1997), 257–71.  257. 
20 Weil, ‘Collecting Then, Collecting Today: What’s the Difference’.  290. 
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constructs,’21 in other words museums have a long history and have grown as 

individual entities making them all different with diverse aims and values.22 

Both the Museums Association (MA) and the International Council of Museums 

(ICOM) describe museums as not just having collections but having them for 

the sake of the people that they serve.  The MA’s definition of a museum 

highlights the link between objects and people.  It says:  

Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, 

learning and enjoyment.  They are institutions that collect, safeguard 

and make accessible artefacts and specimens, which they hold in 

trust for society.23 

ICOM also puts the link to people first, with its definition written in 2007:24 

A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of 

society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, 

conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and 

                                            
21 Karsten Schubert, The Curator’s Egg: The Evolution of the Museum Concept from the French 

Revolution to the Present, 3rd ed. (London: Ridinghouse, 2009).  11. 
22 Access to early public museums was restricted and controlled by the owner, Schubert recalls a 

visit made by a German historian in 1875 to a London museum where it is suggested that 

credentials are checked by the ticket office before visitors were allowed to enter the museum.  As 

museums began to be aimed at the ‘post-industrial leisure society’ the recreation became the focus 

rather than education and ‘research and display’ gave way to ‘a more audience-driven and service-

oriented approach.’ Some museums were set up for the betterment of the general public, the South 

Kensington Museum, set to become the Victoria & Albert Museum, was aimed at improving the 

public morals by offering a more nourishing leisure time activity than sex and drinking.  The early 

definitions of museums showed that they were essentially scientific, as they were created to 

preserve objects to help in the understanding of nature and human activity. See Schubert., Andrew 

McClellan, ‘A Brief History of the Art Museum Public’, in Art and Its Publics: Museum Studies at the 

Millennium, ed. by Andrew McClellan (Malden, Oxford & Victoria: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), pp. 

1–49. And François Mairesse, ‘The Definition of the Museum: History and Issues’, Museum 

International, 71.1–2 (2019), 152–59. 
23 Museums Association, ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ 

<http://www.museumsassociation.org/about/frequently-asked-questions> [accessed 6 May 2016]. 
24 Jette Sandahl, ‘The Museum Definition as the Backbone of ICOM’, Museum International, 71.1–2 

(2019), vi–9. 2. 

 



 

61 
 

intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes 

of education, study and enjoyment.25 

In 2019, ICOM sought to develop its definition as it was felt that the current 

statement ‘fails to reflect and address profoundly dissimilar conditions under 

which museums work across the world.’26  A definition should have clarity and 

be understood easily, conveying the spirit, essence, and purpose and values of 

museums,27 and so ICOM put forward this new definition for approval:  

Museums are democratising, inclusive and polyphonic spaces for 

critical dialogue about the pasts and the futures. Acknowledging and 

addressing the conflicts and challenges of the present, they hold 

artefacts and specimens in trust for society, safeguard diverse 

memories for future generations and guarantee equal rights and 

equal access to heritage for all people.  

 

“Museums are not for profit. They are participatory and transparent, 

and work in active partnership with and for diverse communities to 

collect, preserve, research, interpret, exhibit, and enhance 

understandings of the world, aiming to contribute to human dignity 

and social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing.28 

Just after its release, the MA ran a Twitter poll to see if its followers believed 

that this proposed ICOM definition described a museum in the twenty-first 

century.  226 people voted, with 62% stating that they did not think the 

statement represented museums today.29  Responders felt that the phrases 

                                            
25 International Council of Museums, ‘Museum Definition’ <http://icom.museum/the-vision/museum-

definition/> [accessed 5 June 2016]. 
26 Jette Sandahl, ‘The Museum Definition as the Backbone of Museums’, Museum International, 

71.1–2 (2019), i. i. 
27 Sandahl, ‘The Museum Definition as the Backbone of ICOM’.  4. 
28 Museums Association, ‘ICOM Unveils New Museum Definition’ 

<https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/31072019-icom-reveals-updated-

museum-definition> [accessed 2 February 2020]. 
29 Museums Association, ‘Do You Think It Captures What a Museum Is in the 21st Century?’ 

<https://twitter.com/MuseumsAssoc/status/1156940059209322501> [accessed 2 February 2020]. 
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above were prescriptive, exclusive, and full of jargon.  For me, words like 

polyphonic are problematic as they are not easily understood, and not all 

museums can contribute to human dignity and social justice.  The change from 

‘a museum is’ to ‘museums are’ does show that museums are multifarious, 

however, the rest if the text does not reflect the diversity.  At the Extraordinary 

General Assembly held at Kyoto, Japan, in September 2019, the delegates 

voted to postpone the vote on the definition.30  This postponement shows that 

defining ‘the museum’ and agreeing on that definition is not an easy task. 

To be Accredited as a bona fide museum the organisation needs to provide 

evidence that it has policies, procedures, and plans in place to ensure the 

collection is being cared for and utilised appropriately for the good of the 

public.31  The predecessor of the Accreditation scheme, Museum Registration, 

began in 1988 with the initial emphasis on ‘ethical governance and collections 

management.’32  These requirements ask for a level of professionalism over the 

collection, and puts restrictions in place which perhaps prevent the kind of 

access to the objects enjoyed by the private collector, these restrictions come 

about with the need to think of the longer-term care of the objects in the 

museum collection.33  This means that objects are often viewed in glass cases 

                                            
30 ICOM, ‘The Extraordinary General Conference Postpones the Vote on a New Museum Definition’, 

2019 <https://icom.museum/en/news/the-extraordinary-general-conference-pospones-the-vote-on-

a-new-museum-definition/> [accessed 2 February 2020]. 
31 For example, Satisfactory arrangements for the ownership of collections, Collections management 

policies, Development policy, Documentation policy, Care and conservation policy, Collections 

management plans, Documentation plan, Care and conservation plan, Collections management 

procedures, Documentation procedures, Expert assessment of security arrangements.  -  

Arts Council England, Accreditation Guidance – Section Two, 2014 

<http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-

file/FINAL_201406_GuidanceSection2_PrintFriendly.pdf>. 
32 Arts Council England, Accreditation Scheme for Museums and Galleries in the United Kingdom 

Museum Mentor Handbook.  3. 
33 Through personal experience, I have watched the frustration of the changes that have taken place 

at MoDiP for Hardie.  Despite the fact that the MoDiP team work relatively quickly and can provide 

requested objects for Hardie to use in teaching sessions, she does not like the process of booking 

out objects and would prefer to be able to walk into a store and pick objects off the shelf as had 

been the case before the museum became Accredited.  She does not appreciate the perceived 

barriers of condition checking, record keeping, and the requirement to wear gloves and handle the 

objects with additional care. 
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only, and researchers are asked to wear gloves when carefully handling the 

objects.  The retrieval of objects takes time with the need for condition checking 

as it leaves and returns to its storage location, as well as the filling in of object 

movement documentation and the updating of object catalogue records.  For 

both Belk and Weil, these barriers cause the museum to become staid.  Belk 

suggests that an individual collector can justify their collecting as ‘a playful, fun 

activity,’ whereas museum collecting, is a more serious process34 regardless of 

the kinds of objects that it collects.  Weil expresses a disappointment that the 

curator cannot have the freedom and fun enjoyed by the private collector due to 

the need to take the activity in a stately and sober manner.35   

Inactive vs active collections 

One of the commonalities in the MA and ICOM definitions of a or the museum, 

as reproduced on pages 60 and 61, is that of safeguarding or conserving the 

collection.36  It is not clear however, from these definitions, if that safeguarding 

encourages access today or if museums are preserving objects only for the 

future, which can lead to the collection being underused by contemporary 

visitors.  Is it right that the collection be cryogenically frozen, to extend the 

mausoleum analogy further, waiting to be woken by an unspecified generation 

in the future, or should it be living and active for today? For the MA, it is not right 

and as such their report, Collections for the Future, 2005, attempted to steer the 

focus of museums on to collections without rejecting the emphasis on the needs 

of museum users.  It aimed to ensure that visitors have the right to engage with 

the collections that are at the heart of the museums that they enjoy, suggesting 

that this can be achieved by making sure the collection is ‘active.’  Active 

collections are those which are on display, online, researchable, and 

researched.  This report argues that ‘if we, as a profession, are merely acting as 

caretakers and not as collection activists then we are not fulfilling our 

obligations.’37  To start to make full use of their collections, museums need to 

                                            
34 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  125. 
35 Weil, ‘Collecting Then, Collecting Today: What’s the Difference’.  291. 
36 Museums Association, ‘Frequently Asked Questions’.  Also, International Council of Museums. 
37 Museums Association, Collections for the Future (London, 2005). 3-4 & 8-9.  My emphasis. 
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understand what they have and they can do this by carrying out audits and 

research.  This report states that ‘new research has as much potential as new 

collecting to expand the possibilities of museum collections.’38   

The MA’s 2019 report, Empowering Collections, urges museums to realise the 

‘untapped potential’ of their collections by setting out a strategy for museums 

between now and 2030.39  The strategic aims suggested by this report are that 

collections should be empowering, relevant, and dynamic.  To be empowering, 

collections should be used to draw together communities, promote wellbeing 

and health, explore notions of identity and place, and equip people with the 

knowledge and awareness that are relevant to today’s issues.  Relevancy of 

collections, according to the report, should come from working with 

stakeholders and users to understand better how the collection can mean 

something to the museum’s diverse audiences.  To be dynamic the collection 

should be well-managed and understood, rationalised,40 and accessible both 

online and in reality.  The report states that there has been a culture of siloed 

working within collections departments and public engagement activity, and 

encourages a change in this culture by moving away from the ‘basics such as 

documentation and preservation,’ as these activities limit ‘their ability to ensure 

that collections are seen and understood by the public.’41  This statement has 

been met with a response of condemnation by museum staff, likely to be in 

curatorial departments, who believe that without knowing what is in the 

collection and looking after those objects, they cannot be used in engagement 

activity with the public.42  It is also in contention with the quoted statement 

above from the 2005 report Collections for the Future, which states that new 

research is as important as new collecting. 

                                            
38 Museums Association, Collections for the Future.  13. 
39 Museums Association, Empowering Collections: Collections 2030 (London, 2019). 
40 Rationalised in this context refers to the deaccessioning and disposal of objects where appropriate 

to keep the collection effective. 
41 Museums Association, Empowering Collections: Collections 2030.  6 & 4. 
42 Geraldine Kendall Adams, ‘Is It Time That We Rethought Our Approach to Collections?’ 

<https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news-analysis/01042019-is-it-time-we-

rethought-approach-to-collections> [accessed 5 March 2019]. 
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The current strategic focus looks to move away from the historic notion that 

museums are static and inactive.  In the early 1990s, the museum field focused 

away from objects and turned to building successful relationships with their 

audiences, and thus the educational role of the museum became particularly 

significant.43  Theodor W. Adorno explains that the German word museal, 

meaning museum-like, has connotations that describe ‘objects to which the 

observer no longer has a vital relationship and which are in the process of 

dying.’44  The death analogy has been noted before in this chapter with Martin’s 

use of the ‘citadel’ [See Fig. 3-1, page 58] in the sense that the object becomes 

entombed in a fortress, protected by a thick veil of professionalism.  Susan 

Stewart writes about the act of collecting being associated with containment, 

confinement, and control,45 which again, reflects the act of entombing the 

objects and restricting their movement and usage.  According to Douglas Brent 

McBride, the museum-as-mausoleum analogy can be traced back to the French 

Revolution with the removal of religious art from churches to the Louvre.46  

Today, it is difficult to find mausoleum-type, non-active and static museums, 

those that do exist are perhaps based on collections that are most famous 

because of their collector rather than the objects in the collection, such as Sir 

John Soane’s Museum, London,47 a museum that has not changed, at Soane’s 

own request, since his death.  Even so, it is not an inactive museum as it has an 

ongoing exhibitions programme and access to the collections online.  Here the 

role of the curator might be seen as passive due to the removal of the collecting 

aspect of the job.48  The role of the curator is much more than just that of 

                                            
43 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, The Educational Role of ‘the museum’ (London & New York: Routledge, 

1999).  x. 
44 Theodor W. Ardorno, ‘Valéry Proust Museum’, in Prisms, trans. by Samuel Weber and Shierry 

Weber (London: Neville Spearman, 1967), pp. 173–85. 
45 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1993).  161. 
46 D. B McBride, ‘Modernism and ‘the museum’ Revisited’, New German Critique, 99 (2006), 209–

233.  216. 
47 The Soane Museum is the extraordinary house of Sir John Soane, one of the greatest English 

architects, who built and lived in it more than a century and a half ago.  ‘the museum’ has been kept 

as it was at the time of his death nearly 180 years ago. - ‘Sir John Soane’s Museum’ 

<http://www.soane.org/about> [accessed 8 March 2017]. 
48 Belk, ‘Collectors and Collecting’.  535. 
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collector as will be explained later in this chapter, however, McDonald states 

that ‘collecting – including the assembly, preservation, and display of collections 

– is fundamental to the idea of the museum, even if not all “museums” directly 

engage in it,’49 as is demonstrated in the Soane’s example with the act of 

collecting has taken place in the past, and yet the museum still functions as a 

museum.   

An alternative analogy to that of the mausoleum, could be that of the asylum as 

described by Myna Trustram.  For Trustram, the museum affirms that life will 

continue by keeping its objects healthy yet under surveillance.50  I would like to 

move this analogy further, and set it alongside the MA’s idea of effective 

collections, in that patients in an asylum only remain in the institution whilst they 

are benefitting from being there.  When they no longer profit from being part of 

that institution, they should be moved to another location where they can 

flourish and meet there potential, in other words rather than a museum holding 

on to an unhappy object, it should deaccession it and find it a new host where it 

will be more contented. 

The importance of the collection to the museum 

This study is looking at the gathering of objects because of their materiality and 

as such, objects are at the front and centre of the research.  As a curator in a 

small museum with responsibility for collection care, documentation and 

research, as well as audience engagement through exhibition and public 

activity, and as a museum visitor with an interest in objects and the stories that 

they can tell us, the collection is also at the forefront of my understanding of 

what a museum is.  The material evidence, the objects that museums hold, is 

what makes a museum different from other educational establishments.  

Looking at the importance of objects in museums, Elaine Heumann Gurian 

acknowledges that they are ‘necessary but alone are not sufficient’, that they 

are like ‘props in a brilliant play.’51  For me, museum objects should not be 

                                            
49 Macdonald.  103. 
50 Myna Trustram, ‘Asylum and the Museum’, American Imago, 711 (2014), 67–84.  67-69. 
51 Elaine Heumann Gurian, ‘What Is the Object of the Exercise? A Meandering Exploration of the 

Many Meanings of Objects in Museums’, in Reinventing ‘the museum’: Historical and 
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described as ‘props,’ objects in museums are much more than props, as Pearce 

argues, they are ‘the actual evidence.’52  For the most part, museums hold 

objects that are real and that have a tangible link to the story being told.  A prop 

could be a model, a facsimile, but not the real thing.  Learning from real objects 

affords the visitor a link to the subject in a more tangible way than through 

facsimiles or other media.53  The realness or authenticity54 of an object provides 

a legitimacy and truth; it suggests the provision of an ‘authoritative knowledge’ 

and is not just representative of its origins.55   

Towards the end of the twentieth century museums lost confidence in the 

‘pedagogic potency’ of objects, this was manifested with the increase of story-

based exhibitions that used dioramas and text panels as the basis of display.  

This placed a question over the value of collections, particularly when so many 

objects are in storage.56  It could be said that alone, objects are not sufficient 

because they need storytelling and interpretation provided by museum staff to 

help draw out the value and meaning.  It has been recognised that the 

museums studies and practice literature has been dominated by the view that 

‘the museum is about information and that the object is just part – and indeed 

not always an essential part – of that informational culture.’57   

                                            
Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail Anderson (Walnut Creek: AltaMira 

Press, 2004), pp. 269–283.  271. 
52 Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study.  4. 
53 Having written this, MoDiP has put on an exhibition entitled Being me: plastics and the body.  One 

piece in the collection is a model of the very first pacemaker used in the human body made by one 

of the AUB’s modelmaking students.  As a small and relatively young museum it is not always easy 

to acquire key historical pieces, so we have decided to use this accurate model until such a time 

that we might be able to source such a piece.  When displayed, it will be made clear to the visiting 

public that the object they are looking at is not the real thing. 
54 A further debate about the notion of authentic / non-authentic objects in the next section on value 

and meaning in a museum setting.   
55 Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Things.  78 & 81. 
56 Macdonald.  110. 
57 Sandra H Dudley, ‘Museum Materialities: Objects, Sense and Feeling’, in Museum Materialities: 

Objects, Engagements, Interpretations, ed. by Sandra H Dudley (London & New York: Routledge, 

2010), pp. 1–17.  3. 

 



 
 

68 
 

In the early twenty-first century, the importance of museum collections and their 

objects came under question.  At the beginning of her museum career in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s, Gurian, remembers all activities revolved around 

the collection, some 40 years later, she imagined the object as less important, 

not to the museum necessarily but to the museum-going public.  She suggests 

that the public can see that museums are important but that that importance 

does not revolve around objects.  She ends her paper by suggesting that the 

work museums do is not unique as they share a common goal with a variety of 

other institutions and that they simply act as evidence that we were here.58  In 

2004, Gail Anderson looked at the role that the collection plays within a 

museum.  She states that any museum must have a clear mission which should 

have an overarching aim to serve the visiting public with the potential that 

actually the public are better served without the expense of a collection.59  

However, as a curator, for me the primary thing about museums is the 

collection; the objects.  They are a tangible link between the visitor and the story 

which is being told by the museum, without the objects the museum becomes a 

giant book or a 3-dimensional Wikipedia page.  An example that comes to my 

mind, was the disappointment I had when I visited the Tolpuddle Martyrs 

Museum60 some years ago.  The story of the origins of trade unions is 

fascinating, understanding the risks and sacrifices that a small group of men 

took in order to stand up for worker’s rights and being able to visit the village in 

which they lived is important.  The museum is set in a 1934 cottage built to 

mark the centenary of the conviction of the Martyrs, and disappointingly for me 

at the time, was filled only with banners of text where I was expecting to see 

relevant objects.  I lived in Dorchester where the Martyrs were tried and wanted 

to feel a real connection with the men involved but the initial disappointment 

over took my visit to the village.  As Pearce proposes, objects are at the centre 

of human social life and ‘society as we understand it could not exist without 

                                            
58 Gurian.  271 & 283. 
59 Gail Anderson, ‘The Role of the Object: The Obligation of Stewardship and Cultural Responsibility’, 

in Reinventing the Museum: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. 

by Gail Anderson (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 2004).  265. 
60 Tolpuddle Martyrs, ‘The Museum’ <https://tolpuddlemartyrs.org.uk/museum> [accessed 3 February 

2020]. 
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them,’61 by saying this she puts great importance on objects in our lives, and as 

such in museums. 

Unfortunately, like many institutions, museums have been under the influence 

of funding bodies and their priorities which are often short-term projects with 

measurable results, not the day-to-day activities of housing and caring for 

objects, which occur behind closed doors.  Moore fears that funders push 

museums to concentrate on particular activities making them less like museums 

and more like universities, visitor centres, children’s hands-on centres, or 

community centres and yet, what makes a museum a museum is the collecting, 

caring for, documenting and interpreting mechanisms.62  Without a collection, 

the museum becomes a visitor centre or education centre, both valid 

establishments but neither are a museum.  Alma Wittlin places the object firmly 

at the forefront of the museum by arguing that, using the ICOM idea of a 

museum being an organisation that uses objects as its ‘main means of 

communication,’ institutions that do not make the objects the star cannot be 

called museums.63  

Value and meaning in museums 

Objects in museums, as in any other situation, have the potential to carry value 

and meaning which is realised when they are associated with the other objects 

that surround them and with the people that engage with them.  This is 

demonstrated with the reiteration of Pearce’s use of a dichotomy to explore a 

traditional Western system of value [Fig. 1-2, page 5].  The list on the left shows 

the prized aspects of material culture, whilst the right-hand side shows their 

opposing counterparts.64  As seen in another reproduced diagram [Fig. 1-3, 

page 6], Pearce takes two of these pairings, authentic : non-authentic / spurious 

                                            
61 Pearce, Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study.  21. 
62 Kevin Moore, Museums and Popular Culture (London: Leicester University Press, 1997).  22 & 23-

25. 
63 Alma Wittlin, ‘A Twelve Point Program for Museum Renewal’, in Reinventing ‘the museum’: 

Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail Anderson (Walnut 

Creek: AltaMira Press, 2004), pp. 44–60.  44-45. 
64 Susan M Pearce, Collecting in Contemporary Practice (London: Sage Publications Ltd, 1998).  

286. 
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and masterpiece : artefact,  and maps them on a chart demonstrating that, 

based on Western value judgements, museum collections tend to be in the top 

half of the graph, this includes archaeological pieces and fine art with those 

below the horizontal axis being less worthy than those above.  This polarisation 

of the perceived value of objects places them in metaphorical boxes labelled 

‘high value’ and ‘low value’, and as such dissuades museums from looking at 

them from different standpoints.  The suggestion that mass-produced / 

commercial objects have no place in a museum collection, makes for a 

collection that is not representative of the objects that surround us, or that the 

majority of people can relate to.  The following paragraphs look at objects that 

would fall short of Pearce’s out-dated observations of perceived value but that 

do have a legitimate place within museum collections. 

Moore uses Pearce’s own chart to demonstrate how the value of an object 

changes over time.65  The example Moore uses to illustrate his thoughts is, 

aptly, a plastic rubbish bag.  As a basic, standard rubbish bag, used for taking 

out refuse, this object would be placed in the ‘spurious artefact’ quadrant of 

Pearce’s diagram, and as such would not seem appropriate for a museum 

collection.  However, if a Punk were to customise the bag and make it into a 

piece of unique clothing the bag is elevated to a ‘masterpiece’ suitable for a 

‘Streetstyle exhibition at the V&A’ and therefore it becomes a work of art.  The 

customised bag could also enter a museum collection as an historical object by 

being part of a ‘social history display on youth culture.’  It is the uniqueness that 

makes it relevant to the type of museum that has been imagined above, yet to a 

museum of design in plastics, interested in the material used, the bag could be 

collected for its original use (to contain rubbish), its material and manufacturing 

process, the design, and its everydayness.  Despite this, the bag remains in the 

‘spurious artefact’ quadrant displaying low value.   

Another object that could be investigated using this diagram is one that wobbles 

around the central axis.  The Attila stool [Fig. 3-2], an artefact in the MoDiP 

collection which features a garden gnome, a now regarded as kitsch66 symbol, 

                                            
65 Moore.  3-4. 
66 Kitsch and its associations will be explored further in Chapter 7 Material reception. 
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receives mixed reactions from MoDiP’s visitors.  As an example, I can recall a 

conversation which I had with a senior academic at the AUB who on initial 

inspection declared horror at the object on the table before him.  He could not 

believe that the museum had such an ugly piece in the collection.  Once he was 

told it was created by the renowned designer, Philippe Starck, for the highly 

admired manufacturer, Kartell, his attitude towards the object changed 

dramatically and he waxed lyrical about the magnificence of the bold object.  It 

is an object that is both frowned upon for being kitsch, and valued for being 

kitsch (for kitsch’s sake), for the humour it evokes, and the respected designer / 

manufacturer combination.  As it is such a powerful piece, this dissertation will 

revisit this object in later chapters. 

 

 
Fig. 3-2: Attila Stool, designed by Philippe Starck for Kartell, 2005. (Museum of Design in 
Plastics, AIBDC : 004802). 

 

Meaning is brought to objects in museums by a combination of the visitor’s own 

knowledge and experiences, and the interpretation provided by the host 
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museum.67  My thinking is that the coming together of object, curator, and visitor 

is a particularly potent and important combination therefore I will explore it 

further later in this chapter.  Anita Maurstad describes this as the interactions 

with the objects of ‘certified and uncertified experts,’68 the certified experts being 

the museum employees, the curators and educators, and the uncertified being 

the visiting public.  All of these experts bring valid knowledge and experience to 

the interactions through their own personal connections with other people, 

places, and objects.  I would suggest that it could of course be the case that the 

visitor is also a certified expert, they could have worked in a relevant industry 

and have been actively involved in the making, designing, or been a user of the 

object on display.  With contemporary collecting this is even more likely to be 

the case. 

Following the theoretical framing of Ferdinand de Saussure,69 who asserts that 

the ‘linguistic sign is arbitrary;’ likewise, objects on their own have no inherent 

meaning.  To illustrate this in terms of linguistics, in his book about Saussure, 

Jonathan Culler writes that, in order for an individual to understand the colour 

brown they must also understand how brown sits alongside other colours.70  

The meaning of objects come from their relationships with other objects and the 

situations in which they find themselves.  Because there are potentially endless 

combinations of objects and situations, the meanings could also be endless for 

each object.71  To demonstrate the potential meanings that can be generated 

from an object I have taken a cup and saucer from the MoDiP collection and 

explored just a few of the generic possibilities that come to my mind [Fig. 3-3], 

these do not take into account the personal connections that I might have with 

the object as there are potentially so many that the diagram would not fit on the 

page. 

                                            
67 Weil, ‘The Museum and the Public’.  269-270. 
68 Anita Maurstad, ‘Cod, Curtains, Planes and Experts: Relational Materialities in ‘the museum’’, 

Journal of Material Culture, 17.2 (2012), 173–189.  186. 
69 Susan Pearce uses Saussurian linguistic theory in her work.   
70 Jonathan Culler, Ferdinand de Saussure, Revised ed (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 

1986).  34-36. 
71 Tony Bennett, The Birth of ‘the museum’: History, Theory, Politics (London & New York: 

Routledge, 1995).  147. 
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Fig. 3-3: Making connections with a museum object. Author’s diagram. 
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By being part of a museum collection, an extra layer of meaning is added to an 

ordinary object, the museum places objects in cases, on plinths, and lit 

reverentially, pieces on display are set apart from the viewer who, therefore, is 

reminded that the object is special.72  Thomas suggests that, within a museum 

the object bears a ‘particular uncertainty: it is both what it was and what it is’, 

which he describes as the ‘doubleness’ of the artefact.73  In other words, the 

object is not only the thing that it is but it is also a bearer of knowledge.  By 

being part of a collection, whether museum or otherwise, objects become 

recontextualised, they become part of a group of objects that are not 

necessarily part of their intended context.  This, in turn, creates new meanings 

and values for the objects, therefore, being part of a museum collection adds a 

new level of significance.74   

I can demonstrate this with the example of a Pot Noodle pot [Fig 3-4], this is a 

piece of packaging which can be found in most supermarkets and could be said 

to be a good piece of marketing as it is decorated with bright and bold graphics.  

However, in 2007 MoDiP put it in a display case as part of an exhibition entitled 

‘Eat in or take out,’75 this exhibition looked at objects relating to eating and 

drinking away from the table, the added value and meaning this brought to the 

pot is demonstrated in the diagram below [Fig. 3-5].  This product represents a 

quick snack, the packaging for which would be thrown away with little notice, by 

putting it on a plinth in a glass case the museum is making the statement that 

this an object that is worth further consideration.  The pot was placed in a case 

called ‘Express delivery,’ which considered objects designed for speedy food 

preparation.  MoDiP’s interpretation encouraged the viewer to contemplate the 

design of the pot by pointing out the integrally moulded heat barrier towards the 

top edge.  The visitor is invited to make connections between the Pot Noodle 

pot, and other similar objects as well as some that provide instant food in 

                                            
72 Sean Hall, This Means This, This Means That. A User’s Guide to Semiotics, 2nd ed (London: 

Laurence King Publishing, 2012).  160. 
73 Nicholas Thomas, The Return of Curiosity: What Museums Are Good For in the 21st Century.  50 

(My emphasis) 
74 Macdonald.  103. 
75 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Eat in or Take Out’, 2007 <http://www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/eat-

in-or-take-out> [accessed 5 June 2018]. 
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different ways.  As stated above, this case was part of an exhibition with 14 

other cases all with their own themes, these themes and the associated objects 

bring further value and meaning to the Pot Noodle pot.  This additional value 

and meaning is not limited to an exhibition of which an object might be a part, 

just being part of the collection adds more value and meaning to the object.76 

 
 
Fig. 3-4: Chicken Chow Mein flavour Pot Noodle pot, made for Unilever, 2007. (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 005711). 

                                            
76 The fact that the objects in the MoDiP collection are accessible online with a searchable, filterable, 

and selectable platform, means that the online visitor can draw together a very personal group of 

objects with their own connections and meanings which will be particularly individual to that visitor.  

Discussions on digitising collections are vast and significant but are not part this dissertation. 
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Fig. 3-5: How a being part of a collection adds meaning and value to an object as demonstrated 
through an exhibition.  Author’s diagram. 
 

Relational materiality and the relational museum 

With the mausoleum analogy in mind it could be said that the museum is seen 

as the death knell for the object.  Looking again at Martin’s Levels of Collecting 

[See Fig. 3-1, page 58] the top level was that of the museum, he suggests that 

once the object is in a museum it is placed ‘beyond the realm of function.’77  If 

the main point of an object is its function, it could be said that to put it beyond 

the realm of function is to kill it.  Timothy W Luke describes how when an object 

enters a museum collection and is placed on display it is removed from its 

intended, social context.78  This removal of social context could be seen as a 

removal of the soul, and that the object dies and is placed, with or without ritual, 

in its tomb.  Dudley et al illustrate this with a parched, empty, motionless cup, 

                                            
77 Martin, ‘From Rubbish to Representation: Individuals and Collecting’.  54. 
78 Timothy W Luke, ‘The Museum: Where Civilizations Clash or Clash Civilizes?’, in Museum 

Philosophy for the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Hugh H Genoways (Walnut Creek: AltaMira Press, 

2006), pp. 19–25.  23. 
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viewed through the glass of a display case not, as intended, filled with liquid, 

and lifted to the mouth.  However, they argue that although the object is not in 

its intended context by being part of a museum display it is still in a real setting.  

The objects become ‘re- rather than de-contextualised,’79 and so the museum 

display where the object is being interacted with, on some level, by human 

beings, keeps it alive.  The object stays alive because of the way we, as visitors 

and museum staff, relate to it and how it relates to the objects that surround it, 

as explored above through the display of a Pot Noodle pot. 

Dudley credits Pearce as a fundamental force in the ‘re-engage[ment of] the 

museum at the centre of object theory’ and goes on to say that Pearce’s 

writings on the multifarious interpretations associated with museum collections 

and their objects by curators and visitors, amongst other people, have had a 

lasting and ongoing influence still relevant today.80  This has in turn laid a 

foundation for museum studies to move through to a more relational, rather than 

representational, outlook.  For example, Samuel J. M. M. Alberti suggests that 

objects are attributed a variety of meanings by different people including 

collectors, curators and audiences.  He makes it clear that he does not want to 

place too much power on the objects themselves and therefore not underplay 

the agency of the people involved, stating that objects do not have action in 

their own right but that the action is placed upon them by people.81   

As previously explored Gosden and Marshall take Kopytoff’s idea of cultural 

biographies and apply it to the social sciences in their exploration of the 

relationships between people and things.  For them, an object on display in a 

museum may seem to be static in its display case but at the same time it is 

gathering ‘new significances, connections, and meanings.’82  This thesis 

acknowledges how objects pick up biography and will explore in chapters 5, 6, 

& 7 how materials do the same, for example, materials pick up biography 

                                            
79 Dudley and others.  1 & 2. 
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through their production, application, and reception.  The popular understanding 

of plastics is that they are created by the extraction of fossil fuels or the 

generation of alternative feedstocks, whether they can be and are reused, 

recycled, or upcycled, and how objects are made of them, and our 

understanding of such processes.  Biography of materiality is also generated 

through their seen and unseen application, their use and misuse, as well as 

their consumption or non-consumption, and what happens at the end of their 

useful life.  These are potent biographical factors which feed into their reception 

as well as into the notions of identity, authenticity, acceptance, and cultural 

perceptions of taste, along with nostalgia and feel. 

The polysemic nature of objects can be seen clearly in Wing Yan Vivian Ting’s 

example of how two groups of people relate to the same object.  She recalls a 

carved ivory ball, something that has been seen previously by her experienced 

audience but is a novelty to the new viewer.  Ting quotes one of her participants 

as describing the carved ball as ‘nothing spectacular’ as they had seen it 

before.83  I would suggest that this diverse reaction, from spectacular at one 

end to nothing spectacular at the other, demonstrates how the knowledge and 

experience of the visitor brings with it a bias towards the new (to them) and 

unusual (to them) object.  A previously encountered object does not pique the 

visitor’s interest in the same ways as a new (to them) object, unless they are 

accompanied by new knowledge or new energy. 

It is not just the visitors who have differing understandings of the same objects.  

Maurstad uses the story of Franz Boas leaving his post as anthropologist at the 

American Museum of Natural History after a disagreement with the museum’s 

president in 1905.  They disagreed about the story objects in the collection told; 

‘Boas and Jesup [the President of the Museum] engaged with the same 

collection of objects, but saw different things.’  Maurstad explores how the 

relational material point of view offers another dimension as the pieces in 

question were engaged with by the two individuals in distinct ways creating 
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different stories, as such ‘they or rather the entanglements between object and 

person opened up different versions of the “real.”’84   

The above is evidence of how our own experiences and knowledge make up 

our individual reality, yet it is not just our own experiences that effect the way 

we relate to objects.  Tom Fisher uses the notion of ‘folk knowledge’85 which 

builds up, not just through our own experiences and how we relate to an object, 

but also through the views and experiences passed on by, and through, our 

discussions with other people, as well as what we read and hear in the media, 

with social media having a particular impact.  This can have a fundamental 

consequence on our understanding of not just the object but also its materiality 

as well.  For example, the early suspicion of plastics was heavily centred on 

their reliance of replacing natural materials.  This, alongside the misguided use 

and over production after the Second World War, has lived long in the 

conscience of the consumer.  In the early post-war years, America was 

manufacturing a large number of mass-produced, shiny pieces that did not sit 

well with the British ‘consensus of tradition and value’ and could be ‘equated 

with American brashness.’86  The idea of the vulgarity of mass-produced objects 

remained a connotation of plastics for a long time and is still an issue, not 

necessarily through personal experience but relayed to individuals via magazine 

articles, conversations with others, and today through the use of social media 

platforms such as Twitter, especially in the wake of programmes like David 

Attenborough’s Blue Planet II. 

Jonas Frykman tries to understand the moment material objects are animated, 

the ‘unspoken processes that occur at the moment of experiencing an object.’  

Objects, he says, are not discrete beings that stand alone from significance 

giving context, they open up the world in which they belong for the individual 
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viewer,87 in other words objects have impact on the subject.  Museums are also 

not stand-alone entities, for Dudley and Kylie Message, museums should be 

seen as ‘dynamic clusters of multiple relationships,’ these relationships make 

connections between the past and the present, and individuals and 

communities.88  These linkages move and change depending on the object or 

individual at the centre.  Yvonne Zorzi Boletis suggests in her 2006 PhD thesis 

that every museum is a complex organism where past and future coexist.  

These come together through the time and place of the objects and exhibitions 

as well as those of the visitor and museum staff admiring and interpreting the 

collection.89  As museum visitors and curators, we are used to the idea that the 

curator passes knowledge to the visitor but if we think about the process being 

relational we must accept that the meaning is created through a shared 

process.90   

Dudley describes an experience she had when she encountered a particular 

object in a museum.  It was a meeting that found her exploring an object with no 

obvious immediate interpretation.  The object in question was a large bronze 

horse displayed in the centre of room filled with Chinese ritual artefacts.  It 

stood on a plinth without any glass surround; this lack of barrier allowed Dudley 

to explore the object in great depth.  Although not able to touch the piece, she 

was able to imagine the texture and its material detail.91  She could imagine the 

sound it would make if tapped, and how heavy it would be if lifted.  Intuition and 

experience enabled her to explore this object sensorially in her mind, her ability 

to put together the real sight of the object and the imaginary tactility of it brought 

her to tears.  Once Dudley took the time to explore the hand-held interpretation 
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of the piece she discovered that it was a funerary offering and was closely 

related to the process of the death of an individual and their journey to the 

afterlife.  This information heightened her initial emotional response to the 

object after the event of her initial and emotional reaction, however, she 

suggests that perhaps had the text been next to the piece she may have been 

distracted by it.92  Before seeing the text Dudley brought to the object her own 

emotional experience, she created a personal  and individual relationship 

between herself and the horse, which may well have been affected by how she 

felt on the day.  Another day, another setting, another ambiance could well have 

created a different reaction. 

The role of the curator 

The previous section suggested that the role of the curator in meaning-making 

is only one part of the story, without the visitor bringing his or her own 

knowledge and experience to an exhibition, the interpretation supplied by the 

museum will fall flat.  The curator’s role within the relational museum is to 

enable the connections between people and objects, and those between 

objects and objects, to be manifested.  These connections or interactions are 

described by David Carr as ‘energies.’ He explains these energies as being 

created by the possibilities of a collection of objects, that they are generated 

through the ‘behaviours of human experience’ as we bring our own 

historiography to the encounter.  Carr envisions museums as stimulating places 

that inspire ‘invisible actions, connections and reflections’ in the mind.  He talks 

about the energy that an ensemble of objects resonates, and that the source of 

this energy comes from the relationships between people, both curators and 

visitors, and objects, and between objects themselves.  As Carr puts it ‘[the] 

classifications, juxtapositions, tensions, and definitions […] create opportunities 

for comparisons, reflections, observations, and speculations,’ and he suggests 

that people understand the world around them differently because ‘this object or 
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this knowledge is in it’ that ‘without this object, we would know less, we would 

see less far.’93   

In 2007, Simon Knell wrote that objects on display in museums rely on 

interpretation labels, these could be in the form of contextual notes, exhibition 

panels, or imaginary labels in the minds of the visitor or expert.94  For Fiona 

Cameron in her paper Object-Oriented Democracies: Conceptualising Museum 

Collections in Network, the curator is seen as the gateway to ‘qualified 

interpretation’ of collections.  The curator is in control of the information that is 

passed to the viewer.  That information is factual and Cameron describes it as 

‘completely separate from human concerns, desires and conflicts.’95  This 

suggests that the curator is not an emotional human being who interprets what 

they believe to be the facts in their label writing.  These labels do offer a reality 

of the object including the facts of who made it, how and why it was made or 

used, however, the label can only project a reality of the object, which might 

enable a change or offer a confirmation as to how a visitor engages with that 

object.  Dudley affirms that the emphasis has been overly placed on the 

information provided by the museum to create an emotional interaction over that 

of the object itself.  She seeks to draw the focus back to the physical objects 

with a ‘strong emphasis on their impacts – actual and potential – on real 

people.’96  It is clear that those visiting a museum bring with them, from beyond 

the museum, their own energy to the thing they are looking at, or fact they are 

reading about, but the agitator that switches on, or stimulates that energy is the 

curator.  Using the diagram below, I demonstrate the coming together of 

energies from the object, curator, and visitor bringing into focus a value and 

meaning which is relevant to those individuals, at that particular moment in time 

[Fig. 3-6]. 
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Fig. 3-6: The convergence of experience between object, visitor, and curator, bringing the value 
and meaning into focus.  Author’s diagram. 

 

Daniel Miller suggests that the frame around a piece of art determines the 

quality of the contents and offers a cue that ‘we are about to have an aesthetic 

experience,’97 in other words, by placing an object on display the curator draws 

a new attention to that piece.  A phenomenon known as the museum effect 

which Svetlana Alpers suggests is a ‘way of seeing.’  Despite an object being in 

a different context the visitor is still invited ‘to look attentively’ and that the 

museum setting enhances the gaze of the visitor.98  Alpers’ concern, however, 

is that museums turn culture, in her case, into ‘art objects.’99  That objects from 

other cultures are shown as things to be looked at rather than experienced.   

This risk of turning objects into art pieces continues through to design objects 

and is an issue raised by researchers as a challenge for the curator of design.  

The highlighting of ‘stylistic readings’ diminishes the process-oriented aspects 
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of the object, both manufacturing processes and use process.100  What it does 

do, however, is halt the visitor in their tracks, it disrupts their thinking by making 

them stop and contemplate what an object looks like, why it looks like that, and 

potentially how it has been made to look like it does.  In a response to the 

previously introduced MoDiP exhibition, ‘Eat in or take out,’101 a student wrote: 

I hadn't thought about design in plastic before, as it is something that 

is included in my everyday life, so I see it every day and it is taken for 

granted. This exhibition made me think about the effort and work that 

goes into designing everyday items that aren't appreciated.102 

Of course, what MoDiP has at the AUB are students expecting a lexicon of 

design.  It is more likely that they will have the processes of thought that will 

take them from looking at an object along an imaginative journey through the 

design process.  Curiosity and the understanding of design activity will enable 

such visitors to get to a beginning point of that object, whether that be the 

correct point or not.  Whereas a visiting member of the public without 

experience of art and design might need more context, be that ‘political, 

environmental, social, technological, economic, cultural,’103 to help get them to 

the same place. 

As Thomas indicates the simple grouping together of objects does not make for 

a museum collection, it is the coherent documentation, the care, and the display 

of the objects that make it a museum collection or collections.  He suggests that 

the relationships that the objects have with their documentation are just as 

important as the relationships that they have with the other objects in the 

collection.  However, he asserts that many of these relationships are latent, that 
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they do not exist until they are discovered or activated.  These latent 

relationships can be activated by the curiosity of curators or museum visitors 

and the potential contained within the object is then released.  Thomas states 

that ‘access is absolutely essential to the effectiveness and value of the 

museum, and so too is activation.’104   

Curators and museums, through collections and objects, enable visitors to see 

the intangible.  But as Bennett implies, visitors need the appropriate skills to not 

only see the object, but to also use the museum as a way of accessing 

meaning.  He writes that, visitors need to ‘possess the appropriate socially-

coded ways of seeing – and, in some cases, power to see – which allow the 

objects on display to be not just seen but seen through to establish some 

communion with the invisible to which they beckon.’105  As much as the curator 

wants to help the visitor to understand objects, the visitor also needs to bring 

some skills to the conversation.  Early museums, that are still simulated in some 

of the more heavily filled displays of the V&A and more specifically the Pitt 

Rivers Museum in Oxford [Fig. 3-7], a veritable museum of a museum, cause 

the visitor difficulty in seeing the objects of ‘value.’106  I would assert that in 

these mass displays, the ability to select objects that pique the visitors own 

interests can be a needle-in-the-hay-stack, or wood-for-the-trees, moment.  It is 

the curator’s job to encourage visitors to ‘look and see.’107  This can be 

achieved by offering easy access objects that hold the key to the more 

complicated ones.  To put it another way, objects that are more easily 

recognisable to the visitor, as they already have a relationship with them, can 

sign post the way to understanding the more obscure artefacts on display. 
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Fig. 3-7: The displays at the Pitt Rivers Museum.  Pitt Rivers Museum, ‘Museum Court’ 
<https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/museum-court> [accessed 23 April 2019]. 

 

One significant energy that is generated around collections, particularly for 

curators and people who look after objects, is that shaped by emotional love.  

Hilary Geoghegan and Alison Hess write that the stories generated by the care, 

knowledge, and responsibility that curators and conservators bestow on the 

objects in their charge can be equated to the emotion of love, a love that is an 

affective attachment or bond.108  To describe this emotion, Geoghegan and 

Hess used Macdonald’s phrase ‘object-love.’  Baudrillard talks of the love of 

objects and how this differs from the private collector and the connoisseur; ‘the 

collector loves his objects on the basis of their membership in a series, whereas 

the connoisseur loves his on account of their rarity and unique charm.’109  Adam 

Bencard looks at presence in the museum, and suggests that objects ‘impart on 

the observer a whole range of affects and sensations’ and that these sensations 

and affects stimulate ‘thought, feelings, emotions, sensations and other forms of 

life in the viewing subject.’110  The regard and closeness curators and other 

museum employees feel for objects has been suggested in a recent Twitter 
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conversation in reponse to an article in the Museums Journal.  The article 

quotes a museum employee suggesting that saying good morning to a canoe 

was un-museumy.  The social media conversation [Fig. 3-8] declares that 

talking to collections is extremely ‘museumy,’ perhaps not to make connections 

to ancestors as the orignal article suggested, but because objects in our care 

become old friends. I joined the conversation owning up to the fact that I said 

‘night night’ to a fridge as I covered it over with a sheet of Tyvek in the MoDiP 

store after it had been examined by an AUB Modelmaking student.  The love 

bestowed to objects within a collection is demonstrated by the care with which 

they are housed, for plastics to be kept at their best they require a cool 

consistent temperature, which means that the humans who visit MoDiP often 

comment on the coldness of the room, but the comfort of the objects comes as 

a higher priority.  Objects are wrapped in acid-free or quick release paper 

depending on their needs and placed in numbered boxes on numbered shelves.  

In essence, each object is given a home with an address to make sure they can 

be found in an instant.  The love of objects reveals itself when wrapping up 

pieces and saying good night as if swaddling a baby and putting it to bed.  At 

the same time the unwrapping of an old friend sparks memories of acquiring it, 

writing about it, putting it on display, or talking to a visitor about it.  I like to think 

of these object conversations to be similar to those that gardeners have with the 

plants they grow.  These conversations develop and maintain links to objects 

and make sure that they are happy, having an intimate relationship means that I 

know that they are in the best condition.  It is likely that any damage or 

deterioration will be noticeable by someone who has a good relationship with an 

object over one that is not known well. 
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Fig. 3-8: ‘Unmuseumy, nahh.’ www.twitter.com/lowri_m_jones/status/1093318551635673089 
 

Another noteworthy energy created in the museum is that of curiosity.  Curiosity 

generates heat in the imagination, visitors ask ‘what is that?’, ‘how did it get 

here?’, ‘what does it mean?’, ‘how does it relate to me?’, and before long, like 

Alice, they are transported down a rabbit warren of storytelling.  Thomas 

suggests that although people often visit museums to see famous objects, it is 

the unexpected, serendipitous discoveries of other pieces that can be more 

rewarding to the visitor.  This act of ‘encounter,’ as he puts it, is what makes 

museums distinctive from other forms of education or entertainment.111   In 

other words, the unplanned journey down the warren of the mind created from a 

chance encounter with a white rabbit object; a white rabbit object placed by the 

curator in the hope to inspire the visitor.  By looking at objects in museums the 

visitor picks up an energy that triggers a chain of thoughts and feelings.  Thus, 

objects could be seen as ‘stepping-stones towards fantasies.’  These fantasies 
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help lead to what visitors experience and learn but do not fully determine such 

occurrences.112  Museum experiences and learning are dependent on the 

previous experiences and knowledge that the visitor brings with them to the 

museum.  Along these same lines, Jean-Paul Martinon describes the museum 

as being on the one hand a place of endings, where art or artefacts are ‘ended,’ 

as in the mausoleum analogy, and on the other hand a place where ‘both the 

viewer and the artwork depart.’113  To put it another way, a place where 

relationships can be formed and imaginations can be sparked.  Thomas 

suggests that what is good about museums in the twenty-first century is that 

they respond to, and sustain, this sparked imagination through objects, 

collections, their juxtapositions and captioning.114  The provocation of curiosity 

vibrates from the work of the curator, through the objects, to other objects, and 

on to the visiting public. 

These vibrations that are created by the curator’s love of the objects in their 

care cannot be fully felt by the visitor because of the barriers that are in place 

creating a distance between the object and the visitor.  The curator has an 

intimacy with the museum’s collection which is visualised in the stores through 

objects protected and placed carefully in boxes and on labelled shelves.  The 

additional access of touch, normally denied to other museum’s users, proffers to 

the curator a privileged intimacy, this object-love instils in the curator a desire to 

do the best for the objects in their charge.  The bond between curator and 

object ‘marks the museum storeroom an emotional, evocative and affective 

space.  A place with purpose networked into the individual, institutional and 

national love of our material heritage.’115  This bond can sometimes manifest 

itself like an over protective parent, reluctant to let the collection out of their 

sight, in my experience, this can be why curators get a reputation of not 

allowing educators or exhibition teams to make use of ‘their’ objects or allow 

visitors to touch them.  As a Curator of a small museum with responsibility for 
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both caring for the collection and public engagement, I have to be mindful of 

both processes and requirements of all stakeholders and objects, and find a 

balance between the access and protection of the collection. 

John Elsner and Roger Cardinal suggest that collecting is the embodiment of 

classification and those classifications are the ‘narrative of how human beings 

have striven to accommodate, to appropriate and to extend the taxonomies and 

systems of knowledge they have inherited.’116  Despite the over protectiveness 

as described above, it is the curator’s aim to assist the ‘construction of 

knowledge and the making of meaning in museums,’117 not construct the 

meaning, but to enable the visitor to access their own meanings for the object.  

Thomas suggests that, as curators, we ‘discover’ things in collections, not in the 

sense that the things were lost but through the act of uncovering and revealing 

them through research.  These discoveries might reveal objects that are 

unremarkable, inconsequential, or seemingly irrelevant, but it is the challenge 

accepted by the curious curator to find and show the interest in the object.  The 

thought that is provoked by the curator’s discovery must be carefully distilled 

into a caption which answers the deceptively simple question ‘what is it?’118 

The curator does need to make sure that the object-love and curiosity energies 

that they feel for the collection do not override the accountability that they have 

to the public.  This being the case, the collection must not become the kind that 

the curator would amass for themselves, it is human nature to collect things that 

pique our own interest and to neglect the things that do not, and as curators, we 

need to be aware of this.  We work to collecting policies, which suggest what 

can be collected, but less often work to collecting plans which suggest what 

should be collected.  James B Gardner and Elizabeth Merritt describe how 

important collection planning is to the museum.  They say that ‘collecting is 

central to most museums’ and yet ‘collections planning is among the rarest of 
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museum activities.’  They suggest that large museums can suffer by having 

curators in specific departments collecting in great depth their own areas of 

interest but that this can make a rather idiosyncratic group of collections ‘the 

parts don’t add up to a whole.’119  They explain that collecting policies are not 

enough, that better focused and disciplined collections planning is needed to 

create a cohesive collection across the whole museum.  This is just as 

important to a museum collecting objects because of their materials.  For a 

museum of plastics, for example, the potential collection could be vast as 

plastics are part of so much of our lives.  By having a good focus on what the 

museum should collect, what the important objects are, and how they tell the 

story of design in plastics, the museum will build a collection that has impact 

and is effective, preventing filling the stores with objects that will spend the 

majority of their time in the dark. 

Throughout this chapter, the value of collections in museums, and how 

polysemic objects help us to understand their materiality, and how visitors relate 

to them has been discussed.  By being proactive museum staff can keep 

objects alive through engagement and by being conduits for the energies 

generated by the objects and visitors alike.  However, as visitors are heavily 

surrounded by objects in their daily lives they can become fatigued by the 

energy created and this is a problem for all museums and object-based 

learning.  Maurstad suggests that the role of collections within education has 

declined with the ‘trust in object-based learning [diminishing] and the 

educational role of objects is questioned’120 this is hard to comprehend 

particularly in the light of recent publications,121 the strength of university 

museums, and the existence of education departments associated with most 

collections.  Maustrad suggests that the overwhelming choice of objects in the 

wider world makes it a genuine challenge for museums to decide what to add to 
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their collections122 therefore, mistrust in the object as an educational tool is 

manifested by questioning if the object has been correctly selected by a certified 

expert.  Dudley discusses the artificial relationships visitors have with museum 

objects through object-information packages and the selection of the pieces for 

display,123 this is on the basis that the curator / conduit becomes a filter through 

which the information and object run before being displayed.  This filtration also 

happens in other media, for example the editor of a book, or television 

documentary, will decide on the subjects featured and the information that is 

communicated. 

I fear that there is a risk for museums that collect objects or materials that are 

popularly seen as ‘low’ value to be seen themselves by the public, visiting or 

otherwise, also as such.  Museums like MoDiP, with its collection of plastics 

objects, need to lessen the assertion that museum collections should be from 

high culture and high taste if they are to establish materiality as being of 

significance / importance to the way visitors understand and relate to objects.  

Museums that collect these objects need to work harder to show that they, as 

museums, are not low value.  To accomplish this, they can record the impact 

and reach that the collection achieves both nationally and internationally and 

report this to governing bodies, funding partners, and audiences.  As Weil 

suggests, museums need to be able to show the impact they have on their 

community.  He states that it is more appropriate for a museum to measure this 

impact in a way that only a museum could, to not think about the economic 

impact it might have, this is not unique to museums, but in the object-related 

outcomes that are distinct to these organisations.124  These impacts can be 

assessed through the gathering of qualitative and anecdotal data.  A distinctive 

museum or collection will find seeing the impact they have easier than a more 

general equivalent.  For example, by finding a specialism the museum can 

provide a service that cannot be found anywhere else.  As the Design Collection 

Museum, the collection at the AUB was potentially no different from other 

                                            
122 Maurstad.  174. 
123 Dudley, ‘Museum Materialities: Objects, Sense and Feeling’.  8. 
124 Stephen E. Weil, ‘Creampuff and Hardball: Are You Really Worth What You Cost or Just Merely 

Worthwhile?’, in Reinventing the Museum: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on the 

Paradigm Shift, ed. by Gail Anderson (AltaMira Press, 2004), pp. 343–347.  345-346. 
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museums including Museum of Domestic Design and Architecture, the Design 

Museum, albeit on a smaller scale.  However, by MoDiP taking the focus from a 

wide outlook, that of general design, to a narrower trajectory, design in plastics, 

it opens a bigger opportunity to have an impact on the museum community and 

the wider public, and be able to recognise the impact that it is having.  The next 

chapter will explore how having a plastics specialism compares to the traditional 

notion of, and expectations placed on, museum collections. 
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Chapter 4 : The precious and the plastic 

Along with the previous chapter ‘Museum collecting practice,’ this chapter 

explores the traditions of museums as a way of seeing how and why the 

collecting and interpretation of single material families is significant.  Chapter 3 

‘Museum collecting practice’ has discussed the importance of objects and 

collections to museums and has explored how value and meaning is created 

and shared with visitors within the museum setting.  It has looked at relational 

materiality to help the understanding of connections and energies discovered, 

created, and maintained within the museum, between museum employees, 

objects, and visitors.  Using this developed foundation of the understanding of 

the functionality of museums, this chapter will discuss the notion of ‘the 

museum.’  It will compare the opulent, often hand-made pieces housed in many 

design museums with the mundane, mass-produced objects inherent in a 

museum collection focusing on plastics, as well as look at the relationships that 

plastics have with museums and curators, and explore how collections are 

experienced beyond the museum. 

‘The museum’? 

In the last chapter, the idea of the museum was discussed but it should be 

acknowledged that the museum is not a single concept; museums are diverse 

and wide reaching, as are the people that visit them.  It is problematic to 

generalise the museum, as Kenneth Hudson explains when he states that we 

should never imagine a phenomenon called ‘the museum,’1 this has been 

demonstrated by the debates about ICOM’s new definition of a museum [see 

page 61].  There is no one museum audience, audiences for museums are the 

same as Andrew McClellan’s public for art; they are ‘diverse and divided by 

interests and levels of knowledge, confidence and class, not to mention race, 

ethnicity, and gender.’2  Despite this, studies on museums, this thesis included, 

refers to ‘the museum’ as a short hand to aid the understanding of museums of 

                                            
1 Kenneth Hudson, ‘The Museum Refuses to Stand Still’, Museum International, 66.1–4, 136–43.  

138. 
2 McClellan.  1. 
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all types and their audiences.   Some of this comes from the work of 

organisations such as the MA and ICOM to define what a museum is, and to 

standardise how museums interact with their audiences. 

A look at luxury 

It is popularly understood that museums, particularly design museums, hold 

collections of objects that are significant, historically or financially.  Because 

they are part of a museum collection, objects are of an assumed quality that 

sets them above other, non-collected objects; museum quality objects are 

worthy of acceptance into the vaults3 of the collection.  This quality might be 

generated because of the preciousness of the object due to its rarity or 

monetary value, equally, value comes because of the recognition of the maker, 

for example, the 1983 exhibition at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, ‘Design 

since 1945,’ which canonized works of ‘great’ designers and defined styles by 

highlighting the visual quality of elite objects selected for exhibition.4  This 

practice underlines the complications derived for anonymous or everyday 

objects to reside in museum exhibitions outside of social history.  However, for 

the South Kensington Museum, being based on the works displayed at the 

Great Exhibition of 1851, objects were ‘chosen from around the world based on 

criteria of good taste and design, rather than rarity, authenticity or monetary 

value.’5  In other words, value was placed on the ‘good design’ and used to 

improve the taste of the visiting public, with the implication that the objects 

chosen were selected because they were precious and significant.  Conversely, 

in 2001 the V&A and Sheffield Galleries and Museum Trust held an exhibition 

entitled Precious, it was ‘about treasures’ and aimed to encourage visitors to 

ask why objects should be regarded as treasures, as precious.6  The illustrated 

guide for the exhibition suggests that there are many reasons why objects ‘get 

into museums and become treasures’7 perhaps implying that objects become 

                                            
3 Vaults being a provocative word, particularly as museums academically are compared to 

mausoleums where objects die, a concept that was explored further in the previous chapter. 
4 Meikle, ‘Material Virtues: On the Ideal and the Real in Design History’.  192. 
5 McClellan.  9. 
6 Anthony Burton, Precious: An Illustrated Guide to the Exhibition (Sheffield Galleries and Museum 

Trust, 2001).  4. 
7 Burton.  4. 
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treasures as they enter a museum setting and not before.  They are certainly 

viewed differently, to reiterate what was explored in chapter 3 the phenomenon 

known as the ‘museum effect’ framing the object and giving a cue that a 

particular experience is going to happen.  The placement of an object within a 

frame, case, or on a plinth puts it in a metaphorical, and in some cases literal, 

spotlight beam to pull the visitor in to look at the glory of it. 

As this research is interested in objects made of plastics, and therefore 

everyday in nature, a contrasting look at the notion of precious, treasure, or 

luxury, and its relationship with museums and museum collections puts the 

concept into perspective.  When thinking of an archetypal exhibition of high 

design, the 2015 V&A and Crafts Council exhibition ‘What is Luxury?’8 is 

brought to my mind. This exhibition was written around the following themes; 

precision, extraordinary, expertise, opulence, exclusivity, preciousness, 

innovation, investment, passion, pleasure, non-essential, legacy, access, 

resource, journey, authenticity, memory, and skill.  It was the kind of exhibition 

that would be expected from the V&A, a museum whose ‘mission is to be 

recognised as the world's leading museum of art, design and performance.’9 It 

did this by showing objects which demonstrated a kind of luxury relating to the 

themes above and asked the visitor what their luxury is, encouraging individuals 

to explore and question the status of luxury.10 

On visiting the exhibition, the darkened room with brightly lit cases drew my 

attention straight to the objects on display.  The surroundings impressed upon 

me feelings of grandeur and opulence; the sparkling objects that were 

financially and physically out of my reach were spot-lit to make them appear 

very special indeed.  As the exhibition was curated in conjunction with the 

Crafts Council, I knew I would be seeing objects of skilful craft, and not those 

that had been mass-produced.  Surprisingly, there were many instances of 

                                            
8 Victoria and Albert Museum and Crafts Council, ‘What Is Luxury?’, 2015 <Visited 9th June 2015>. 
9 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘About Us’ <https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/about-us> [accessed 7 March 

2017]. 
10 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘What Is Luxury? - About the Exhibition’ 

<http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/what-is-luxury/what-is-luxury-about-the-exhibition/> 

[accessed 18 August 2015]. 
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plastics on display alongside materials more readily associated with the notion 

of luxury, such as precious metals, especially as the exhibition promised 

‘extraordinary, non-essential and exclusive’ objects.11 

The exhibition brought together work that demonstrated ‘extraordinary 

investment in time and handmaking,’ by exploring the ‘intricate nature of 

objects, the potential of materials, and complex techniques.’12  The dialogue 

between craft and luxury is long-lived ‘in some quarters craft is a prop to luxury, 

in others it is set in opposition to the excesses of global consumer 

capitalism.’13  As one online critic of the exhibition wrote; ‘the prices of these 

objects are invisible.  What is really on display here is exceptional 

craftsmanship.’14  This seems like an unnecessary observation, within a 

museum setting the financial value of objects is rarely, if ever, displayed.  It 

could also be said that within a luxury shopping experience, the value of items 

is often concealed and it must be assumed that the item on sale is expensive.  

For those with the finances to purchase through this market money is not a 

concern, and the adage ‘if you have to ask the price you cannot afford it’ springs 

to my thoughts. 

Before visiting the V&A, I played ‘The Definery,’ an online game that sat 

alongside the exhibition and declares if the object you are thinking about is 

‘luxury’ or ‘vulgar.’15  The questions used in the game gave a suggestion of 

what makes something a luxury.  These included; does it cost money?  How 

much?  Is it handmade or mass-produced?  Is it decorative or practical?  Is it a 

one off or limited edition?  These questions drew me to the conclusion that an 

object is only a luxury if it is unique, expensive, decorative, and handmade.  

                                            
11 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘What Is Luxury? - About the Exhibition’. 
12 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘What Is Luxury? - About the Exhibition’. 
13 Vanessa Baldwin, ‘A Matter of Luxury – Annie Warburton, Creative Programmes Director, Crafts 

Council’, 2015 <http://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/what-is-luxury/a-matter-of-luxury-annie-warburton-

creative-programmes-director-crafts-council> [accessed 18 August 2015]. 
14 Culture Whisper, ‘What Is Luxury?, V&A’, 2015 

<http://www.culturewhisper.com/event/view/id/4260> [accessed 18 August 2015]. 
15 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘The Definery’, 2015 <http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/what-

is-luxury/thedefinery/> [accessed 8 June 2015]. 
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There are also questions about what other people would think about you owning 

this object; will it be noticed by other people?  How would you feel if people 

talked about your object?16  The answers to which range from ‘awkwardly 

blushing,’ a demonstration that we should be embarrassed of our ‘vulgar’ 

objects, to ‘like a master of the universe’ as we bask in the glory of our ability to 

afford our luxury item.  Before judgement is passed, you are told that truth is a 

luxury, and are thanked for being honest.  The process of The Definery is to 

help us question what our relationship with luxury is, to think about our own 

luxury and how it fits in with the wider understanding.  Having played the game 

several times with different objects in mind it becomes clear that most things are 

decreed ‘vulgar.’ 

This passing of judgement contradicts the aim of the exhibition, which was not 

to actually answer the question of ‘what is luxury?’ but to pose it.  As the 

curators, Jana Scholze and Leanne Wierzba, state; ‘Our curatorial approach is 

based on an understanding that meanings of luxury change according to social, 

cultural and economic contexts [. . .] we have taken the question in the title 

seriously, but instead of attempting to provide a definition of luxury, we will offer 

a terminology as structuring principle.  By doing so, we hope to highlight and 

question aspects and interpretations of luxury.’17  The curators have framed the 

exhibition as a question, what is luxury?  rather than this is luxury, with the aim 

to create debate and stimulate thinking around a notion that is abstract with 

limitless definitions and associated with extremely visible consumer goods 

purchased by wealthy individuals.18 

On leaving the exhibition, I felt that I had not really answered the question of 

what was luxury for me.  As the critic Clive Aslet writes; ‘Strangely, however, I 

didn’t feel that actually owning any of [the objects on display] would add greatly 

                                            
16 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘The Definery’. 
17 Jana Scholze, ‘What Is Luxury?’, 2014 <http://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/what-is-luxury/what-is-luxury> 

[accessed 18 August 2015]. 
18 Jana Scholze and Leanne Wierzba, ‘Defining Luxury’, Crafts - What Is Luxury Special Section, 

May/June, 2015, 6–13. 
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to my life - which made me wonder if they were true luxuries.’19  The exhibition 

acknowledged that there is a long history of controversy surrounding luxury, 

especially with the increase of luxury brands against a setting of social 

inequality, and so raised new questions about what today’s luxury means.20  

The work looking at the early consumption of luxury goods by Maxine Berg and 

Helen Clifford describes the preoccupations of the middle classes and their 

emulation of the elites through ‘novelty, imitation, value, and taste.’21  By 

imitating luxury materials, plastics provide consumers with the opportunity to 

acquire objects that emulate luxury items that are out of their reach, a concept 

that will be explored further in Chapter 7.  However, it can be said that the rarity 

of objects dictates their value and their perception as luxury items.  Christopher 

Berry highlights the notion that as a commodity becomes more widely available 

it loses its luxury status.22   

The mundane and the mass-produced 

Mundane objects are the opposite of luxury, they are ordinary and everyday in 

nature, however, the term ‘everyday’ does not have to mean low taste or 

unimportant.  With the number of objects made of plastics encountered on a 

daily basis, and the idea that they are readily disposed of, it is difficult to 

imagine thinking of them as luxurious, precious, or extraordinary in any way.  

These everyday objects do not call attention to themselves but they still have a 

place within a museum setting,23 even if they do not seem like museum 

treasures.  Therefore, Susan Lambert was astonished to be asked to present a 

paper at a workshop entitled ‘Extreme Collecting.’  For the organiser of the 

event and the subsequent publication, ‘extreme collecting’ is defined as the act 

                                            
19 Clive Aslet, ‘Exhibition Review: What Is Luxury? At the V&A’, 2015 

<http://www.countrylife.co.uk/art-and-antiques/exhibition-review-what-is-luxury-at-the-va-72473> 

[accessed 18 August 2015]. 
20 Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘What Is Luxury? - About the Exhibition’. 
21 Consumers and Luxury: Consumer Culture in Europe 1650 -1850, ed. by Maxine Berg and Helen 

Clifford (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999).  2. 
22 Christopher J Berry, The Idea of Luxury: A Concept and Historical Investigation (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1994).  18. 
23 Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Things.  50. 
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of collecting things that challenge ‘normally acceptable practice,’24 as such 

questioning the acceptance of collecting such material, and aligning to the 

traditional Western views as observed by Pearce in the 1990s [see page 4].  

The symbiotic relationship between mass-production and mass-consumption, 

supply and demand, is often associated with the over-production of goods.  In 

our everyday lives, we, as human beings, encounter objects made of plastics, 

and other mass-produced products on such a regular basis that they become 

mundane.  Their ubiquity and familiarity breed a contempt that raises questions, 

with regard to taste, value, quality, and the validity of such objects being 

acquired by museums. 

At a similar time to Pearce writing about Western traditions of value, Belk wrote 

that the traditional view of museums was that they are places filled with old 

objects,25 and because of this, visitors query new objects when they are on 

display.26  Pearce’s diagram [Fig. 4-1] illustrates why this is by showing some 

recognisable parameters of value.  The top level pits the high quality of material, 

rarity, historical association, authenticity, craft, age, the quality of aesthetics, 

and the knowledge provided by the object, against their low-level opposites.27  

Objects that sit in the lower half of Pearce’s diagram are the mundane, the 

everyday, and the contemporary.  Despite the object’s positioning in the chart, 

and the expectations of museum visitors, this thesis aims to demonstrate that 

lower level objects have a place in the museum and provide a value to the study 

of material culture and design history. 

                                            
24 Lambert, ‘Plastics - Why Not? A Perspective from the Museum of Design in Plastics’.  168. 
25 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  128. 
26 Despite this view of museums being written over 30 years ago and contemporary collecting being a 

significant focus for many museums, including MoDiP.  The experience I have is that visitors still 

expect to see old objects that they will not have encountered before.  The nostalgic trip down 

‘memory lane’ still seems to be an attraction of visiting museums.  The joy of exclaiming that ‘my 

Grandma / Mum had one of those’ is a regular emotion vocalised to acquaintances or to the team 

at MoDiP.  It is a statement often followed by ‘I had one of those’, or even ‘I’ve got one of those’?  

which either make the visitor feel old, or are a demonstration that the visitor has a sense of pride 

that the object they have is ‘museum quality’ or regret as they remember that they did not place any 

value on the object and threw it away. 
27 Pearce, On Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition.  353. 
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Fig. 4-1: Parameters which create value in material culture. Featured in Susan M Pearce, On 
Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition (London & New York: 
Routledge, 1995).  353 

 

The mundane and the everyday also includes objects that are designed to be 

disposed.  Belk talks of living in a ‘disposable society’ in which we have only 

short-lived attachments with things, but the act of collecting, and therefore 

keeping something involves a strong attachment.28  Susan Stewart calls 

collections of disposable objects, such as beer mats, ‘anticollections,’29  

collections that are not focused on financial value in the same ways as 

collections of antiques.  If the disposable object is collected, it is removed from 

its intended use, to be disposed of, and over time because it has been 

maintained, it becomes more desirable to the collector.  To put it another way, 

an object that was mass-produced in its thousands will eventually become rare 

because its compatriots followed their destiny and were thrown away. 

Before the development of consumer societies, only the rich could afford to 

collect because they had disposable incomes which were not available to the 

                                            
28 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  66. 
29 Stewart.  166-167. 
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ordinary person.  As these elite people were behind the development of 

museums, they became the controlling class which narrowed the selection 

standard for museum collections,30 also noteworthy is that curators tended to 

have reasonably high-social-class backgrounds.31  As such, the collecting and 

displaying of objects focused on those that once belonged to the rich, by those 

who came from similar backgrounds, has meant that museums have celebrated 

and paid respect to a system of status based on material wealth.  As plastics 

are seen as low-class materials, it becomes clear why they have struggled to 

become those of note for museums in the past. 

Everyday and mundane objects tend to be those that are useful and used, as 

opposed to those that are simply decorative.  In 2015 Jenny Rinkinen, Mikko 

Jalas and Elizabeth Shove wrote Object Relations in Accounts of Everyday Life, 

where they focused on things in use, with the recognition that usefulness is 

constantly changing, how our understanding of objects is dependent on how 

they relate to each other, and how they are integrated into our daily practices.32  

The most intimate understanding of objects that any of us can have are with 

those that we use in our ordinary lives, that is to say, those objects that we hold 

in our hands, use, work with, and play with.  It is human nature that we can 

relate to things that we understand more easily than those that with which we 

have no everyday relationship.  By putting objects into a museum, out of the 

reach of usefulness do they stop being useful? I would suggest that they 

become a different kind of useful.  We, as visitors, can still make relationships 

with these objects, it is however a different relationship than if we had them in 

our hands and were using them in their intended context.  They help us build a 

                                            
30 Belk, Collecting in a Consumer Society.  152. 
31 This is becoming less the case as museums seek to diversify their staff.  There are a number of 

initiatives run by the MA and other organisations to find alternative routes into the sector other than 

post graduate education which can be financially out of the reach of a number of potential future 

curators.  I was the first in my family to go to university, and was the last tranche of undergraduate 

students to receive a full grant, I also worked part time throughout my studies.  I was also only able 

to afford to go on to do an MA due to a grant I received from a charity whose aim was to help 

women into vocational jobs.  Without these assistances, as a child of divorced, working class 

parents, I would not have been able to afford to follow my museum career. 
32 Jenny Rinkinen, Mikko Jalas, and Elizabeth Shove, ‘Object Relations in Accounts of Everyday 

Life’, Sociology, 49.5 (2015), 870–885.  870. 
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bridge to objects that we are less familiar with, those of which we do not have 

personal experience.  From their research, Rinkinen, Jalas and Shove suggest 

that there is a sequence of the value production which starts with the naming of 

objects, and their association with other objects or other people, this naming of 

things brings them into the foreground.33  A pertinent example here could be the 

use of the word ‘Nylons’ to describe stockings [Fig. 4-2].  The late 1940s 

example below from the MoDiP collection shows that these stockings are not 

just any stockings, they are ‘Nylons,’ highlighting their unspoken superiority to 

alternatives.  The significance of the name takes the term into popular culture, 

shown in the postcard [Fig 4-3] with the caption ‘I can show you something nice 

in Nylons, Sir!’, and the satirical comment [Fig. 4-4] as in the cartoon with the 

caption ‘They heard a nylon factory was closing down for lack of fuel!’ indicating 

that at the time nylon was so precious to Britain’s women that they would do 

anything to keep the factory open.34 

                                            
33 Rinkinen, Jalas, and Shove.  881. 
34 These examples are indicative of the gendered nature of both the sexist imagery and the Nylons 

themselves. Nylons have connotations of the male gaze or the shallowness of people concerned 

with personal appearance over other issues. 
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Fig. 4-2: Fully Fashioned Nylons, manufactured by Aristoc, circa 1947 - 1952.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 008191). 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 4-3: I can show you something nice in Nylons, Sir! © H. Lime, Leslie Lester Ltd, Unknown 
date.  (The British Cartoon Archive, University of Kent). 
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Fig. 4-4: They heard a nylon factory was closing down for lack of fuel! © Joseph Lee, Evening 
News, 16 Jan 1947. Associated Newspapers Ltd. / Solo Syndication.  (The British Cartoon 
Archive, University of Kent). 

The contemporary 

As explored in the section of the last chapter looking at inactive vs active 

collections, it was stated that to prevent curators having a passive role, 

collecting is important.  But collecting is also important to the relevance of the 

museum; by collecting contemporary objects, museums are adding to their 

ongoing memory.  Barbro Bursell, writing about the professionalisation of 

collecting, suggests that in order for museums to agree on the resources put 

into collecting aspects of contemporary society, they must create an agenda 
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that demonstrates that this kind of collecting is significant to the future of 

museums.  By not carrying out the collection of contemporary objects, the 

institution risks becoming a fossilised monument to a bygone age.  

Unfortunately, it is not as simple as collecting anything and everything, as 

museums are facing issues of space and resources being put under pressure to 

care well for the objects in their charge.  The act of collecting must be well-

thought-through, one of the ways of doing this is for the curator to select objects 

that are ‘symbolically loaded.’  Not only do curators need to be able to select 

those symbolically loaded objects they also need to be able to explain why they 

are so important.  Museums professionals also need to be able to articulate the 

importance of the act of collecting to museum Directors, funders and visitors, 

the risk of not doing so, according to Bursell, is that the act of collecting will 

continue to be ‘perceived as unimportant.’35 

Plastics and the museum 

One object on display in the ‘What is Luxury?’ exhibition at the V&A was a dress 

from Voltage Haute Couture by Iris van Herpen in collaboration with architect, 

Philip Beesley.  The dress combined van Herpen’s traditional dressmaking 

techniques with innovations from other disciplines.36  The dress, made from 

polyester microfibre and polyester film, proved to be a deep disappointment to 

one exhibition visitor who I heard proclaiming ‘what a lovely dress, what is it 

made of?  . . .  Oh, it’s only plastic.’37  In chapter 7, the historical and design 

value of plastics will be discussed, but this encounter illustrates the barriers that 

the material family is subjected to within the museum setting.  This dress was 

on display alongside items made of ‘precious’ materials, and regardless of the 

workmanship and expertise needed to create it; the notion that it was ‘just 

plastic’ dramatically reduced its interestingness and value to that particular 

visitor.  This is in contrast to the understanding that the value that precious 

metals have, for example, is intrinsic, which is, according to Helen Clifford, 

                                            
35 Barbro Bursell, ‘Professionalising Collecting’, in Museums and the Future of Collecting, ed. by 

Simon J. Knell, 2nd ed. (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), pp. 204–210.  205-207 & 210. 
36 Object label, What is Luxury?, Victoria and Albert Museum and Council. 
37 Overheard conversation. 
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because they are related to currency, and have a worth that can be seen both 

against sterling and the workmanship used to create them.38 

This comparison between materials is borne out through our relationships with 

old objects.  Plastics objects that have had a life before becoming part of a 

museum collection are often looked down-upon.  As plastics objects age and 

wear, they stop looking clean, they gather dirt and seem unhygienic, as 

opposed to the patina and ‘charm’39 gathered by other materials like woods, 

leathers, and metals.  This notion of wear and patina will be investigated further 

in Chapter 7, however, within the museum setting, as well as in everyday life, 

there is a value assigned to material aging which is genre dependent, for some 

objects surface aging adds to their story40 in a positive way, but for plastics 

objects surface marks break the promise they initially made of being shiny and 

perfect.41 

In 1970, the V&A presented an international exhibition, at the Whitechapel Art 

Gallery, of modern chairs dating between 1918 and 1970.42  The exhibition 

catalogue denotes that out of 120 chairs, 48 had a plastics element; that is over 

a third.43  These included materials such as latex foams, glass reinforced plastic 

                                            
38 Helen Clifford, ‘A Commerce with Things: The Value of Precious Metalwork in Early Modern 

England’, in Consumers and Luxury: Consumer Culture in Europe (Manchester: Manchester 

University Press, 1999), pp. 147–168.  148. 
39 Fisher, ‘What We Touch, Touches Us: Materials, Affects, and Affordances’.  30. 
40 Jonathan Chapman, Emotionally Durable Design: Objects, Experiences and Empathy (London: 

Earthscan, 2005).  131-132. 
41 Tom Fisher, ‘The Death and Life of Plastic Surfaces’, in Accumulation: The Material Politics of 

Plastic, ed. by Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins, and Mike Michael (London & New York: Routledge, 

2013), pp. 107–20. 117-118. 
42 Victoria and Albert Museum, Modern Chairs, 1918-1970: An International Exhibition Presented by 

the Whitechapel Art Gallery in Association with the Observer, Arranged by the Circulation 

Department, Victoria and Albert Museum (Whitechapel Art Gallery, London, 1970). 
43 Chairs with obvious plastics elements featured in the catalogue of the Modern Chairs exhibition: 

Charles Eames – DAR chair, George Nelson – DAF chair, Eero Saarinen – Tulip chair, Roger 

Tallon – High-back chair, Robert Hertiage – QEII chair, Kwok Hoi Chan – pussy cat chair, Angelo 

Mangiarotti – In chair 301, Charles Eames – DSS chair, Verner Panton – Panton – Panton stacking 

chair, Robin Day – Polyprop chair, David Rowland – GF 40/4 chair, Don Albinson – The Albinson 

chair, Joe Colombo – Chair 4860, Helmut Bätzner – BA IMI chair, Vico Magistretti – Selene chair, 

Sergio Mazza – Toga Chair, Scolari D’Urbino, Lamazzi De Pas – Blow chair,  
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(GRP), and polypropylene, for example.  The materials used in each chair are 

explored and celebrated on the pages of the catalogue.  The use of chairs as a 

way of experimenting in production methods has also been commented on by 

Susan Freinkel in Plastic, A Toxic Love Story, who states that ‘polymer 

technology permitting, the only limits are the designer’s imagination’ as the 

plastic chair can have legs or no legs, be hard or soft.44  By using latex foam 

and plywood, the catalogue describes Marcel Breuer’s Isokon Long Chair 

(1930s) as severing links to the history of comfortable seating.  The catalogue 

describes the use of GRP in Charles Eames’ DAR Chair (1940s) and Eero 

Saarinen’s Tulip Chair (1950s), by relating how the material was used even 

early on in its establishment to create many types of seating because it was 

tough and limitlessly mouldable.  It is, however, an expensive material which 

demands costly tooling (mould making), resulting in many chairs being made 

using hand lay-up methods and so small runs of the products were made and 

therefore sold with a medium to high price tag.45 

If Breuer’s use of latex foam in the 1930s seemed like a departure from the 

historical lexicon of furniture design, the introduction of structural foam in the 

1950s must have seemed like a whole new world for design not just a new 

language.  However, the catalogue states that ‘although structural foams 

appear to present interesting design possibilities, few chairs of particular merit 

                                            
Gaetano Pesce – Up 1 Chair, Charles Eames – Aluminium Group Chair 682, Arne Jacobsen – 

Swan Chair, Joe Colombo – Sella 1001, Pierre Paulin – Chair 300, Richard Schultz – ‘Leisure 

Collection’ Chair, Yrjö Kukkapuro – Chair 414 k, Alberto Rosselli – Jumbo chair, Johannes Larsen – 

Cylinder cushion 272, Eero Aarnio – Pastilli chair, Richard Neag;e – Nike chair, Joe Colombo – 

Additional system, David Colwell – Contour chair, Motomi Kawakami – Florenza chair, Gatti, 

Paolim, Teodoro – The Sacco, Laurent Dioptaz – Isotope chair, Designers Associated Milan – 

Armadillo chair, Eero Saarinen – Womb chair, Dennis Young – shell chair, Dieter Rams – RZ 62 

Chair, Adrian and Ditte Heath – Chair 243, Yrjö Kukkapuro – Karuselli 412, Mario Bellini – chair 

932, Afra and Tobia Scarpa – Ciprea chair, Tobia Scarpa – Coronado chair, Carlo Bartoli – Bicia 

chair, César – César chair, John Mascheroni – Chair 424, Oliver Mourgue – Djinn chaise longue, 

Cesare Leonardi, Franca Stagi – Dondolo rocking chair, Alberto Rosselli – Moby Dick chaise 

longue 
44 Susan Freinkel, Plastic: A Toxic Love Story (Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2011).  30. 
45 Victoria and Albert Museum, Modern Chairs, 1918-1970: An International Exhibition Presented by 

the Whitechapel Art Gallery in Association with the Observer, Arranged by the Circulation 

Department, Victoria and Albert Museum.  15 & 16-17. 
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seem to have been evolved thus far.’46  Again with the use of structural frames 

made of plastics, a new design language arrived as it became difficult to 

upholster chairs, as tacks and staples cannot be used.    

The inability to do something led to the innovation and experimentation into the 

bringing together of the main elements of the chair into a single moulding, 

Verner Panton’s stacking chair being one such piece.  Panton was particularly 

interested in experimenting with new industrial materials and technologies that 

emerged in the post-war period, and developed a cantilever chair in wood 

during the 1950s but was attracted to the idea of creating a similar seat in 

plastics.  By 1960, Panton designed a chair that could potentially be mass-

produced in a single piece, but due to technical difficulties arising from the use 

of the chosen material, rigid polyurethane foam, it was not successful. The chair 

was not adapted for commercial production until 1967, when an injection 

moulded fibreglass-reinforced polyester version was marketed in six colours 

which were applied after moulding.  In 1970, the material was changed to 

Luran-S, a trade name for ASA (styrene acrylonitrile copolymers), an injection 

moulded, non-reinforced thermoplastic.  Panton’s vision was to create a single 

material chair, producible in one process; a chair that could be taken out of its 

mould in its final form with integral colouring. After many incarnations, and after 

Panton’s death in 1998, this vision was finally achieved by Vitra, in their 

1999 polypropylene version of the Panton chair [Fig. 4-5].  Panton was quoted 

as stating in 1969 that he believed that the status of objects would change and 

be questioned, seeing individual pieces become less important and that he was 

‘certain that within five to eight years’ time suites of furniture will be made in one 

piece.’47 

                                            
46 Victoria and Albert Museum, Modern Chairs, 1918-1970: An International Exhibition Presented by 

the Whitechapel Art Gallery in Association with the Observer, Arranged by the Circulation 

Department, Victoria and Albert Museum.  17. 
47 Victoria and Albert Museum, Modern Chairs, 1918-1970: An International Exhibition Presented by 

the Whitechapel Art Gallery in Association with the Observer, Arranged by the Circulation 

Department, Victoria and Albert Museum.  18 & 56. 
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Fig. 4-5: Panton chair, designed by Verner Panton and manufactured by Vitra, this example 
2017.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 008173) 

 

Another significant exhibition on plastics, Plastic as Plastic, was mounted by 

New York’s Museum of Contemporary Crafts in the late 1960s. 48  This was an 

exhibition put on in association with the American Craftsman’s Council and 

sponsored by Hooker Chemical Corporation, a subsidiary of Occidental 

Petroleum Corporation. The exhibition catalogue described plastics as 

becoming ‘as basic to our lives’ as other materials, and acknowledges the 

variances between different plastics with the suggestion that the aim of the 

exhibition was to ‘present as great a variety as possible of these differences in a 

wide range of objects and applications,’ with a particular interest in the design of 

objects rather than the material science.49  This exhibition explored the material 

family ‘no longer in its infancy, but not yet fully come of age’ and describes the 

                                            
48 Museum of Contemporary Crafts, Plastic as Plastic, 1968. 
49 MoDiP has the same interests, that is to say that the museum is interested in design in plastics 

rather than the technology and science of the materials. 
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valuable qualities of such materials in the making of objects in the categories of 

jewellery and accessories, architecture, art, automotive, interior accessories 

and furniture, historical pieces, housewares and appliances, packaging, 

technology, and toys, through the display of 281 objects. 

Both the ‘Modern Chairs’ and the ‘Plastic as Plastic’ exhibitions of the 1960s 

and 1970s celebrated the materials and their design achievements.  In a similar 

vein, in 1999 Kartell opened the doors to its museum on the company’s fiftieth 

anniversary.50  The museum is filled with iconic pieces by designers from 

across the world.  However, unfortunately for the museum, Elana Frankel 

reviewing the exhibition for Interior Design Journal wrote that the ‘most striking 

visual feature’ was not any of the objects on display but the ‘stark and simple 

graphic design used to guide visitors through the space.’51  This comment 

demonstrates the attention that some plastics objects receive from museum 

visitors, the journalist saw straight past the objects as they did not interest her. 

Curatorial relationships with plastics 

As with the journalist quoted above, museum staff can be disinterested in 

plastics, Alison Hess describes a visit to the Science Museum’s Blythe House 

store, she enters a room housing plastics and glass and describes the smell 

and taste of the air.  Moving from one room to another Hess explains that the 

smell of plastics fades and another smell takes over, a strange ‘museum-y’ 

smell,52 a statement that implies the plastic smell from the first room is out of 

place in the museum, and as such that the plastics materials are out of place.  

In the same vein, Brenda Keneghan, polymer scientist at the V&A, coined the 

phrase ‘plastics denial syndrome’ to describe when curators swear blind that 

there are no plastic objects in their collection and are absolutely astonished 

when a hidden cache is uncovered.53  This occurred during a review of the 

museum’s collections in the 1990s.  The V&A was set up with material-based 

grouping; in general, wood, metal, ceramics and glass, textiles, stone and 

                                            
50 Kartell, ‘Kartell Museum’ <https://www.kartell.com/GB/museo> [accessed 22 November 2019]. 
51 Elana Frankel, ‘Plastics, Plastics, Plastics’, 71.8 (2000), 66.  66. 
52 Geoghegan and Hess.  454. 
53 Brenda Keneghan, ‘Plastics? Not in My Collection’, V&A Conservation Journal, 21, 1996, 4–6.  4. 
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paper, as such, this museum has found it difficult to accommodate plastics.  To 

create a new material department would require a shift or increase in resources 

and because of this it has failed to integrate fully the material most associated 

with twentieth century design into its collecting policy.54  Susan Lambert 

confirms this, recalling her experiences as a V&A curator and trying to 

encourage other curators to take objects made of plastics into their care.  She 

states that:  

Although plastics now have more uses than any other material group, 

people/curators do not want to have their society “represented” by a 

plethora of plastics or to have their “culture, science, history, identity 

and world-views” solidified by narratives in plastics.  This, rather than 

any conservation challenges that plastics may raise, is the reason 

why plastics are not usually “recognised and affirmed” in the museum 

context.55 

 

The very fact that plastics are the most used material group, makes it unusual, 

as Keneghan suggests, if any collection reflecting life or design from the 

nineteenth century to today were to contain no plastics.56 

Those who have studied under Pearce, and those that followed, on the Museum 

Studies postgraduate course at the University of Leicester, myself included, 

were taught that she was the authority when it came to understanding 

collections.  Her observations of the construct of value,57 as this thesis has 

explored, place plastics in the lower echelons of collecting practice, giving the 

impression that objects made of plastics have little place in museum collections.  

                                            
54 Gareth Williams, ‘Plastic: Pop and Mass-Produced Design in the V&A’s Collections’, V&A 

Conservation Journal, No. 21, 1996, 7– 9.  7. 
55 Lambert, ‘Plastics - Why Not? A Perspective from the Museum of Design in Plastics’.  178. 
56 Keneghan, ‘Plastics? Not in My Collection’.  4. 
57 Through her work, Pearce explores and critiques the European tradition of the construction of 

value and does not endorse the values that are placed on objects.  The fact that these values are 

still recognised today some 25 years after Pearce’s work shows how instilled they are.   Pearce, On 

Collecting: An Investigation into Collecting in the European Tradition. 
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At the same time, students were told that plastics in collections were 

problematic, difficult to care for and probably best avoided.  In 1999, the 

materials conservator, Amanda Pagliarino, wrote of a ‘plastic panic’ in museums 

as they witness the degradation of not only historic plastics but modern 

materials too.  She suggests that, perhaps unlike other materials, the only way 

plastics can be preserved is through preventative conservation methods, those 

that protect objects from damage in the first place.58  Many of these methods 

are dependent on curators knowing what specific material they have in their 

collections, however, with numerous different plastics materials with specific 

needs, this is not always an easy task, putting up another barrier between the 

curator and a good relationship with the material.  Keneghan recalls that the 

post of plastics conservator at the V&A, which originated in the early 1990s, 

was moved from the Ceramics Conservation Studio to the science laboratory 

with a title change to match.  The job title ‘Polymer Scientist’ reflected the 

‘scientific background to understand what was happening [during the 

degradation of the material] before any approach to treatment could be even 

considered.’59 

On entering the museum, new materials had been treated in the same way as 

better understood materials.  Mary Coughlin and Ann M Seeger explain that at 

the Smithonian’s National Museum of American History the traditional way of 

labelling objects with their identification number is with a barrier layer of acrylic 

onto which the number is written with India ink.  Unfortunately, the solvents in 

the acrylic and inks can exacerbate degradation and should not have been used 

with plastics.  A new way of labelling was required and a new process for the 

curator other than the traditional, posing another reason to be disheartened by 

plastics.  Coughlin and Seeger go on to suggest that written and photographic 

documentation are important as that might be all that is left of the object in a 

                                            
58 Amanda Pagliarino, ‘Museums in Plastic Panic’, Australasian Science, Incorporating Search, 20.1 

(1999), 28–30.  28 & 30. 
59 Brenda Keneghan, ‘Plastics Preservation at the V&A’, V&A Conservation Journal, Summer.50 

(2005) <http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/journals/conservation-journal/issue-50/plastics-preservation-

at-the-v-and-a/>. 
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matter of time.60  It has been recognised that plastics materials degrade more 

quickly than other materials and they can have an effect on the stability of other 

objects around them.  The most significant plastics materials to chemically 

degrade and ‘induce the breakdown of objects in its vicinity’ is cellulose 

nitrate,61 one of the earliest semi-synthetic plastics.  The degradation cannot be 

reversed but can be slowed down with specialist climate control.62  With all this 

in mind, it is no wonder that there are generations of curators who have been 

frightened away from plastics and denied that they existed in collections in their 

care.  Conservation scientist, Anita Quye argues that by studying degrading 

materials, such as objects made from cellulose nitrate, offers a new level of 

understanding the manufacturing techniques and processes used.  She states 

that museums risk undervaluing the potential these objects have as indicators 

of historic manufacturing practice.63  Today, however, there is an emergence of 

conservators in plastics, the Institute of Conservation (ICON) now have a group 

of Modern Materials Conservators where specialists can come together.64  

What they do not have, however, are any resources regarding plastics on their 

website for general audiences and non-specialists [Fig. 4-6]. 

                                            
60 Mary Coughlin and Ann M Seeger, ‘You Collected What⁈ The Risks and Rewards of Acquiring 

Cellulose Nitrate’, in Plastics: Looking to the Future and Learning from the Past, ed. by Brenda 

Keneghan and Louise Egan (London: Archetype Publications, 2008), pp. 119–124.  123. 
61 Anita Quye, ‘Quality Matters for Historical Plastics: The Past-Making of Cellulose Nitrates for 

Future Preservation’, Cahiers François Viète, série III.2 (2017), 45–65. 
62 Keneghan, ‘Plastics Preservation at the V&A’. 
63 Quye.  48. 
64 ICON, ‘Modern Materials Network’ <https://icon.org.uk/groups/modern-materials-network> 

[accessed 13 May 2019]. 
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Fig. 4-6: Documents available to museums professionals.  ICON, ‘Caring for Your Collection’ 
<https://icon.org.uk/icon-resources/caring-for-your-collection> [accessed 26 April 2019]. 
 

Other groups, such as the Plastics Subject Specialist Network (PSSN) founded 

and run by MoDiP, have brought together curators of collections that contain 

plastics objects and provide information, for those without specialist knowledge, 

and some understanding of how best to care for the objects in their charge.  

This information is in the form of the Curator’s Guide to Plastics65 and the 

Identifying Plastics toolkit66 both of which are aimed at small museums without 

material science knowledge.  MoDiP and its team do not have material science 

expertise, they are design historians and rely on the knowledge, goodwill, and 

support of colleagues at UCL, the Tate, and the V&A.  These organisations 

have the skills, expertise, and equipment that can identify materials, their 

additives and construction.  They, and other organisations across the world, 

also have conservation departments which are beginning to raise the 

preservation of modern materials to a level enjoyed by other materials in 

museums.  The modern practices are demonstrated by the papers presented at 

                                            
65 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘A Curator’s Guide to Plastics’ 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/curators_guide> [accessed 27 January 2015]. 
66 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Identifying Plastics Toolkit’ 

<https://www.modip.ac.uk/projects/toolkit> [accessed 27 January 2015]. 
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the biennial Plastics Heritage Congress.67  The 2019 conference had the 

following themes: Hipoms’ (historic polymeric materials) heritage, Museums, 

collections, archives, Preservation, conservation, characterisation, Hipoms’ 

history, Museums, collections, archives, Scientific Analysis for the Conservation 

of Cellulose Acetate Session, Plastics and environment, Hipoms in art, 

design.68  As more and more plastics objects enter museum collections their 

                                            
67 Plastics Heritage European Association, ‘The Plastics Heritage Congress: History, Limits and 

Possibilities’ (Lisbon, Portugal, 2019) <http://plasticsheritage2019.ciuhct.org/> [accessed 2 

February 2020]. 
68 The themes at the Plastics Heritage Congress 2019 included the following papers which 

demonstrate the range today’s conservational and curatorial interest in museums: Hipoms’ (historic 

polymeric materials) heritage with papers including Casein formaldehyde as a design component 

for CR Mackintosh by Jake Kaner.  Forgotten histories & possible futures: Learning from 20th 

century fibres and films made from regenerated protein sources by Mary M Brooks, Richard S. 

Blackburn and Anita Quye.  Plastics, Sports and Emotions by Stefan Poser.  Museums, collections, 

archives with papers including Plastic Space: Shellac as Informed Material in the History of 

Imitation Lacquerware by Gabriele Oropallo.  Identification and degradation of cinematographic 

films with magnetic audio track by Vítězslav Knotek, Petra Korandová, Radka Kalousková and 

Michal Ďurovič.  Material analysis of animation cels produced in early 1990s before the digital era 

by Marina Higashimori and Masahiko Tsukada.  Preservation, conservation, characterisation with 

papers such as Investigating conservation materials for painted PMMA: Comparing light-aged BMA 

resins with nano thermal analysis, Donald Sale, Angelica Bartoletti, Laurent Bozec, Marianne 

Odlyha.   Strategies for teaching polymer chemistry in the cultural heritage field by Rebecca 

Ploeger and Jocelyn Alcantara-Garcia. From microfibres to nanogels-conservation cleaning of 

plastics heritage by Yvonne Shashoua, Margherita Alterini, Gianluca Pastorelli and Louise Cone.  

Characterization of synthetic polymers in heritage: a new approach to investigate multi-material 

objects by Francesca Modugno, Jacopo La Nasa, Greta Biale, Francesca Sabatini, Ilaria Degano, 

Barbara Ferriani, Antonio Rava and Maria Perla Colombini. Hipoms’ history including papers such 

as: Cellulosics – a circle of sustainability by Susan Mossman.  Factory life and gendered narratives: 

Leiria plastic workers’ memories by Paula Mota Santos.  Making Connections: The Development of 

Relationships between Museum Visitors and Objects of Historic Polymeric Materials by Louise 

Dennis.  Upwards and Inwards: Plastics Foam’s Expansion from Military-Industrial Material to 

Female Flesh in the Postwar US, 1939 – 1976 by Isabelle Marina Held.  Museums, collections, 

archives with such papers as: Surviving After a Fire – Moving the German Plastics Museum by Lisa 

Burkart, Laura Bode, Johannes Heyn, Christian Bonten and Friederike Waentig.  Put a Plaster on 

It: Surveying plastics at IWM by Charlotte Marriott and Katie O’Brien.  Project ‘Know, name and 

assess your plastics by Eline van der Velde.  An introduction to the Kartell Museum by Elisa 

Storace.  Conservation of Cellulose Acetate Session including the papers:  Modelling and 

Measuring the Diethyl Phthalate Plasticiser loss from Cellulose Acetate indifferent ventilation 

scenarios by Argyro Gili, Rose King, Luca Mazzei, Josep Grau-Bové, Robert Koestler, Michael 

Petr, Odile Madden, Simoní Da Ros and Katherine Curran.  A critical assessment of AD strips used 

in degradation studies for artworks made from cellulose acetate by Joyce H. Townsend, Stephen 
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care and preservation is vitally important so that they can remain effective and 

active components of the collection both today and further into the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
Hackney and Mark Kearney.  Plastics and environment including the papers: Plastics and 

Environment: A Threat or an Opportunity? by Carlos A. A. Bernardo.  Latin-American plastics and 

Colombian agriculture. Design, technology and culture by Juan Fernando Parra Castro.   Plastic 

Packaging and Ecology Between Attraction and Repulsion by Barbouch Hejer.  Hipoms in art, 

design including the papers: The power of plastic in object based-learning: a consideration of the 

use of historical plastic objects as dynamic tools for learning and teaching in higher education by 

Kirsten Hardie.  On the history of the first phenolic resin desk lamp by Christian Dell by Günter 

Lattermann 
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Chapter 5 : Material production 

The material, as well as the form and utility, that is employed to make an object 

also has significant impact on how individuals feel about its design.  Dennis P. 

Doordan uses a framework to discuss materials based on the triad: Fabrication, 

Application, and Appreciation.  ‘Fabrication’ applies to the way materials are 

created, whether through mining, refining, or molecular composition.  

‘Application’ looks at the objects that the materials are made into, and 

‘Appreciation’ deals with the reception of the material by ‘the entire community 

of users.’1  In order to explore how museums have positioned plastics in their 

collections, over the next three chapters, this triad of aspects are considered by 

the exploration of the production (this chapter), the products (Chapter 6), the 

reception of those products and how these aspects form understanding of the 

materials (Chapter 7).   

This chapter includes a general understanding of plastics, how they are 

recycled and upcycled, alternative feedstocks to fossil fuels, and object 

production methods. However, with this research not being based within 

material science or engineering disciplines, this chapter will not provide a 

scientific explanation of the production of the materials or products.  What it will 

do is develop a basic comprehension that enables an appreciation of processes 

that designers and manufacturers employ in the creation of objects. 

Understanding plastics as materials 

In 1942, C. Frank Merriman attempted to explain plastics to the listeners of a 

talk broadcast on the Home Service of the BBC.  Despite having thirty-seven 

years’ service in the plastics industry he suggested that it is hard to explain 

what plastics are, instead he imagined plastics suddenly being removed from 

the listeners’ lives.  He described modern telephones, radios, knitting needles, 

table tennis balls, dentures, grips on handlebars and steering wheels, combs, 

buttons and zips, aeroplane windows and cockpit canopies, all disappearing.2   

                                            
1 Dennis P. Doordan, ‘On Materials’, Design Issues, 19.4 (2003), 3–8.  3 & 6-7. 
2 C. Frank Merriman, ‘Plastics’, British Plastics and Moulded Products Trader, 13.155 (1942), 470–

72. 
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Jeffrey L. Meikle starts his book American Plastics: A Cultural History in a 

similar way, by attempting to imagine a life without plastics.  He describes a 

world where things are made from glass, metal, and ceramics, some objects 

have not changed, others are very different, and some objects do not even 

exist.3  Plastics surround us, they are a part of most of the things we do, they 

are in the gadgets we cannot live without, the clothes we wear, and the built 

environment in which we live.  Yet, their coming into being is beyond the 

comprehensions of the majority of the population as they are ‘quintessentially 

industrial,’ including from how their components are extracted as raw materials, 

to the processes that make them into objects.4 

Often, when defining what plastics are, the describer looks to the etymology of 

the actual word ‘plastic,’ for example, ‘from French plastique or Latin plasticus, 

from the Greek plastikos, from plassein ‘to mould.’5  It is a word that, as an 

adjective, pre-dates the man-made substances and describes the physical state 

of a material, or what can be done with it, rather than the material itself.  It is a 

word that describes any number of different materials, for example, glass and 

ceramics, which can be manipulated by heat and pressure to be formed into a 

variety of shapes. It is also a word that has gone through various changes and 

connotations so that it no longer has a ‘clear affective meaning’ and is evocative 

of contradictory meanings which create an ‘ambiguity that weakens the word’s 

communicative value.’6  Plastic is thought of as being ‘the very idea of its infinite 

transformation,’7 but most significant in the comprehension of the material is the 

understanding that it is not plastic, a single material, but plastics, a family of 

materials with different origins and properties. Antonelli offers the suggestion 

                                            
3 Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History.  xiii. 
4 Mike Michael, ‘Process and Plasticity: Printing, Prototyping and the Prospects of Plastic’, in 

Accumulation: The Material Politics of Plastic, ed. by Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins, and Mike 

Michael (London & New York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 30–46.  31. 
5 ‘Plastic - Definition of Plastic from the Oxford Dictionary’ 

<http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/plastic> [accessed 3 May 2016]. 
6 Ezio Manzini, ‘And of Plastics?’, Domus, 666, 1985, 50–55.  54. 
7 Roland Barthes, ‘Plastic’, in Mythologies [1957], trans. by Annette Lavers (Vintage Classics, 1993), 

pp. 97–99.  97. 
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that the term plastics can be seen as ‘all-encompassing as “species.”’8  This 

‘species’ of materials can fulfil any shape requirement and any colour desired, 

they can be created to have any texture, any strength, and any flexibility or 

stiffness.  Bernadette Bensaude Vincent describes them as having the ‘magic of 

indefinite metamorphoses to such a degree that they lose their substance, their 

materiality, to become a virtual reality.’9  However, no one individual material 

within the family can be transformed to provide all such requirements.  

Plastics are often seen as modern materials with little history but if the three 

classified types of plastics are to be considered; natural - a material that can be 

moulded in its natural form, semi-synthetic - made of a chemically altered 

natural material, synthetic – a material that is entirely laboratory made,10 it can 

be supposed that the family has been in existence for centuries.11  According to 

Colin Williamson, the landmark materials include:12  

Natural plastics, such as Horn, can be heated, manipulated and pressed.  As a 

livery company of horn workers, the Horners Company13 was initially recorded 

in 1284, and the technology for moulding horn was established in the early 

seventeenth century.  Shellac, known for thousands of years but used to make 

products from 1860s to 1940s, comes from the Lac beetle which secretes a 

protective barrier against predators, this secretion, along with the insect, is used 

to make a brittle material.  Bois durci patented in 1855 and used albumen from 

blood or egg white along with a wood filler.  Vulcanised rubber discovered in 

                                            
8 Paola Antonelli, Mutant Materials in Contemporary Design (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 

New York, 1995).  11. 
9 Bernadette Bensaude Vincent, ‘Plastics, Materials, Dematerialization’, in Accumulation: The 

Material Politics of Plastic, ed. by Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins, and Mike Michael (London & New 

York: Routledge, 2013), pp. 17–29.  23. 
10 See Plastics Subject Specialist Network, ‘What Are Plastics?’ 

<http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/curators_guide/what_are_plastics> [accessed 13 November 

2015]. 
11 Keneghan, ‘Plastics? Not in My Collection’.  4. 
12 Colin Williamson, ‘Landmarks in the History of Plastics’, in Plastics: Collecting and Conserving, ed. 

by Anita Quye and Colin Williamson (Edinburgh: NMS Publishing Ltd, 1999), pp. 2–22.  For 

additional information see also Plastics Subject Specialist Network, ‘A Curators Guide’ 

<www.modip.ac.uk/resources/curators_guide> [accessed 13 November 2015]. 
13 Later to become the Worshipful Company of Horners. 
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1839, utilises a large percentage of sulphur which reacts with the rubber to 

make it rigid.  Gutta percha, made from tree sap, was introduced from the Far 

East in 1843. 

Semi-synthetic plastics including cellulose nitrate, which was displayed at the 

1862 International Exhibition, London, cellulose acetate first prepared 1865, and 

Casein formaldehyde patented 1899.  Synthetic plastics such as phenol 

formaldehyde first used with a filler 1907: as liquid resin: 1927.  Urea- and 

Thiourea-formaldehyde patents taken out 1915 but only becomes practical for 

commercial use as thiourea urea formaldehyde in 1925.  Polystyrene became a 

usable material in 1930s but not used commercially until after World War II.  

Polyvinyl chloride known from 1870 but suitable plasticisers not discovered until 

1933.  Polyethylene low density used from 1933, high density from 1953.  

Polyamide used from 1933 and given the Nylon trade name in 1938.  

Polymethyl methacrylate (acrylic) developed in 1932, in commercial use from 

1934, fashionable in 1960s.  Polyurethane developed from 1937.  Polyester a 

diverse material that can be used as both a hard, solid material and as thread to 

make fabric.  Developed in 1941.  Polypropylene used from 1954.  

Polytetrafluoroethylene introduced by Du Pont in 1950 under the trade name 

Teflon.  Polyethylene terephthalate (PET) announced as a commercial polymer 

in 1941.  With thousands of different plastics available, it is not the intention of 

this section is to be an anthology of materials.  More information about the 

cultural introduction and use of plastics can be found in the Plastics Subject 

Specialist Network’s (PSSN) ‘Plastics Timeline’ [see Appendix 8].  This in itself 

is not a comprehensive list of materials, there are many different plastics, and 

each of these can be made into a many more alloys and compositions14 with 

new combinations created frequently.   

The foundations of plastics have been in place since the extinction of the 

dinosaurs, with the process of fossilisation creating the oil and gas that would 

eventually be discovered and formulated into synthetic plastics.  As the 

journalist John Mumford, writing in the 1920s, put it ‘the elements [ … ] were 

                                            
14 J. Harry DuBois and Frederick W. John, Plastics, 5th ed. (New York, Cincinnati, Toronto, London & 

Melbourne: Van Nostrand Reinhold Company, 1974).  2. 

 



 

123 
 

prepared in the morning of the world, then laid away till civilization wanted it 

badly enough to hunt out its parts, find a way to put them together and set them 

to work.’15  The chemicals that make up the different materials are derived from 

organic (once living) matter such as wood or cotton (cellulose) or fossil fuels 

(coal and oil).  The crude matter is distilled through several fractions which 

result in different chemicals.16  The following three figures show how a variety of 

plastics are obtained from raw materials by adding to, and manipulating the 

basic building blocks of cellulose [Fig. 5-1], coal [Fig. 5-2], and petroleum [Fig. 

5-3].  The resulting materials will have different properties and potential uses. 

 
 
Fig. 5-1: Guide to some plastics obtainable from cellulose featured in John Briston, The 
Pegasus Book of Plastics (London: Dobson Books Ltd, 1969).  24 
 

 

                                            
15 John Kimberly Mumford, The Story of Bakelite (New York: Robert L. Stillson Company, 1924).  7. 
16 John Briston, The Pegasus Book of Plastics (London: Dobson Books Ltd, 1969).  20. 
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Fig. 5-2: Guide to some of the plastics obtainable from coal featured in John Briston, The 
Pegasus Book of Plastics (London: Dobson Books Ltd, 1969).  23. 

 

 

Fig. 5-3: Guide to some of the plastics obtainable from petroleum featured in John Briston, The 
Pegasus Book of Plastics (London: Dobson Books Ltd, 1969).  25. 
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The different plastics materials were developed and discovered over time, with 

one development often leading to another.  Kenneth Geiser, author of Materials 

Matter: Toward a Sustainable Materials Policy, describes how the development 

of plastics journeyed from natural cellulosic chemicals to those that are 

synthetic through ‘invention and substitution,’ which ultimately led to more 

versatile and cheaper polymers.  The continued use and production of 

petrochemicals meant that the price of plastics dropped, particularly in the 

1960s, leading to a significant thirst for the materials.17 

All plastics fall into the two camps of thermosets and thermoplastics.  

Thermosets are often compression moulded from a powder, their initial 

moulding sets their shape, and they cannot be reheated and remoulded.  They 

can, however, be ground down to return to a powder or chipped into smaller bits 

and used as fillers.  This is a more expensive process than if they could be 

remelted, making it time consuming and costly to recycle such materials, so 

they tend not to be.  Thermoplastic materials have the ability to be remelted and 

remoulded, making the process of recycling them much simpler.  It is unlikely 

that the majority of the public know, or even need to know, this difference other 

than when it comes to how, and if, products can be recycled. 

The production methods used to create other materials such as wood, glass, 

concrete, and ceramics are often more easily understood than plastics; wood, 

perhaps, more so than glass or concrete for example.  Wood could be 

considered the most natural of all materials; trees that provide the material 

could be imagined to grow completely naturally without input from humankind.  

Antonelli describes it as one of the most discreet materials having ‘not 

participated in the industrial era’s major technological breakthroughs.’18  Wood 

has a long-standing tradition; it has been used prolifically by the amateur, skilled 

craftsperson, and the mass producer alike.  Very few people in the world have 

not used wood in some way to create something, even if it were just putting up 

a shelf on the wall.  Most of us know how sections of wood can be put together, 

                                            
17 Kenneth Geiser, Materials Matter: Toward a Sustainable Materials Policy (Cambridge: 

Massachusetts institute of Technology, 2001).  32 & 49. 
18 Antonelli.  96. 
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regardless if we do it ourselves or not.  For Chris Lefteri, one of the most widely 

recognised and understood materials is that of wood, and so it releases the 

material expert in us all.  He asserts that many of us have selected a specific 

wood for our interiors when buying a new dining-room table or some flooring.19  

Not only can many people recognise the wood, the end material, but some can 

also recognise the tree from which it came.  This is in contrast to plastics, which 

involves chemistry beyond most of our comprehensions to create, and I include 

myself in this statement. 

With wood being a naturally occurring material, it is 100 percent renewable and 

does not ‘naturally produce toxic by-products in its conversion from tree to 

product.’20  However, the production of wood is reliant on the high management 

of forests, the destruction of vital habitats and the endangerment of rare trees 

with ‘alarming and seemingly unstoppable deforestation.’  As the rainforests are 

destroyed to provide timber, the ‘greenhouse effect’ is heightened with the rise 

in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere which the trees would have transformed 

into oxygen.  Nigel Whiteley suggests that this process of material production 

demonstrates better than anything else the interrelatedness of an ecosystem, 

and highlights the need to design and consume products responsibly.21  The 

first reaction to the issue of mass deforestation in one area of the world, for 

example Brazil, might be to change the woods that are used, however, this 

simply moves the material production to a different location where the demand 

and supply of materials would end in the same result22 just in a different place.  

In contrast, there is a potential for wood to be ‘harvested,’ as opposed to 

‘mined’, as it has an inherent sustainability.23 

Baudrillard suggests that objectively speaking, materials are what they are: 

there are no true or false ones, natural or artificial ones and asks if concrete 

really could be seen as less authentic than stone, he argues that we understand 

                                            
19 Chris Lefteri, Wood: Materials for Inspirational Design (Hove: Rotovision, 2003).  10. 
20 Lefteri.  10. 
21 Nigel Whiteley, Design for Society (London: Reaktion Books, 1993).  69. 
22 Deforestation. 
23 Whiteley.  69-70. 
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old synthetic materials, such as paper and glass, as natural materials.24  For 

Antonelli, glass has a mysterious quality with an expression of beauty.25  It is 

however, a material that is processed in a way that is relatively accessible as 

glass-blowing demonstrations are not uncommon and courses can be found in 

local areas.26 These classes do not, of course, show the material being made 

from scratch, and I am sure that many people are not aware of the ingredients 

that are used to make the material; sand, soda ash and limestone.27  These 

materials, although abundant, have a significant impact on the environment. 

There is an established tradition of reusing glass bottles, though milkman 

deliveries, bottle returns and deposit schemes, however, glass can be easily 

recycled and has widely been reprocessed since the introduction of the ‘bottle 

bank’ in 1977 by the Glass Manufacturers’ Federation.  Bottle banks were my 

introduction to recycling as a child, my favourite activity was trying to get the 

glass to smash, the crashing sound being so satisfying, the reward for recycling 

plastic bottles is not so immediate and audible.  Yet, from an environmental 

point of view it is better to reuse the product, as the reprocessing of broken 

glass is costlier, and uses more energy than cleaning and reusing glass 

containers.28 

Concrete, a material contested like plastics, is made from components that are 

garnered from natural resources.  Adrian Forty, in his book Concrete and 

Culture: A Material History, discusses concrete as not natural but also not 

‘unnatural,’29 with its raw materials deriving from nature, extracted and removed 

from the earth.  Concrete’s components [see Fig. 5-4] include aggregates, both 

fine and coarse, and a paste of cement and water which binds the aggregates 

                                            
24 Jean Baudrillard, ‘Natural Wood, Cultural Wood’, in The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post-

Modernity, ed. by Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1990), pp. 112–113.  112. 
25 Antonelli.  86. 
26 For example, in the Dorset area, local to me I found this site where I could book a glass blowing 

course: www.dorsetruralskills.co.uk/Courses-glassblowing.htm. 
27 Glass Alliance Europe, ‘What Is Glass’ <https://www.glassallianceeurope.eu/en/what-is-glass> 

[accessed 7 March 2020]. 
28 Whiteley.  76-77. 
29 Forty.  43. 
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together.30  Concrete is seen as the most widely used material on earth after 

water and the raw materials are in plentiful (but not infinite) supply. 31 

 
 
Fig. 5-4: Components of concrete - Portland Cement Association, ‘How Concrete in Made’ 
<https://www.cement.org/cement-concrete-applications/how-concrete-is-made> [accessed 25 
March 2019]. 
 

The production of cement for concrete is a significant factor in greenhouse gas 

emissions.  It contributes to ‘nearly 6% of all UK greenhouse gas emissions, 

and up to 8% of the world’s’ emissions and the production of cement has risen 

from ‘nearly one billion to over 4 billion tonnes a year in 30 years’ and is 

expected to increase by 500 million tonnes a year if there is not a dramatic 

change.32  With this being the case, the industry is exploring alternatives to the 

lime-based mix, these alternatives include fly ash, a by-product of coal fired 

power, which can be used to make up to 30% of the cement without ‘harming 

the strength or durability of the resulting mix,’ plant based alternatives are being 

explored with ‘hemp concrete’ being used for non-structural outcomes,33 as well 

                                            
30 Portland Cement Association, ‘How Concrete in Made’ <https://www.cement.org/cement-concrete-

applications/how-concrete-is-made> [accessed 25 March 2019].  
31 Forty.  69. 
32 John Vidal, ‘Concrete Is Tipping Us into Climate Catastrophe. It’s Payback Time’, Guardian Online, 

2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/feb/25/concrete-is-tipping-us-into-climate-

catastrophe-its-payback-time-cement-tax> [accessed 15 March 2019].  
33 Forty.  72-73. 

 



 

129 
 

as vegetable particles including carrots and sugar beet, and bamboo.  For Fiona 

Harvey, writing as part of The Guardian’s Concrete Week, these ‘technologies 

are all promising ideas, [however] they are either expensive, unproven or based 

on materials that are not abundant.’34   

By exploring the production of a variety of other materials in comparison to 

plastics it becomes apparent that there are significant considerations needed 

when selecting materials particularly from an environmental standpoint.  For 

example, as consumers, we assume that natural materials are the best 

environmental choice, but that is not necessarily the case.  Unbleached, undyed 

cotton uses large quantities of hazardous chemicals and high levels of water 

during its production,35 this makes the choice between a cotton reusable bag 

and its plastic counterpart problematic. 

Recycled and upcycled materials 

The use of recycled materials in the creation of products helps to reduce the 

amount of virgin material required,36 which makes the resultant product suggest 

the impression of being more environmentally friendly.  However, as a source of 

material, recyclate needs to be good quality to produce a product of equal or 

better value otherwise it is seen as downcycling.37  It is much better if the 

materials being recycled are free from contaminants such as labels and paints, 

having supplies that are as close to virgin materials as possible is best.38  The 

improvements over recent years in recycling processes is visible through 

experiences of recycled paper, the grey coloured coarse material has been 

replaced by a material that is almost imperceptible from paper made with virgin 

                                            
34 Fiona Harvey, ‘Ply in the Sky: The New Materials to Take Us beyond Concrete’, Guardian Online, 

2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/feb/27/ply-sky-new-materials-take-beyond-

concrete-carbon-dioxide> [accessed 15 March 2019].   
35 Paul Burall, Green Design (London: The Design Council, 1991).  39. 
36 Louis O D’Anjou and others, ‘Designing with Plastics: Considering Part Recyclability and the Use 

of Recycled Materials’, AT&T Technical Journal, 74.6 (1995), 54–60.  54. 
37 That is to say the product made is of a lesser quality or functionality than the original object, for 

example, the use of mixed recyclate to create plastic ‘wood’ for use in outdoor seats and benches. 
38 D’Anjou and others.  55. 
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pulp.  As with many recycled materials, there is a perception that the resultant 

product is inferior to virgin material, however, where concrete is concerned, it 

can provide a high quality, cheaper alternative.  As concrete is constituted of 

different materials including steel bars, the ultimate obstacle to recycling 

concrete is breaking it down to its useful parts.  Part of the problem is that it is 

difficult to know what is in the recipe for any one section of concrete.  As a way 

of making demolition and reuse easier, the introduction of a ‘material passport’ 

listing the ingredients has been proposed.39  These issues seen with concrete 

are similar to those of products that are made with composite plastics, and 

multiple materials; the process of separating the materials can make the 

resulting recyclate more expensive than the virgin materials because of the 

labour required.    

An alternative process to recycling is that of upcycling, upcycling differs from 

recycling in that the material is not reprocessed, and therefore retains some of 

its original elements.  These elements become features of the finished product 

and the change adds value to the end piece as can be seen in the two bags 

below [Fig.5-5 and Fig. 5-6].  Here an inflatable dinghy, which would have 

otherwise been thrown into landfill, and parts from a scrapped car including the 

seatbelts and airbag, have been used to create bags that are beautiful and 

functional.  

                                            
39 Anna Sophie Gross, ‘Concrete Chokes Our Landfill Sites – but Where Else Can It Go?’, Guardian 

Online, 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/feb/26/concrete-chokes-our-landfill-sites-

but-where-else-can-it-go> [accessed 15 March 2019]. 
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Fig. 5-5: Inflatable Amnesty bag, designed and made by Wyatt and Jack, 2019. (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 008202). 

 
 
Fig. 5-6: Airpaq backpack, designed by Michael Widmann and Adrian Goosses, 2018. (Museum 
of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 008171). 
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Alternative feedstocks  

A potential alternative to fossil-based plastics materials are those that are 

classified as ‘bioplastics,’ a group of materials that cause much confusion to 

consumers.  The word bioplastic has been used by manufacturers to mean 

either, or both, a material that has been made, partially or in full, from a natural 

biological feedstock,40 or that which is biodegrable, and as such, breaks down 

in the environment.  The distinction is demonstrated in the Venn diagram used 

by Yutaka Tokiwa, Buenaventurada P. Calabia, Charles U. Ugwu, and Seiichi 

Aiba [Fig. 5-7].  The overarching phrase ‘bio-plastics’ is split into ‘biodegradable 

plastics,’ such as polycaprolactone (PCL), and polybutylene succinate (PBS) 

which are oil-based plastics that can be degraded by using enzymes, and ‘bio-

based plastics,’ such as polyethylene (PE) and nylon 11 (NY 11), which can be 

produced using biomass but are not biodegradable.  The overlapping section 

contains materials such as polyhydroxybutyrate (PHB), polylactide (PLA) and 

starch blends that are produced from biomass and can be degraded.41  In other 

words, bioplastics fall into three principal categories, materials that come from a 

biological starting point, those that are derived from biological processes, such 

as plants, and those that degrade in a natural setting, such as compost.42   

                                            
40 For example, bamboo fibre, potato starch, algae, etc. 
41 Yutaka Tokiwa and others, ‘Biodegradability of Plastics’, International Journal of Molecular 

Sciences, 10.9 (2009), 3722–3742.  3723. 
42 Geiser.  297. 
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Fig. 5-7: Bio-plastics comprised of biodegradable plastics and bio-based plastics from Yutaka 
Tokiwa and others, ‘Biodegradability of Plastics, International Journal of Molecular Sciences, 
10.9 (2009), 3722-42. 
 

Kenneth Geiser reminds us that bioplastics were developed because of a 

concern for the environment and it would be an understandable conclusion to 

think that if a material is both biologically produced, and will biodegrade, that it 

is the greenest choice.  However, both the manufacturing process and the 

disposal process should be considered when making a material choice.43   

Despite being seen as having great potential in the 1980s, biodegradability has 

since been assessed as not so green.  Environmentalists have established that 

‘so-called biodegradable plastics only crumbled leaving microscopic 

unbiodegradable plastics debris’44 which caused problems for the environment 

and wildlife. 

There are concerns that the use of land for the production of bioplastics and 

biofuels is irresponsible when, in some countries, people are going hungry as 

they do not have enough food.45  The increased interest and demand for these 

kinds of biomasses needs carefully planned regulations to prevent any conflict 

between food production, the effect on the environment, and biofuels / 

                                            
43 Geiser.  296 & 300. 
44 Whiteley.  73. 
45 Julia Tomei and Richard Helliwell, ‘Food Versus Fuel? Going Beyond Biofuels’, Land Use Policy, 

56 (2016), 320–26.  321. 
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biorenewable chemicals.46  On the BBC Radio 4 environment programme, 

‘Costing the Earth,’ Dr Julian Allwood, from Cambridge University and author of 

Sustainable Materials: with Both Eyes Open, suggested that with a growing 

population, the availability of land to grow food crops, and feeding livestock is 

limited if it is used to grow plants for bioplastics.47  This radio programme also 

looked at the work carried out by manufacturers into alternative packaging 

materials.  In particular, the work of Eben Bayar and his company Ecovative 

Design who are using a mixture of farm waste and mushrooms to create a 

replacement to expanded polystyrene.48  The product is built using farm waste 

outputs,49 in which the fungal mycelium is grown; ‘the mycelium acts as a 

natural resin, a growing glue.’50  The programme does not make it explicit, but 

the process is not plastic-free as the material needs to have a mould in which to  

be grown to form the desired shape, these moulds are made of a conventional 

plastics material.  However, the end product can be composted at home and 

would be described as bio-benign; a material that is neither beneficial nor 

detrimental to the habitat is which it resides. 

Other bio-benign materials explored by ‘Costing the Earth,’ had source 

chemicals derived from potatoes,51 and from a combination of shellfish and silk 

cells,52 both of these innovative materials are recyclable or degradable.  As part 

of their research into using natural materials to create plastics, Javier G 

Fernandez and Donald E Ingber suggest that there is an urgent need for 

materials for mass-produced objects that are sustainable.  They argue that 

there is a wealth of natural, biodegradable materials that can fulfil the structural 

requirements and yet their use is limited.  One material that they highlight is 

                                            
46 Soubhik K. Bardhan and others, ‘Biorenewable Chemicals: Feedstocks, Technologies and the 

Conflict with Food Production’, Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 51 (2015), 506–20.  

507. 
47 ‘Costing the Earth. The End of Plastic’ (BBC Radio 4, 2013). 
48 Ecovative Design LLC, ‘Ecovative Design’ <https://ecovativedesign.com> [accessed 12 April 

2016]. 
49 These products might have otherwise been composted on the farm or ended up in landfill. 
50 ‘Costing the Earth. The End of Plastic’. 
51 This is the work of Professor Jurgen Denecke at the University of Leeds and Chinese designer, Ivy 

Wang.  www.fbs.leeds.ac.uk/staff/Denecke/ 
52 This is the work of Javier Fernandez at Harvard University.  wyss.harvard.edu/viewpressrelease/72 
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chitin, which they describe as having the ‘most remarkable mechanical 

properties exhibited by natural materials’ and, despite being the second most 

plentiful ‘organic compound’ after cellulose, being found in insects and 

crustaceans, it is underutilized by manufacturers.  The chitin compound is made 

into a bioplastic known as chitosan a material that could replace nondegradable 

plastics for commercial use.  The downside of using this material is that 

currently, chitosan is three to four times more expensive to process than its 

traditional counterparts; yet they can provide strength and toughness and also 

be fully compostable.53  One reason for the cost of these new materials being 

significantly higher than traditional materials is scale of manufacture and the 

current demand for them.  Philip Law, from the British Plastics Federation 

(BPF), suggests that the larger plastics manufacturing companies would invest 

in these materials if they were to meet the appropriate standards, and be 

produced in significant volumes.54  Without these assurances, the industry 

would return to the problems with early plastics where materials were used in 

inappropriate settings and as a result failed and gained a reputation of 

inferiority.  This concept of rushed material application and failure is explored 

more fully in Chapter 6, by looking at the use and misuse of plastics.55 

As with bioplastics, words like biodegradable are problematic even to the 

manufacturing and scientific communities.56  Papanek offers the following table 

[Fig. 5-8] to provide an explanation for some of the terms used.  The four later 

terms used in the table are particularly problematic; biodisintegratable, 

                                            
53 Javier G Fernandez and Donald E Ingber, ‘Manufacturing of Large-Scale Functional Objects Using 

Biodegradable Chitosan Bioplastic’, Macromolecular Materials and Engineering, 299.8 (2014), 932–

938.  932 & 937. 
54 ‘Costing the Earth. The End of Plastic’. 
55 Biomaterials based on waste continues to be an area of research and investment.  In 2019, the 

winner of the James Dyson award was a Lucy Hughes, a student at the University of Sussex, for 

her material product ‘MarinaTex’.  This material is a translucent, flexible sheet designed to be used 

in packaging applications, the raw materials for which come from the waste produced by the fishing 

industry. - The James Dyson Foundation, ‘MarinaTex’, James Dyson Award 

<https://www.jamesdysonaward.org/2019/project/marinatex/> [accessed 8 March 2020].  - I, 

personally, feel uncomfortable with materials based on animal products as they are problematic for 

individuals who follow a vegan or vegetarian lifestyle and those based on materials that course 

allergic reactions such as shell fish need to be tested to guarantee that will cause no harm. 
56 Victor Papanek, The Green Imperative: Ecology and Ethics in Design and Architecture (London: 

Thames and Hudson, 1995).  40. 
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biodegradable, bioregenerative, and bioenhancing.  Biodegradable, as a term, 

is generally understood to mean an environmentally enriching process but many 

products that are labelled as biodegradable are strictly speaking only 

biodisintegratable.   

 

 
Fig. 5-8: Categories of Plastic from Victor Papanek, The Green Imperative: Ecology and Ethics 
in Design and Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995).  41 
 

With society’s reliance on fossil fuels and limited resources, the concept of 

biopolymers, those made from plant and animal based materials, appears to be 

a good solution for producing green products, however, biopolymer materials 
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are not necessarily the most environmentally friendly as Geiser reminds us; ‘the 

manufacturing process, the disposal process, and the conditions of their use 

may generate significant threats to the environment that can only be avoided if 

they are considered as a part of the full life-cycle design process.’57  As the use 

of bio-based plastics is developed there is a potential risk to waste management 

systems and recycling processes, which need to be regulated and standardised 

by policymakers in governments.58 Despite being compostable in an industrial 

setting, it is likely that if a product that looks like plastic is found in a composting 

plant it will be removed in case it is not biodegradable.  It will be transferred to 

landfill where it will emit methane, or if it ends up in the recycling system it will 

undermine the resulting recyclate.59  

Object production methods 

As the relational barriers between user and material affect popular 

understanding of those materials, as seen above, the relationships developed 

between user and object is affected by how we understand the way objects are 

physically created and made.  Mass production places a block between the user 

and the product as they cannot imagine what occurs in the factory or even what 

the raw plastics look like.  Many of us have seen a tree, watched it being cut 

down and sawn up in preparation for being made into an object, but very few 

have seen pellets of plastics being melted and injection moulded into a product.  

The method of production of objects denotes a value that we, as consumers, 

comprehend, for example, where the workmanship that goes into the production 

of an object can be seen and comprehended a higher value is placed upon it 

and it is held in higher regard than those that are mass produced.  Aesthetic 

and political theory in the 19th century criticised mass production for its creation 

of empty or less meaningful objects. For example, for Karl Marx the enigmatic 

                                            
57 Geiser.  300. 
58 Auxiliadora Prieto, ‘To Be, or Not to Be Biodegradable... That Is the Question for the Bio‐based 

Plastics’, Microbial Biotechnology, 9.5 (2016), 652–657.  656. 
59 Laurel Miller and Stephen Aldridge, Why Shrink-Wrap a Cucumber? The Complete Guide to 

Environmental Packaging (London: Laurence King Publishing, 2012).  63. 
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nature of a product reflects the social characteristics of the labour of man, and 

as such its value should reflect the total sum of the labour used to produce it.60  

Similarly, Ruskin wrote that ‘it is not the material, but the absence of the human 

labour, which makes the thing worthless.’61  Along the same lines, Papanek 

writes that with objects that bear signs of the maker’s hand there is a ‘spiritual 

link between the producer and the user,’ he suggests that with modern 

production methods that link is lost,62 in other words, the person to person 

connection has barriers and breakages when machines get in the way.  Most 

people do not have experience of how to make something mass-produced and 

so it is out of our own personal experience.  Barthes describes the mass-

manufacturing process as; ‘one end, raw, telluric matter, at the other, the 

finished human object; and between these two extremes, nothing; nothing but a 

transit hardly watched over by an attendant in a cloth cap, half-god, half-

robot.’63  Likewise, Meikle highlights the notion of the machine-made artefact 

being outside the experience of the human hand by suggesting that a common 

thought is that ‘no human action at all, lay between conception and final form.’64  

Yet the human hand, or perhaps mind is more accurate, is behind every part of 

the process of object production, from designing and making the moulding tool, 

to designing and finishing the object itself.   As Judy Attfield writes, objects are 

the accumulation of many years of experience and skills resulting from ‘design, 

human thought, manufacture and distribution based on strategic calculations.’65 

The images below show the craftsmanship involved in the design of objects 

which are seen as extremely mundane and mass-produced, including detergent 

bottles and washing up bowls.  The design process starts on the drawing board 

and physical modelling of the object itself [Fig. 5-9], then the moulding tool 

needs to be designed [Fig. 5-10], and finally, once the object has been 

                                            
60 Karl Marx, ‘The Fetishism of the Commodity and Its Secret [1867]’, in The Design Culture Reader, 

ed. by Ben Highmore (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 17–26.  18. 
61 John Ruskin, ‘Lamp of Truth’, in The Seven Lamps of Architecture (Electric Book Co, 2001), pp. 

54–102.  85. 
62 Papanek.  158. 
63 Barthes.  97. 
64 Meikle, ‘Into the Fourth Kingdom: Representations of Plastic Materials, 1920-1950’.  174. 
65 Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Things.  16. 
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moulded, it will often be hand finished [Fig. 5-11], which sees any rough edges, 

known as flashing, removed and dull surfaces polished.   

 

 
 
Fig. 5-9: The design process, circa 1980s.  (British Xylonite Ltd photograph, Museum of Design 
in Plastics.  BXL 0094.1). 
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Fig. 5-10:  Mould making, unknown date.  (British Xylonite Ltd photograph, Museum of Design 
in Plastics.  BXL 0081.2). 

 

 
 

Fig. 5-11: Hand finishing, unknown date.  (British Xylonite Ltd photograph, Museum of Design in 
Plastics.  BXL 0643). 
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There are several machine-based manufacturing methods used in the 

production of plastics objects.  Eleven of the main methods were explored by 

MoDiP in the exhibition entitled ‘Output.’66  These included injection moulding, 

one of the most notable mass-production processes creating multiple products 

in one go and at high speed, blow moulding, which creates the notorious single-

use drinks bottle,67 and 3D printing, used to create short runs of bespoke 

objects or to prototype products as test pieces before they are made in high 

quantity.  These processes are not easily imagined for those who have no 

experience of them,68 and as products become commonplace we stop trying.  

As Mumford shows, when writing about phenol formaldehyde, despite Bakelite 

and objects made of it being hailed as marvels when they were first introduced, 

after they had become everyday and unextraordinary people stopped thinking 

about how they were made.69  In an attempt to make synthetic materials more 

appealing and understandable, A First Look at Plastics, a booklet produced by 

the plastics industry in the 1960s, discusses basic materials that have been 

around for a significant time period, such as glass and metals that need to have 

some kind of man-manipulation to make them usable.  In fact, it suggests that, 

all materials used by man have had some kind of man-manipulation to make 

them into something more useful, for example, wood and stone are carved 

etc.70  

Culturally, plastics have a reputation of being cheap, this is because they are 

used to create vast numbers of cheap objects, such as packaging and 

disposable items; the throwing away of an object ‘only reinforces its 

                                            
66 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Output’, 2019 <https://www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/output> 

[accessed 15 January 2020]. 
67 Most drinks bottles today, particularly fizzy drinks are made using the specific process of injection 

blow moulding.  This is where the liquid plastics is injection moulded into a parison with a fully-

formed threaded neck. The mould opens and the preform is carried over on the core rod into a two-

part, metal blow mould. The core rod opens and air is blown into the tube, the pressure inflating the 

plastic to fill the cavity. Once cooled the piece is removed from the mould and excess material 

trimmed. 
68 MoDiP used animations to help explain the process in an accessible way, these can all be seen on 

the exhibition web page: www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/output. 
69 Mumford.  24. 
70 A First Look at Plastics (London: The Plastics Institute, 1967).  3. 
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valuelessness.’71  Yet, they are not cheap materials; much investment has been 

made to produce plastic products cheaply, giving them the impression of 

cheapness.72  By using methods that can create many multiple objects at any 

one time, the unit price drops dramatically.  As has been described previously, 

the machine process holds the consumer a step away from the investment of 

human time and action, as well as money, into the design and manufacture of 

plastics products.  Architect Frank Lloyd Wright wrote in 1901 of his belief ‘that 

in the Machine lies the only future of art and craft,’73 he goes on to say ‘that we 

are at last face to face with the machine – the modern Sphinx – whose riddle 

the artist must solve if he would that art live – for his nature holds the key.’  He 

embraces the machine but acknowledges the adjustment to it would be hard 

and that the process would be ‘perplexing and painful in the extreme.’  He 

suggests that the machine has saved the natural beauty of wood from the 

torture it has been subjected to by ‘all peoples but the Japanese,’74 that is to 

say the machine will make objects from wood that are more beautiful than 

pieces produced by unskilled individuals who have easy access to the material 

and the tools with which to work it. 

For the manufacturer, if not the consumer, plastics offer a freedom that had not 

been seen before.  It is the ‘form giving potential of plastics’ that has meant they 

have been the go-to family of materials for many designers over the last 100 

years or more.75  Antonelli remarks that with new materials becoming available 

it is interesting to imagine what designers will create.76  It is the array of 

materials, capabilities, properties, and processes that have ‘extended the 

parameters of product design.’77  Without the constraints of process and 

                                            
71 Gavin Lucas, ‘Disposability and Dispossession in the Twentieth Century’, Journal of Material 

Culture, 7.1 (2002), 5–22.  12. 
72 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’.  Comment from an 

industry delegate. 
73 Frank Lloyd Wright, ‘The Art and Craft of the Machine’, in The Design History Reader, ed. by 

Grace Lees-Maffei and Rebecca Houze (Oxford & New York: Berg, 2010), pp. 81–84.  81 
74 Lloyd Wright.  81 & 83. 
75 Lloyd Wright.  83. 
76 Antonelli.  16-17. 
77 Charlotte Fiell and Peter Fiell, Plastic Dreams: Synthetic Visions in Design (London: Fiell 

Publishing, 2009).  9. 
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properties of natural materials, the designer can create objects easily today that 

were previously impossible, or at least time consuming and difficult.  By 

combining materials and processes, designers and manufacturers are able to 

create recipes for what Antonelli calls mutant materials.  She suggests that this 

mixing of materials ‘transforms them from passive roles to active interpreters of 

the goals of engineers and designers.’78  This mutation makes materials that 

have abilities to fulfil tasks that had not been previously possible but, at the 

same time, it makes for a larger barrier between the material and manufacturing 

process and the consumer.  If the consumer was finding it difficult to bond with 

simple plastics and basic processes of manufacture the mutations created by 

engineers and scientific research must cause it to be even more difficult. 

The industrialisation and computerisation of the production of objects suggests 

that expensive tools are ‘almost always’ required.79  However, there are 

examples of work where the simplest of tools are used.  Pat Thornton created a 

series of Cicada brooches by casting acrylic embellished with colour pigment 

and gold leaf in a simple wax mould [Fig. 5-12].  The use of hand-making 

techniques by designers to make short runs of plastics objects creates a more 

intimate relationship between the designer / maker, material, and the user, as 

long as the user is more knowledgable of the making techniques than they were 

with mass production processes.  Other examples of intricate hand-making 

processes include Laura A. Marsden’s 21st Century Ruff [Fig. 5-13] that uses 

her own eternal lace technique which combines hand-stitching and needle-lace, 

and Tom Dixon’s Fresh Fat chair [Fig. 5-14] which takes extruded copolyester 

that is then looped and woven by hand to create a unique piece of furniture.  To 

show off the ‘hand’s on’ nature of Dixon’s work and as part of his Jouet 

Selfridges Design Award entry in 2001, he set up an extruder in the window of 

Oxford Street’s Selfridges store and created prototype pieces that were then 

sold in Habitat.80 

                                            
78 Antonelli.  9. 
79 Antonelli.  20. 
80 Tom Fisher, ‘Plastics in Everyday Life: Polymorphous (in)Authenticity’, in Plastics: Looking to the 

Future and Learning from the Past, ed. by Brenda Keneghan and Louise Egan (London: Archetype 

Publications, 2008), pp. 145–152.  150. 
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Fig. 5-12: Cicada bug broches and mould, designed by Pat Thornton, manufactured by Cicada, 
cica 1970s.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 005490, 005491, 005556, 005489). 
 

 

 
 
Fig. 5-13:  21st Century ruff, designed and made by Laura Anne Marsde, 2009.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 006700). 
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Fig. 5-14: Fresh Fat chair, designed by Tom Dixon, 2007.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, 
AIBDC : 005553). 
 

The use of handmaking processes bring an element of craft to the production of 

objects made of materials which are more familiar with mass-production.  For 

the designer, James Shaw, who hand makes his works using a home-made 

extrusion gun [Fig. 5-15 and 5-16], there is an appeal in challenging the material 

hierarchy he encountered in his education, where plastics were placed at the 

bottom.81  Shaw’s work, including that ‘produced for Ready Made Go 3, the 

annual project curated by The Modern Design Review at the Ace Hotel in 

Shoreditch’82 [Fig. 5-16 and 5-17], challenges the perception of plastics, ‘its 

lowliness, its cheapness and our warped predilection for chucking it away.’83  

Shaw’s combination of highly prized handmaking skills with perceived low grade 

materials makes for an interesting juxtaposition which comments on value and 

perception. 

                                            
81 Laura Snoad, ‘James Shaw Life in Plastic’, Crafts, September/October (2018).  49. 
82 ‘Jamie Shaw’ <http://jamesmichaelshaw.co.uk/galleries/ready_made_go_3.php> [accessed 28 

September 2018]. 
83 Snoad.  49. 
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Fig. 5-15: Extrusion gun from http://jamesmichaelshaw.co.uk/galleries/ready_made_go_3.php 
[accessed 28 September 2018].  Photograph by Ansgar Sollman. 

 

 

 
Fig. 5-16: Extrusion from http://jamesmichaelshaw.co.uk/galleries/ready_made_go_3.php 
[accessed 28 September 2018].  Photograph by Jon Tomter. 
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Fig. 5-17: Cake stands from http://jamesmichaelshaw.co.uk/galleries/ready_made_go_3.php 
[accessed 28 September 2018].  Photograph by Jon Tomter. 

 

This chapter has explored the production of materials with an aim to understand 

a perceived hierarchy.  Those that are created by nature, with an obvious 

growth or journey, are given a higher status than those that are created in the 

lab, out of sight and beyond the comprehension of the many.  Baudrillard writes 

about the atmospheric values of wood, stating that it ‘draws its substance from 

the earth,’ he goes on to suggests that the only distinction between a natural 

and synthetic material ‘is strictly a value judgement.’84  A similar hierarchy is 

placed on the production methods used to create objects.  The machine-based 

methods are out of our imagination, and it can be human nature to downgrade 

processes that we do not understand. However, I would suggest that even if a 

product is handmade, if it is made of a plastics material it needs to be explained 

or demonstrated more clearly than its natural counterpart.  For example, with 

Tom Dixon’s Fresh Fat chair [Fig. 5-14, page 145] the signature of the maker 

means that each chair is unique and slightly different, but the only way to show 

this clearly within a museum setting is to explain it to visitors or to have two and 

show them side by side. 

  

                                            
84 Baudrillard, ‘The System of Objects’.  37 & 38. 
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Chapter 6 : Material application 

The inspiration of this chapter is the second element of Doordan’s framework 

triad of fabrication, application, and appreciation.1  It looks at the application of 

materials and how we, as humans, relate to them.  It will do this by exploring the 

seen and unseen, the use and misuse of plastics, the conspicuous non-plastics 

consumption, and the end of life considerations of materials.  The selection of a 

material for a product comes about for many reasons, these include; the cost, 

manufacturing processes being used, the number of objects intended to be 

made, and, increasingly in this environmentally conscious climate, the end life 

of the product.   

Whiteley argues that the consumer product should not be investigated on its 

own.  As with Doordan after him, Whiteley suggests that also for consideration 

should be the materials that the product is made of, the production methods by 

which it is made, and what will happen to the object at the end of its useful life.2  

Products do not exist in an isolated bubble, they have context, they are part of a 

network of other products, they are part of individual experiences and 

understanding.  Materials are also part of a context, they are involved in 

relationships with a vast number of other things which highlight their properties 

and liveliness.3  With plastics in particular, Victor Papanek urges material 

culturalists to ‘analyse the whole question of how we use it and how we throw it 

away.’4  Plastics are possibly the only materials where consumers are, almost 

forcefully, encouraged to think about the material at the end of its useful life, 

even before they have acquired the product.  This concept will be investigated 

throughout this chapter. 

  

                                            
1 Doordan.  3. 
2 Whiteley.  65. 
3 Gay Hawkins, ‘Plastic and Presentism: The Time of Disposability’, Journal of Contemporary 

Archaeology, 5.1 (2018), 91–102.  96. 
4 Papanek.  39. 
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The seen and the unseen 

Many plastics objects carry out jobs in a quiet, understated, unseen way, for 

example technical clothing, protective helmets, and cool touch toasters.  As 

long as they do their jobs well, they function without public consideration even in 

full sight.  Daniel Miller suggests that our attention is most drawn to an object if 

we have not encountered it before or if there is something wrong with it.5  

Meikle suggests that because plastics assume many guises and satisfy so 

many desires that ‘as long as it does its job well' they become invisible6 or to 

put it another way, our attention is not drawn to them.  This acquired invisibility 

muddies the public understanding of plastics as a material group.  This muddied 

understanding of what plastics are led to the production of the MoDiP exhibition 

‘Is that plastic?’7  Despite being on a visit to a museum devoted to design in 

plastics, visitors can be heard on many occasions asking ‘is that plastic?’  

Bakelite – ‘is that plastic?’  Nylon – ‘is that plastic?’  A plate – ‘is that plastic?’  A 

dress – ‘is that plastic?’  When quizzed about what they thought these materials 

and object were made of, they often shrug their shoulders and say they do not 

know.  Plastics are ubiquitous materials and because of this they can be taken 

for granted and assumed to be cheap, their true value is not recognised.  Mimi 

Sheller describes a similar attitude towards aluminium when she writes that 

because we take it for granted, we forget it is there, and we end up throwing 

away aluminium products without seeing the ‘precious substance that it is.’8 

There are many unseen applications where plastics are used because of their 

specialist properties.  These applications include leakproof water and gas pipes, 

and electrically insulating cable covers hidden in the floors, walls, and streets all 

around.  The materials used here would generate relational responses if seen, 

but when they are hidden and doing vital jobs it is difficult to make any kind of 

relationship with them.  There is often a barrier, the wall or the pavement, 

                                            
5 Miller.  177. 
6 Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History.  xiii. 
7 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Is That Plastic?’, 2014 <http://www.modip.ac.uk/exhibitions/is-that-

plastic>. 
8 Mimi Sheller, ‘Metallic Modernities in the Space Age: Visualizing the Caribbean, Materializing the 

Modern’, in Visuality/Materiality: Images, Objects and Practices, ed. by Gillian Rose and Divya 

Praful Tolia-Kelly (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), pp. 13–37.  14. 
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between people and the object, the pipe or cable.  There is a kind of interaction, 

but one that is at a distance, and not always recognised by the subject.  This 

distance prevents a relationship from being built in the same ways as if the 

object was in our hand.  

By the unseen, I am not just referring to products that literally out of sight but 

also to objects that are simply unnoticed.  The use of plastics in the automotive, 

electrical, water, and medical industries demonstrates this by not being the 

focus of today’s anti-plastics campaigns.  This is because, in these situations 

the plastics materials are doing such a good job that they do not garner any 

attention.  Plastics come into people’s vision when they do not do their job well 

or when they are used inappropriately, when they are particularly common, or 

they are especially visible.9  For example, the use of a long-lived material for a 

short-term need causes the material to become highly visible and highly 

contentious, especially if it is poorly disposed.  One of plastics’ key features, its 

lightness, could be considered its main downfall.10  Products made of plastics 

can be seen floating in water, blowing in the wind, and caught in trees as litter. 

All materials become waste,11 and will sometimes become litter, but other 

materials are, perhaps, less visible than plastics as they sink to the bottom of 

the stream or are kicked under a bush and stay, out of sight, where they land.  

Molly Wallace compares the visibility of the plastic contaminant with the invisible 

risk posed by nuclear waste,12 which could be a great risk to life and the planet 

if it were to get into the environment. 

Packaging and single-use disposable products are two of the most prominent 

applications for which plastics are used.  They are things that are thrown away 

                                            
9 Rosie Hornbuckle, ‘Utilising Waste Plastic in Design Practice’, in Plastics: Looking to the Future and 

Learning from the Past, ed. by Brenda Keneghan and Louise Egan (London: Archetype 

Publications, 2008), pp. 163–170.  164. 
10 Burall.  42. 
11 Geiser.  83. 
12 Molly Wallace, ‘Letting Plastic Have Its Say; or, Plastic’s Tell’, in Precautionary Reading in an Age 

of Environmental Uncertainty, ed. by Molly Wallace (Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2016), 

pp. 123–153.  127. 
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with little concern.13  Single-use products are those that are designed to be 

used once and then thrown away, products that are discarded, sometimes as 

litter, often as rubbish, and occasionally recycled.  This notion has gained a lot 

of media attention in the past few years and effects the way the public 

understand the material.14  For Fenichell, one of the most significant things 

about plastics is the fact that the packaging they can be turned into has 

practically become more noteworthy than the product they encase; ‘the ultimate 

triumph […] of style over substance, of surface over essence.’15  I understand 

this as the look of the packaging becoming more important than the product 

inside but also that the style and casing of a radio, for example, has become 

more important than the quality of the sound it makes, form having precedence 

over function.  However, to return the focus on packaging here I look at water 

bottles as an example.  The first bottled water in Britain came from the natural 

Malvern springs in 1851.  At this time, the municipal water supplies were not 

always safe to drink, due to water borne illnesses like cholera and typhoid, so 

people sought out uncontaminated sources.16  Originally, bottles would have 

been made of glass and had cork bungs, and PET bottles were introduced in 

1973.17  Plastic bottles are lightweight and unbreakable, unlike glass, and they 

use less energy to be delivered than glass bottles with up to 40% less fuel used 

to transport drinks in plastic bottles compared to equivalent glass bottles.18  The 

four bottles below, the Isklar, St Georges, Ty Nant, and Voss bottles [Fig. 6-1 

and Fig. 6-2], all of which contained spring water, had important investment put 

                                            
13 Gay Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish (Lanham, Boulder, New York, 

Toronto & Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006).  29. 
14 Using BoB, ‘BoB - Box of Broadcasts’ <https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand> [accessed 15 

January 2020]. to explore the occurrences of the term ‘plastic’, 2007 the year the Design Collection 

Museum became MoDiP produced 577 results, compared to 2019, the last full year, which 

produced 6678.  These results will include the terms plastic surgery, plastics explosives etc. but it 

still demonstrates the increase of the use of the word in the media. 
15 Stephen Fenichell, Plastic: The Making of a Synthetic Century (New York: HarperBusiness, 1996).  

6. 
16 European Federation of Bottled Waters, ‘History of Bottled Water’ 

<http://www.efbw.eu/index.php?id=39> [accessed 5 March 2018]. 
17 British Plastics Federation, ‘A History of Plastics’ 

<http://www.bpf.co.uk/plastipedia/plastics_history/default.aspx> [accessed 5 March 2018]. 
18 Recycle More, ‘Top Facts’ <https://www.recycle-more.co.uk/household-zone/top-facts> [accessed 

5 March 2018]. 

 



 

153 
 

into their look and form and have designer names attached to their shapes. It is 

said that the same design ethos was applied to the Voss water bottle as would 

have been to a bottle of perfume, with the aim to encourage purchases by 

image conscious consumers.  To add to the exclusivity, and image status, the 

bottles were only sold in high end outlets rather than the supermarkets.19  

Despite this investment, it is still likely that the consumer, although initially 

swayed by the image of the bottle, would not see the value in packaging as it is 

not obvious, it is not the part of the product that is purchased.  The buyer’s 

focus is on the product inside and the packaging is discarded.20 

 
 
Fig. 6-1: Isklar water bottle, designed by Tim James at bluemarlin for Isklar, 2009. (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 006678) and St Georges water bottle, designed by Philippe Starck 
for Societe Des Eaux Du Col Saint Georges, 1998. (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 
006842) 
 

                                            
19 ‘Voss Bottle Catalogue Record’, Museum of Design in Plastics 

<https://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-005957> [accessed 12 December 2019]. 
20 Miller and Aldridge.  6. 
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Fig. 6-2: Ty Nant water bottle, designed by Ross Lovegrove for Ty Nant, 2000. (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 005993) and Voss water bottle, designed by Neil Kraft for Voss, 
2008. (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 005957) 
 

 

The initial possession of an object, or the consumption of it, makes for a 

powerful relationship between object and user, with an emotional attachment it 

becomes ‘mine,’ for example ‘my bottle of water’ or ‘my cardigan.’  Similarly, the 

dispossession of that object is a powerful freeing act.  Throwing something 

away has a finality that, to quote Gavin Lucas, de-constitutes and de-matters an 

object both structurally and symbolically.21  By putting objects in the bin, or 

dumping them somewhere, the relationship is actively broken as a conscious 

decision is made.  It then becomes easy to disassociate oneself from that which 

is thrown away, that water bottle or cardigan is no longer ‘mine.’  This can be 

seen by observing people who drop litter and suggest it is not their problem as 

someone else will clear it up.  In a 2009 report by ENCAMS,22 participants in a 

                                            
21 Lucas.  19. 
22 ENCAMS (Environment Campaigns) is a former name of the charity ‘Keep Britain Tidy.’ 
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study even found benefits to littering as ‘it provided jobs for cleansing staff; 

revenue was raised from fining people; it fed birds and other wildlife.’23 

When we become aware of an issue, it can evolve into something that we 

notice more readily, it works in the same way as when you get a new car and 

suddenly notice more of the same model than you had seen before, it is not that 

there are suddenly more of that model around, they are just at the forefront of 

your mind.  Writing about waste, Gay Hawkins suggests that a lot can happen 

when we notice waste, managing its material reality is part of how we organise 

our self and our environment.  How we put out the rubbish, whether we recycle, 

reuse, and reduce embodies our ethics.24  Hawkins’ work looks at how we 

relate to waste and is significant to the story of plastics packaging and its life-

after-use.  She suggests that reducing waste is evidence of an effective 

economy.25  She explores the material used to make single-use water bottles, 

PET, and how it could be seen to be designed to become waste. In conclusion 

to this work she states, ‘the single-use PET bottle can be considered a conduit 

of topological relationships that mixes up plastics waste with plastics production 

and consumption.’26  That is to say, the waste plastics that is seen in the wrong 

place, doing the wrong thing, sullies popular understanding of the material itself.  

The focus is at the end of life of the product, before the beginning and the 

middle. 

The use and misuse of plastics 

As plastics can become anything, designers have been seduced into using 

them.  This was particularly evident in the early days of plastic where 

manufacturers used materials for the sake of using them, rather than because 

they were the best material for the job in hand.27  What plastics have done is 

                                            
23 Fiona Campbell, People Who Litter (ENCAMS, 2009). 
24 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish.  3-5. 
25 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish.  vii. 
26 Gay Hawkins, ‘Made to Be Wasted: PET and Disposability’, in Accumulation: The Material Politics 

of Plastic, ed. by Jennifer Gabrys, Gay Hawkins, and Mike Michael (London & New York: 

Routledge, 2013), pp. 49–67.  65. 
27 Freinkel.  32. 
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free designers from the traditions of craft, allowing products to break away from 

previous design and process,28 this is because they can be moulded into any 

shape, have any texture, be any colour, and be made to have the strength and / 

or flexibility required for any specialist need.   

Plastics materials are used to produce safety equipment for the construction 

industry, reuseable food storage that is lightweight and hygienic, sports 

equipment that makes expensive activity affordable therefore opening it up to 

all, look- and feel-a-like fashion items that require no animal to be killed, and 

clothing that is breathable yet keeps our bodies warm and dry, to name but a 

few applications.  However, today, one might be forgiven for thinking that 

plastics are used in packaging, over packaging at that, and nothing else.  It 

becomes difficult to see that plastics, as a material group, have any real use.  

To misquote Monty Python, plastics?  What have they ever done for us?  Some 

ten years ago, Anthony L. Andrady and Mike A. Neal looked at the benefits that 

plastics offer to society.  As expected, they suggest that ‘well over a third of 

plastics consumption is in packaging applications,’ but perhaps, more 

surprisingly ‘another third or more [is used] in building products including 

common products such as plastic pipes or vinyl cladding.’  Plastics offer not 

only convenience but also other benefits including health improvements by 

facilitating clean drinking water and providing safe hospital equipment.29 

Products that are needed to last many years use plastics casings that will not 

crack, have smooth corners that will not chip, and can be reinforced to 

withstand applied pressure.  The fact that these materials will last a long time 

means that the energy cost is much more efficient.30 

After the restrictions of the Second World War, with rationing touching many 

aspects of consumption, society of the 1950s was encouraged to consume 

products to aid economic growth, to maintain jobs, and improve lifestyles for 

                                            
28 James Hogan, ‘Pottery, Glass and Plastics’, British Plastics, 13.154 (1942), 392–96 & 428.  396. 
29 Anthony L. Andrady and Mike A. Neal, ‘Applications and Societal Benefits of Plastics’, 

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences, 364.1526 

(2009).  1980. 
30 Whiteley.  73. 
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those further down the economic chain by creating a second-hand market 

particularly in terms of cars.31  The disposability of ephemeral items, and less 

ephemeral objects with designed-in obsolescence, were encouraged.  

Disposability and the notion of using something once and then throwing it away 

grew to become a sign of wealth and cleanliness.  Consumers were 

encouraged to use disposable products for their efficiency and to avoid 

contamination.  The ideas of purification and convenience encouraged the 

development of ethical justifications for the use of disposable items.32  The link 

between cleanliness and single-use packaging is strengthened by the act of 

throwing away the wrapper;33 the ecological consequences were not, at that 

time, contemplated.34  Hawkins is interested in how the notion of disposability 

has enabled waste to be ‘ethically insignificant.’  She suggests that when 

commodity cultures declared that freedom was the ‘freedom to consume’ it also 

meant the ‘freedom to waste;’ she states that ‘before the emergence of 

environmentalism, the ethos of disposability framed waste as a technical rather 

than a moral problem.’35 

There are areas in life where the need for disposability is evident such as in the 

medical sector with the requirement to prevent cross contamination, particularly 

in times of pandemic and epidemic disease.  The NHS is extremely wasteful 

creating a huge amount of waste each year.36  This is partly due to the use of 

single-use medical devices and clothing that are used to protect both patients 

and staff alike.  Where previously reusable products have been used, the fear of 

                                            
31 Thomas Hine, ‘Populuxe’, in The Design History Reader, ed. by Grace Lees-Maffei and Rebecca 

Houze (Oxford & New York: Berg, 2010), pp. 152–157.  155. 
32 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish.  25-26. 
33 Lucas.  12. 
34 Fiell and Fiell.  20. 
35 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish.  29. 
36 ‘The NHS produced 408218 tonnes of waste in 2005-6’, D. C J Hutchins and S. M White, ‘Coming 

Round to Recycling’, British Medical Journal, 338.March (2009), 746–48.  746. 
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serious infections and diseases such as Creutzfeldt–Jakob disease have seen a 

systematic removal of reusable products in hospitals.37   

However, returning to the packaging industry and beyond, unless disposable 

items are properly managed, they are likely to become noticeable waste.  As a 

process, waste is now subjected to legislation and normative realities, by codes 

of conduct and wider objectives.  Those objectives include the reduction of 

waste going to landfill, the use of recycling, and the reduced production of 

waste in the first place for the benefit of the global ecology.  As Hawkins 

explains, the antilitter campaigns of the 1960s displayed the act of littering as 

evidence of ‘environmental and moral decline.’38  Initially, plastics waste was 

perceived as an ‘aesthetic problem,’ with littering being an ugly thing to see on 

our streets and beaches; for a couple of decades it has now been recognised 

as a significant ecological issue.39   

The film A Plastic Ocean,40 directed by the journalist Craig Leeson, has 

communicated well the message of plastics pollution and the impact it has had 

on the global ecology.  This film is shot in the same way as a wildlife 

documentary, starting with scenes of the crew following Blue Whales and Pigmy 

Blue Whales near Sri Lanka.  The viewer is invited to enjoy the majesty of the 

creatures being filmed before being shown the cameraman, Doug Allen, 

swimming in water filled with detritus.  The language used to describe the area 

is emotive, the ‘pristine environment’ has no commercial fishing and the nearby 

beaches are closed, and yet the water, as Allen describes it, is full of a ‘horrible, 

crappy, emulsified mess of oil and bits of …’ he does not finish his sentence.  

Later in the film, Allen states that ‘the animals of the world deserve the blue 

ocean – not that sort of shit.’  At one-point Leeson is talking about the damage 

                                            
37 Mn Chauhan, T Majeed, and R Canelo, ‘Use of Plastic Products in Operation Theatres in NHS and 

Environmental Drive to Curb Use of Plastics’, World Journal of Surgery and Surgical Research - 

General Surgery, 2 (2019), 1–7.  5. 
38 Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste: How We Relate to Rubbish.  31 & 30. 
39 David K. A. Barnes and others, ‘Accumulation and Fragmentation of Plastic Debris in Global 

Environments’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences, 

364.1526 (2009), 1985–98.  1985. 
40 Craig Leeson, A Plastic Ocean (Plastic Ocean Foundation, 2016). 
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that plastic microbeads cause, he describes them as ‘toxic poison pills’ and 

argues that they must be banned from cosmetics.41 

The film introduces expert oceanographers, ecotoxicologists, and marine 

biologists, who show the audience heart-breaking images of dying animals, 

creatures trapped in netting, and those that have died due to the consumption 

of small pieces of plastics.  The scenes showing the stomach contents of dead 

birds and fish are indeed shocking.  One contributor, Mike deGruy, a filmmaker, 

marine biologist, and submersible pilot, is included talking about the rubbish at 

the bottom of the sea.  He voices his concern about all the rubbish regardless of 

what material it is made of, but one of the presenters, Tanya Streeter, the 

record holding free diver, interrupts him with the word ‘plastic’ as if to remind 

him of the focus of the film.  To emphasise the harm plastics can do to people, 

Streeter takes her small baby in her arms to a testing laboratory.  The company, 

PlastiPure & CertiChem, test plastics for harmful chemicals and find solutions to 

help manufacturers find safer materials.  Emotively, Streeter strokes her baby’s 

head tearfully as she talks to Mike Usey, the CEO of the company, as if to 

emphasise how demonic plastics are for future generations. 

For most of the film the blame is placed on the plastics, that is to say the 

materials and the waste that they have become.  For example, the plastic in the 

sea should not be there and the plastic is causing damage to the world’s 

oceans and waterways.  Only on a very few occasions do ‘people’ get the 

blame, for example when Leeson visits a woman in Fiji who lights her fire to 

cook with three times a day using waste plastic instead of kerosene and when 

Assistant Professor Michael Gonsior, a marine biologist, affirms that ‘people 

misuse plastics in many situations.’42  Another is when the film visits a project 

run by Roel Espinosa, Project Co-ordinator Pasig River Rehabilitation 

Commission,43 who says that the way to solve the plastics pollution problem is 

                                            
41 This has now happened in most places – certainly in the UK – this is a prime example of the 

unnecessary use of plastics – apricot kernels do a better job. 
42 My emphasis. 
43 This project has used bioremediation and phytoremediation together to detoxify polluted 

waterways.   
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to change the behaviour of the people in the area.44  The film shows how the 

behaviour of people can also be part of the solution to the plastics pollution 

problem.  Tracey Read, Founder and CEO of Plastic Free Seas, and Gary 

Stokes, a freelance photographer, discuss a spillage of huge numbers of plastic 

nurdles45 following a natural disaster.46  These nurdles acted somewhat like an 

oil spill, so the team put out a call to action to ask people to help clean up the 

spillage; respondents included local volunteers as well as the producers of the 

nurdles, Sinopec.  Leeson says the issue ‘starts with the individual, and it starts 

with us,’ acknowledging that we all need to take responsibility for our actions 

and not simply place the blame at the feet of other people.  

Throughout the film there is a general reference to plastics, but towards the 

end, viewers are offered solutions as individuals to help reduce their impact on 

the environment by avoiding ‘single-use plastics.’47  The film suggests that 

consumers should demand alternative packaging solutions; unwrap products 

and leave the packaging at the supermarket so that it becomes their problem 

and they will do something about it; not to put plastic rubbish in bins where it will 

go to landfill; and place pressure on the government.  The film does introduce 

two organisations who view the disposal of plastics as a waste of valuable 

resource.  Roger Morton, director of Axion Polymers asserts that plastics are 

still useful and worth money once they are finished with, and David Katz and 

Shaun Frankson, founders of The Plastic Bank, encourage people in developing 

countries to collect waste plastics and exchange them for financial products.  

There are many written statements of data in the film which are not cited, 

however, the website associated with it does have links to reports.  To find and 

read these reports takes extra effort on the viewers’ part.  The main film is 1 

hour and 42 minutes long and moves from emotive, shocking imagery and 

language, to a more sedate, informative style, however, it is likely that many 

viewers will encounter the 20-minute-long edited version.  What is not 

acknowledged in the film is that it could not be made without the use of plastics, 

                                            
44 My emphasis. 
45 Pellets of plastics, the material used in the moulding process. 
46 A typhoon. 
47 My emphasis. 
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for example the diving gear, including wetsuits made of polyurethane, the boat 

with sail made of nylon, and the filming equipment all being full of plastics. 

In the same year, a report, written by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation alongside 

McKinsey & Company and published by the World Economic Forum as a 

product of Project MainStream,48 looked towards the use of a circular economy.  

This type of economy, where materials are kept in the system through reuse or 

recycling, is highlighted as a potential increase in prosperity whilst at the same 

time reduces demands on finite resources.49  The circular economy is not a new 

concept, in 1995 Papanek introduced ‘Design for Disassembly,’ where objects 

are designed in a way that they can then be taken-apart easily for re-use or 

recycling.50  Even earlier, Whiteley describes the Nexus washing machine made 

by Zanussi, which had parts that clipped together, rather than needing to be 

joined together with separate fixtures, making it easier to dismantle, the material 

could then be recycled to make more machines.51  Cara Brower, Rachel 

Mallory, and Zachary Ohilman, suggest eco-design should not be seen as a 

completely new way of designing, it just needs additional consideration on the 

                                            
48 ‘The Ellen MacArthur Foundation works with business, government and academia to build a 

framework for an economy that is restorative and regenerative by design.’ -  The Ellen MacArthur 

Foundation, ‘Circular Economy’, 2016 <http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/> [accessed 19 

April 2016];  

‘McKinsey & Company is a global management consulting firm that serves leading businesses, 

governments, non governmental organizations, and not-for-profits.’ - ‘McKinsey & Company’ 

<http://www.mckinsey.com/> [accessed 19 April 2016];  

‘The World Economic Forum, committed to improving the state of the world, is the International 

Organization for Public-Private Cooperation.  The Forum engages the foremost political, business 

and other leaders of society to shape global, regional and industry agendas.  […]  We believe that 

progress happens by bringing together people from all walks of life who have the drive and the 

influence to make positive change.’  - World Economic Forum, ‘The World Economic Forum’ 

<https://www.weforum.org/> [accessed 19 April 2016];  

See also -World Economic Forum, ‘Circular Economy’ <https://www.weforum.org/global-

challenges/projects/circular-economy/> [accessed 19 April 2016]. 
49 World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of Plastics (Original 

Edition), 2016 <http://www.weforum.org/reports/the-new-plastics-economy-rethinking-the-future-of-

plastics>.  3. 
50 Papanek.  58-59. 
51 Whiteley.  76. 
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part of the designer,52 in other words, for the designer to consciously design 

with sustainability in mind from the outset. 

Papanek and Whiteley both use products to illustrate the circular economy, 

similarly The World Economic Forum report looks to draw the focus specifically 

to packaging.  The objective of the report was to ‘bring together for the first time 

a comprehensive global perspective of the broader plastic packaging economy.’  

The report looks at plastics packaging stating that after only one use, 95% of 

the material value of plastics packaging is lost to the economy and it aims to 

establish a new way to potentially transform the flow of materials within the 

global plastics industry.  The document starts its look at plastics packaging by 

evaluating the importance it has to the global economy and acknowledging how 

plastics can reduce the consumption of fuel by reducing the weight of 

packaging.53  Yet, the point of the report is to highlight the issues that plastics 

waste creates and so it quickly moves on to the problems that the materials 

cause; stating that ‘while delivering many benefits, the current plastics economy 

also has important drawbacks that are becoming more apparent by the day.’  

The New Plastics Economy has the vision that plastics should not become 

waste, but should re-enter the economy as technical or biological nutrients 

underpinning the notion of the circular economy.  This, the report suggests, has 

three outcomes; an effective after-use plastics economy, the reduction of the 

leakage of plastics into natural systems, and the decoupling of the industry from 

fossil feedstocks.54  

The projections used in the report are based on no future change, for example it 

states that ‘if the current strong growth of plastics usage continues as expected, 

the consumption of oil by the entire plastics sector will account for 20% of the 

total consumption by 2050,’ as opposed to the 4-8% that it is currently.55  This 

                                            
52 Cara Brower, Rachel Mallory, and Zachary Ohilman, Experimental Eco-Design: Architecture, 

Fashion, Product (Mies: RotoVision, 2005).  7. 
53 The lighter the load the less fuel needed to transport it. 
54 World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of Plastics (Original 

Edition).  3-7. 
55 World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of Plastics (Original 

Edition).  13. 
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seems an unlikely occurrence due to the research that is being carried out into 

alternative packaging materials,56 along with the growing number of people 

avoiding the consumption of plastic packaging.  Some of these plastics avoiders 

are promoting their activities through publications, social media, and blogging, 

for example: Beth Terry wrote the book ‘Plastic Free’;57 Lindsay Miles, accepted 

a challenge in 2012 to live without plastics for a month;58 Jeanne Haegele 

started her attempt at living plastic free in 2007;59 Merren Tait began her blog in 

2013;60 and Plastic Free July an initiative started in 2011 by the Western 

Metropolitan Regional Council (WMRC) in Perth, Western Australia61 continues 

to be a catalyst for giving up single-use plastics to this day.  The public pressure 

fuelled by such reports, as well as television programmes such as the BBC’s 

Blue Planet II and Drowning in Plastic, has seen an expected shift away from 

packaging in the grocery sector,62 as one example, Tesco has set about 

replacing the difficult-to-recycle plastics from their own brand items.63  

It is clear that the circular economy, which keeps as much material in circulation 

as possible, is vital to maintain the level of consumption that we are used to, but 

a report like this needs to be credible to make a difference.  In addition, to the 

above inaccuracy, some of the statistics within the report look only at packaging 

and others are looking at the plastics industry as a whole, and this distinction is 

not always made clear.  The high projection of the percentage increase of 

                                            
56 Alternative materials and feedstocks to fossil fuels are explored further in the ‘Alternative 

feedstocks’ of Chapter 5, and ‘The green consumer’ of Chapter 6. 
57 ‘My Plastic-Free Life’ <https://myplasticfreelife.com/> [accessed 5 December 2016]. 
58 Lyndsay Miles, ‘Treading My Own Path - Plastic-Free’ <http://treadingmyownpath.com/plastic-

free/> [accessed 5 December 2016]. 
59 ‘Life Less Plastic: Protect the Environment: Ten Tips for Avoiding Plastic’ 

<http://lifelessplastic.blogspot.co.uk/2007/12/ten-tips-for-avoiding-plastic.html> [accessed 5 

December 2016]. 
60 ‘A Year Without Buying Plastic’ <http://1yearnoplastic.blogspot.co.uk/> [accessed 5 December 

2016]. 
61 ‘Plastic Free July - Home’ <http://www.plasticfreejuly.org/> [accessed 5 December 2016]. 
62 Libby Peake, Plastic Promises: What the Grocery Sector Is Really Doing About Packaging (Green 

Alliance, 2020) <https://www.green-alliance.org.uk/resources/Plastic_promises.pdf> [accessed 13 

January 2020].  1. 
63 Sarah Butler, ‘Tesco Moves to Cut Out Plastic from Range of Own-Brand Products’, Guardian 

Online, 2019 <https://www.theguardian.com/business/2019/nov/01/tesco-moves-to-cut-out-plastic-

from-range-of-own-brand-products> [accessed 9 January 2020]. 
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plastics’ reliance on fossil fuels implies that the other uses of oil, for example, 

fuel for transportation, will at the same time reduce dramatically.  It is likely that 

society’s dependence on fuel will decrease over the coming years especially 

with the huge investment into electric cars but trains, lorries and other large 

vehicles, as well as older family cars will still need petrol and diesel to run.  The 

inconsistency to acknowledge all environmental activities makes for unreliable 

reporting.  It is wrong to imply that the planet’s consumption of plastics will 

increase despite both the public and industry looking for alternatives whilst at 

the same time assume that other environmentally destructive activity will 

reduce. 

The report looks at the replacement of current materials with biodegradable 

substitutes that will cause little damage if they leak into the environment, it 

suggests that the best materials would be those that are bio-benign as well as 

being fully recyclable but acknowledges the significant challenge this poses.  It 

suggests that the most opportune moment to act is now with new technologies 

being created, new products being developed, and new processes being put 

into place.  Also, with governments implementing policies, and the deterioration 

of public perception of plastics, the time is right to work together to achieve the 

circular economy. 64   

The most impactful headline that many commentators have taken from the 

report, including in publications such as the Guardian online,65 Time 

magazine,66 and the Washington Post,67 is that by 2050 there will be more 

                                            
64 World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of Plastics (Original 

Edition).  19 & 21. 
65 Graeme Wearden, ‘More Plastic than Fish in the Sea by 2050, Says Ellen MacArthur’, Guardian 

Online, 2016 <http://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/jan/19/more-plastic-than-fish-in-the-sea-

by-2050-warns-ellen-macarthur> [accessed 19 April 2016]. 
66 Melissa Chan, ‘Oceans Will Have More Plastic Than Fish By 2050: Study Says’ 

<http://time.com/4186250/ocean-plastic-fish/> [accessed 19 April 2016]. 
67 Sarah Kaplan, ‘By 2050, There Will Be More Plastic than Fish in the World’s Oceans, Study Says’, 

The Washington Post <https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2016/01/20/by-

2050-there-will-be-more-plastic-than-fish-in-the-worlds-oceans-study-

says/?utm_term=.be593b26eae5> [accessed 19 April 2016]. 
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plastics (by weight) in the oceans than fish [Fig. 6-3].68  The report was first 

published in early January 2016 with figures that were not evidenced; the BBC 

online magazine investigated the statistics further and asked two questions: 

how do you measure the plastic? and how do you count the fish?’69  To answer 

these questions, the article refers back to the source material, firstly, a study led 

by Prof Jenna Jambeck of the University of Georgia70 looking at plastic 

pollution, and secondly a 2008 study led by Simon Jennings from the Centre for 

Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science which is not referenced in the 

original document.  Jennings et al highlight a number of assumptions that they 

have had to make in their analyses; these include food production, predation 

levels, and the relationship between growth rate and mortality.71   

                                            
68 World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of Plastics (Original 

Edition).  14. 
69 Leo Hornak, ‘Will There Be More Fish or Plastic in the Sea in 2050?’ 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-35562253> [accessed 19 April 2016]. 
70 J. R. Jambeck and others, ‘Plastic Waste Inputs from Land into the Ocean’, Science, 347.6223 

(2015), 768–771. 
71 Simon Jennings and others, ‘Global-Scale Predictions of Community and Ecosystem Properties 

from Simple Ecological Theory’, Proceedings. Biological Sciences / The Royal Society, 275.1641 

(2008), 1375–83.  1381. 
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Fig. 6-3: ‘Forecast of plastics volume growth, externalities and oil consumption in a business-as-
usual scenario’, World Economic Forum, The New Plastics Economy: Rethinking the Future of 
Plastics Original Edition), 2016.  14 

 

The Ellen MacArthur Foundation report does acknowledge that it is difficult to 

be precise with future predictions but, as Lee Hornak points out, it takes 

Jambeck et al’s research, which makes predictions of the amount of plastics 

waste in the sea only up until 2025, and projects it forward to 2050, which was 

something the original researcher did not feel confident doing herself.72  The 

Jambeck report also confirms that there is uncertainty in their estimates due to 

the lack of measurements taken.73  Hornak goes on to ask, ‘what about the fish 

                                            
72 Hornak. 
73 Jambeck and others.  770. 
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estimates?  The [original] report does not state a figure for the expected 

tonnage of fish in 2050, and cites no research into fish populations.’74  Activity 

like this in a report of this kind reduces its credibility, however, most people, as 

demonstrated by the newspaper and online coverage, will take the document at 

face value, accepting that the work by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation is 

accurate and reliable. 

As part of writing this response to The New Plastics Economy report, the BBC 

asked the Ellen MacArthur Foundation for clarification on the figures.  The 

journalist was sent a Background to Key Statistics document and a new version 

of the report was issued on 29 January, both of which contain new figures, but 

the authors of the report did not have time for an interview with the BBC. This 

reissued report now featured the figures for the tonnage of fish in the sea and 

cited the study by Jennings and his team.  Jennings has since revisited his 

study and believes that the sea could support larger quantities of fish than he 

had previously reported, he told the BBC, ‘we're not absolutely confident in our 

methods to determine what proportion of this is fish at the moment […] It's a 

very uncertain number to predict.’75  This again adds to the questioning of the 

reliability of the reporting by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation, unfortunately 

undermining its overall accuracy. 

It is true that there is far too much plastics waste in the world’s oceans and that 

it should not be there at all.  How it gets there is an important consideration to 

enable the two-prong attack of both removing the material once it is in the water 

and preventing it from getting there in the first place.  The majority of the waste 

gets into the sea via rivers, a significant percentage of marine based plastics 

come from the land, particularly in areas of high population, ‘and rivers 

potentially act as a major transport pathway’ into the oceans.  According to 

Christian Scmidt, Tobias Kraut, and Stephan Wagner, waterways from the top 

ten catchments contribute to up to ‘94% of the total plastic load.’76  The top 10 

catchments are shown below [Fig. 6-4] and represent some of the most densely 

                                            
74 Hornak. 
75 Hornak. 
76 Christian Schmidt, Tobias Krauth, and Stephan Wagner, ‘Export of Plastic Debris by Rivers into the 

Sea’, Environmental Science & Technology, 51.21 (2017), 12246–12253.  12246 & 12252. 



 
 

168 
 

populated areas, in particular Asia and Africa.  It is in these areas that the work 

needs to be concentrated to prevent the leaching of materials in to local 

waterways, however, due to financial hardship, many of these places do not 

have the waste management infrastructure in place to make this happen.  

Countries with relatively good waste systems, are less likely to be contributing 

to the issues in the seas, for example, despite higher use of plastics in 

manufacturing, there are studies that show ‘no significant trend in plastics 

accumulation’ in certain areas of the North Atlantic or waters between Iceland 

and the British Isles since the 1980s.77 

 
 
Fig. 6-4: Mismanaged plastic waste (MMPW) and plastic loads for the top-ten ranked 
catchments sorted by MMPW.  Taken from Christian Schmidt, Tobias Krauth, and Stephan 
Wagner, ‘Export of Plastic Debris by Rivers into the Sea’, Environmental Science & Technology, 
51.21 (2017), 12246–12253. 

 

In response to The New Plastics Economy report, Graeme Wearden, a 

business reporter for Guardian Online, seems more interested in the person 

behind the report than the contents, twice citing MacArthur’s record-breaking 

achievements.  He does see, however, that the report is not just suggesting the 

industry needs to clean up its act but that it should be a joint effort78 unlike 

some of the other responses who see it as an opportunity to add weight to their 

                                            
77 Erik R Zettler, Tracy J Mincer, and Linda A Amaral-Zettler, ‘Life in the “Plastisphere”: Microbial 

Communities on Plastic Marine Debris’, Environmental Science and Technology, 47.13 (2013), 

7137–7146.  7138. 
78 Wearden. 
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anti-plastics argument.  For example, the Plastic Soup Foundation79 wrote; 

‘what is most needed is to strongly restrict the unbridled production of single 

use plastic.  By creating scarcity, you can increase the value of plastic waste.’80  

The foundation suggests that this option was not brought up in the report 

because the plastics industry would not comply with a reduction in production.  

Much consideration is required in order to put this action into place including the 

environmental impact of replacing plastics packing, for example, the additional 

fuel and transportation costs due to using heavier packaging materials like 

glass, would be significant. 

Sandy Rodger, who worked with the Ellen MacArthur Foundation to lead the 

MainStream project, focuses on the need to have a standardised approach to 

waste collection making it a simpler process81 this, he proposes, would help to 

make recycling second nature to the public.  Rodger says that the idea of the 

circular economy is the way forward, not just for plastics, but that much work is 

needed to realise the New Plastics Economy.82  The key point here is that the 

issue of waste is not just a plastics one; it is a human issue that encompasses 

many different materials.  Yet, with sweeping headlines and unclear statistics, 

                                            
79 ‘The contamination of the oceans by plastics is an added problem to global warming, acidification 

and overfishing.  The oceans form 72% of the earth’s surface and are our main suppliers of oxygen.  

Plastic pollution is therefore a serious threat to earth’s vital ecosystem, especially because plastic 

does not biodegrade.  Through the degradation and fragmentation of plastics into small pieces, all 

our water changes into a global soup of microplastics.  Toxic chemicals are also released by these 

plastics.  Animals, even zooplankton, mistake the broken down plastic for food.  In this way, toxic 

waste often enters our food chain.  A large part of the world’s population is dependent on food from 

the ocean.  The plastic contamination of the water can do serious harm to our health.  Against this 

background, the Plastic Soup Foundation (PSF) wants to call a halt to the increasing plastic 

contamination of our oceans.  The PSF wants to strongly advocate for that no more plastic enters in 

the sea in the future.’  -  ‘Plastic Soup Foundation’ <http://www.plasticsoupfoundation.org/en/> 

[accessed 19 April 2016]. 
80 The Plastic Soup Foundation, ‘How Realistic Is the New Plastics Economy?’ 

<http://www.plasticsoupfoundation.org/en/2016/02/how-realistic-is-the-new-plastics-economy/> 

[accessed 19 April 2016]. 
81 Sandy Rodger, The New Plastics Economy – a Breakthrough, and Not Only for Plastics, 2016 

<http://www.greatrecovery.org.uk/resources/the-new-plastics-economy-a-breakthrough-and-not-

only-for-plastics/> [accessed 12 April 2016]. 
82 Rodger. 
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the public’s environmental perception is that, in general, plastics, and plastics 

alone, are dangerous for the environment. 

Unfortunately, waste has been the topic of discussion for a long time.  In 1978, 

the Dutch economist, André van Dam, highlighted that ‘the combined forces of 

cheap energy, technical sophistication and abundance have brought about 

excessive waste.’  He recalls a survey carried out in America in 1974 which 

concluded that people felt relieved to be forced to be less wasteful, in a time of 

restrictions, as they did not have the ability to take control for themselves, in 

other words, being told what to do and how to do it is more convenient and 

easier than having to make decisions for ourselves.83  This is true today as 

demonstrated by television programmes such as the Keo Films series Hugh’s 

War on Waste.84  The programme, presented by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, 

aired on BBC One in 2015 and followed a whole street of people as they were 

encouraged to recycle as much of their waste as possible.  One individual could 

not see the point, found it too difficult, and was not interested in the process.  

The presenter eventually persuaded her to join in; he showed her how to do it, 

and why it was important.  It took this individual much cajoling to participate.  

She was forced to look closely at the waste she was generating and made to 

change her ways through peer pressure.  There will be many other individuals 

with the same mind-set as this woman, but there are not enough resources to 

invest in every person to this intensive level. 

Susan Mossman, Science Museum, presented a paper at MoDiP’s Provocative 

Plastics conference85 which looked at social responsibilities.  She enforced that 

it is not just scientists who need to take responsibility by solving the problems 

created by waste but that we, as members of society, all need to be 

accountable for the rubbish that we generate, a sentiment enforced by the 

Green Alliance in their Plastic Promises report when they say that plastic 

                                            
83 André Van Dam, ‘Growth without Pain. The World Can Achieve Sustained Economic Growth by 

Reducing Waste’, Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 34.4 (1978), 28–30.  28. 
84 KEO Films, ‘Hugh’s War on Waste’ (BBC, 2015). 
85 More information about the Provocative Plastics conference can be found in the Introduction / 

close study chapter. 
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pollution ‘is a challenge that business, government and the whole of society 

must jointly face.’86  Mossman suggested that the UK is making small steps in 

improving waste but the country needs to do much more by acknowledging 

plastic waste as a valuable resource.87   With this is mind, the cartoon below 

[Fig. 6-5] could be featured in a newspaper today; it shows a family on the 

beach surrounded by plastic pollution.  It was, however, featured in the Sunday 

Mirror in 1974 and has the caption; ‘They say there’s a shortage of plastic.’  The 

image pre-empts The New Plastics Economy report and the words of Mossman.  

It makes comment upon the sheer weight of valuable oil-based material that 

was thrown away at a time when oil was at a premium.   The unexpected oil 

shortages of the 1970s must have given the plastics industry a shock, but it 

should have been an enforced opportunity to explore alternative feedstocks for 

single-use plastics.  In his 2007 article, freelance writer, Mark Floegel discussed 

the arrival of peak oil, the point at which global production reaches its maximum 

point before starting to slow down, and the learning of lessons after the ‘1973 oil 

embargo, when Middle Eastern nations restricted the flow of petroleum in 

response to U.S. military support for Israel’ along with other disrupted oil 

outputs.  The most simple of lessons that should have been learnt was that oil is 

a limited resource, and yet once the crisis had passed oil prices dropped again, 

the recession ended, and life went back to normal.88  Floegel suggests that 

peak oil production may not be too far away leading to the slowing and eventual 

end of supply, in which case, The New Plastics Economy initiative and others 

like it need to be taken very seriously and should be acted upon with immediate 

effect.  Others suggest that peak oil production was reached in the late 1980s.89 

                                            
86 Peake.  1. 
87 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’. 
88 Mark Floegel, ‘Half a Tank. The Impending Arrival of Peak Oil’, Multinational Monitor, 28.1 (2007), 

15–18.  15. 
89 Aviel Verbruggen and Mohamed Al Marchohi, ‘Views on Peak Oil and Its Relation to Climate 

Change Policy’, Energy Policy, 38.10 (2010), 5572–81.  5576. 
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Fig. 6-5: ‘They say there’s a shortage of plastic’ © Keith Waite, Sunday Mirror, 09 Jun 1974.  
(The British Cartoon Archive, University of Kent). 

 

The oil shortage became a particular concern for the medical industry who rely 

on single-use plastics to reduce the risk of cross-contamination.  In 1981, Public 

Health Reports published an article about the impact of the oil shortage on the 

medical industry particularly looking back at the Arab oil embargo of 1973.  The 

article acknowledges that the percentage of oil consumed by the USA in 

plastics for medical supplies was only 0.2%, and as such a small percentage of 

the industry, there was no perceived problem ‘in satisfying the needs of the 

medical plastics industry - even in an oil crisis.’90  The issue raised by the paper 

is that despite the amount of oil being used in this way, the supplies used by the 

medical industry are ‘critical for medical life support’91 and so any oil shortage 

                                            
90 Gary B Clark and Burt Kline, ‘Impact of Oil Shortage on Plastic Medical Supplies’, Public Health 

Reports, 96.2 (1981), 111–115.  111 
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that would affect the supplies would be significant.  The article suggests that the 

United States had ‘a sizable cushion effect of inventory reserves’ and so had 

less of a concern than the British.  This was demonstrated by the British 

medical literature addressing options of contingency including the resterilization 

of disposables and the use of glass, ‘and issuing warnings of potential problems 

such as increased hepatitis transmission with the return of resterilization.’92  

Disposable, single-use plastics in the medical industry keep us all safe from the 

spread of disease and risk of infection.93 

A significant and tragic misuse of plastics was in the cladding of Grenfell Tower 

and other similar large residential, hospital, and office buildings.  On June 14 

2017 a fire started in the 24-storey Grenfell Tower block of 129 flats, which 

housed 350 people.94  The fire was quick to spread through the building and 

killed 71 individuals.95  The footage shown on the TV news was shocking, and 

the large burnt-out tower standing out against the cityscape and sky was a 

monument to the tragedy.  Over a very short period of time news reports were 

published suggesting how the fire was started and why it spread so quickly.  

The cladding was to blame, and it was ‘never subjected to fire safety testing, 

according to reports.’96  The fire is thought to have started in a fridge freezer in 

a flat on the 4th floor, the flames came out of a nearby window and travelled 

around the external walls [Fig. 6-6 and Fig. 6-7].  The fire then moved up the 
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building, through the external cladding, and entered additional flats via open 

windows.97   

 
 
Fig. 6-6: Where the fire began featured in Gareth Davies, ‘Grenfell-Style Cladding to Be 
Stripped from 170 Tower Blocks as Government Foots £200m Bill’, The Telegraph, 9 May 2019 
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/05/09/grenfell-style-cladding-stripped-170-tower-
blocks-government/> [accessed 21 October 2019]. 
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Fig. 6-7: How the fire spread featured in Gareth Davies, ‘Grenfell-Style Cladding to Be Stripped 
from 170 Tower Blocks as Government Foots £200m Bill’, The Telegraph, 9 May 2019 
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2019/05/09/grenfell-style-cladding-stripped-170-tower-
blocks-government/> [accessed 21 October 2019]. 

 

The tower, part of the Lancaster West estate designed in the 1960s and built 

between 1972 and 1981 to replace Victorian slums,98 was constructed in such a 

way as to be able to contain any fire into compartments.99  This would have 

made the advice given to the residents to stay where they were by the tenant 
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management organisation100 appropriate.  However, the addition of the external 

cladding ‘changed the structure and nature of the building.’101  The cladding 

was added to the building to improve its aesthetic and to make it more energy 

efficient.  However, the cladding that was used was not that which was originally 

selected by the architects when the building was refurbished in 2016 / 2017,  

both the insulation and the outer cladding were ‘supplanted in a value 

engineering exercise, saving £293,000.’102  The combination of the aluminium 

cladding and the polyethylene insulation aided the vertical spread of the fire, 

which would have travelled as ‘quickly as petrol.’103  All materials used for both 

parts of the cladding would have been subject to a safety test but may not have 

been appropriate for the situation in which they were being placed.  The code of 

practice for fire safety in the design, management and use of buildings 

(BS9999) is ‘complicated’ and the ‘ambiguity and interpretation’ of the levels 

within the code ‘deeply problematic.’  Tests have to prove that the material is of 

‘limited combustibility,’ but here lies the issue, ‘how limited is limited’? 104 

After this event, the same or similar cladding has been found to have been used 

in 600 blocks or buildings in England.105  Much of this cladding has been 

removed in order for residents to ‘feel safe in their homes.’106  The fire led to an 

independent review of building regulations and fire safety which resulted in an 

interim report published in December 2017107 and a final report published 5 
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months later.108  The recommendations relating to products used in buildings 

has four parts.  The first and second parts, aim to establish a more transparent 

testing regime with the restriction of desktop assessments in lieu of physical 

tests, and the clarity as to the testing of individual materials or whole systems to 

be more robust, as well as streamlining the ‘plethora of standards’ to make 

them more understandable.  Part three looks at the labelling and traceability of 

the materials in use rather than just the packaging, and the final part looks at 

creating a more effective market surveillance team.109  With these 

recommendations in place it is hoped that the combination of materials used 

and the design of building cladding will not result in such a tragedy again. 

The green consumer 

The guilt of misusing plastics products often falls at the feet of the consumer but 

the use and misuse of plastics as a material is firmly in the hands of the 

designers and manufacturers.  The consumer can be bombarded with phrases 

that make it difficult to understand the ethical credentials of a product they are 

buying.  Writing specifically about fashion products, Nathaniel Dafydd Beard 

describes not just ‘ethical’ and ‘eco’ causing confusion but phrases such as ‘fair 

trade,’ ‘organic,’ ‘natural,’ ‘sweat-shop free,’ ‘recycled,’ and even ‘second-hand’ 

or ‘vintage’ being used to tempt the green consumer to purchase items.110  

According to Papanek, designers need to choose the materials they use wisely, 

not just taking into account the acquisition of the material, but also the 

manufacturing processes of the products themselves, the goods they are 

destined to become, and the transportation requirements of delivering the raw 

material, as well as those to move the finished product to the store, and then to 

the end-user.111  He created a six-sided function matrix [Fig. 6-8] to 

demonstrate the six potential ecologically dangerous phases the designer 
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should consider.112  These include the method, association, aesthetic, need, 

consequences, and the use of the product that is designed.  At any one point in 

this matrix, the object could fall down in its green credentials. 

 
 
Fig. 6-8: Six-sided function matrix as featured in Victor Papanek, The Green Imperative: 
Ecology and Ethics in Design and Architecture (London: Thames and Hudson, 1995).  34. 

 

 

Whiteley suggests that there was a growth of the ‘Green Consumer’ in the late 

1980s, that is say a consumer who showed their commitment to the 

environment by buying ‘planet-friendly’ products.113  Whiteley describes there 

being different types of green politics all of which have a different level of green 

design. He uses the example of the ‘radical anarcho-Greens,’ for whom Green 

design should be participatory and activist, they are known to reuse and recycle 

all materials and reject ‘new’ materials, and compares them to the ‘Buddho-
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Greens, who see no use for anything but the very basic objects, and believe in 

a meditative and simple way of life with no possessions.114 

During the 1980s, there was a 22 per cent rise in people who believed the 

environment should be a governmental top priority, this surge followed the 

emergence of a scientific consensus about major environmental issues.115  

Public concern for the environment particularly increased following the United 

Nations Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm in June 

1972.116  Actions at this conference included the calling upon Governments ‘to 

exert common efforts for the preservation and improvement of the human 

environment’ and included such principles as: 

Principle 5 – The non-renewable resources of the earth must be 

employed in such a way as to guard against the danger of their future 

exhaustion and to ensure that benefits from such employment are 

shared by all mankind. 

 

Principle 6 – The discharge of toxic substances or of other substances 

and the release of heat, in such quantities or concentrations as to 

exceed the capacity of the environment to render them harmless, must 

be halted in order to ensure that serious or irreversible damage is not 

inflicted upon ecosystems.  The just struggle of the peoples of all 

countries against pollution should be supported.  

 
Principle 7 – States shall take all possible steps to prevent pollution of 

the seas by substances that are liable to create hazards to human 

health, to harm living resources and marine life, to damage amenities 

or to interfere with other legitimate uses of the sea.117  
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In line with these principles the green consumer sought to purchase products 

that did as little damage to the environment as possible.  Today the 

environmentally conscious consumer is not just interested in the product itself 

but also in the packaging that surrounds it, particularly those made of plastics.  

Plastics are materials that are celebrated for their longevity and there are 

occasions, as Whiteley reminds us, where the permanence of plastics becomes 

a positive.  He describes products that are needed to last many years which use 

plastics casings that will not crack, have smooth corners that will not chip, and 

can be reinforced to withstand applied pressure.  The fact that they will last a 

long time means that the energy cost is much more efficient.  However, 

materials that have a long life should not be used for a short-lived application 

unless the materials can be recovered and reused.  Also, to be considered in 

the impact of a product on the environment, are the manufacturing methods, for 

examples an ‘energy-intensive process which is potentially polluting,’ as well as 

over production, and disposal after it has fulfilled its use.118 

The desires of the green consumer can only be met by the work of like-minded 

green designers.  The green designer has the hard task of selecting materials 

that satisfy their target market.  Burall urges that assumptions should not be 

made about materials but, as consumers, we do make assumptions, in 

particular that natural materials are the best choice environmentally, however 

this is not always the case, and he reminds us that unbleached, undyed cotton 

uses large quantities of hazardous chemicals and high levels of water during its 

production.119  It is logical to think that using a paper bag is a better alternative 

than non-biodegradable plastics, Papanek agrees that this sounds like a 

reasonable swap until it becomes clear that it requires ‘a hundred and seventy 

million acres of extra forest land for paper production, an area the size of the 

United Kingdom […] and would also raise annual energy consumption by more 

than 225% each year’ to use paper instead of plastic.’120  The effects on scarce 

water supplies to maintain healthy plant production should also be considered 
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and so for a paper bag to have a lower impact on the environment than the 

average plastic bag it would need to be reused 43 times.121 

Designers need to carefully consider the materials they use in their products to 

ensure that the correct material is used for their specific situation.  Where 

weight is critical to the efficiency of the product, plastics prove to have a 

significant advantage, Burall gives the unusual example of the use of plastic 

bottles, rather than glass, saving each airliner thousands of pounds’ worth of 

fuel each year.122  Indeed, making the aeroplane itself out of plastics materials, 

such as Boeing’s 787, with much of its major structure made from carbon fibre 

composites,123 reduces the overall weight further and therefore decreases fuel 

costs. 

There has been a transition in the terms used to describe the act of designing, 

consuming, and living with the environment at the forefront of such activity.  

‘Green design’ has been replaced by ‘eco design’ and now is more commonly 

referred to as ‘sustainable design.’  Sustainable is a term that describes the act 

of being more than environmentally conscious, it is more to do with remaining 

within the capacities of the system one is working in.124  Sustainability as a 

focus is closely related to the circular economy, a concept which has already 

been explored whilst looking at the work of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation.  

Edwin Datschefski understands sustainable design as using one or more of the 

following principles: to be ‘cyclic’ by being part of a closed loop system through 

recycling or compostability, to be ‘solar’ by using renewable energy, to be ‘safe’ 

by releasing only nutrients into the air, water, land or space, to be ‘efficient’ by 

using lower energy, water, or materials than before, or to be ‘social’ by 

supporting basic human rights.125  There could be an argument that plastics, 
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with thought, can be used in sustainable design by meeting all five of these 

principles.  For Datschefski, this material family should be kept as simple as 

possible, the more additives used make for a less favourable environmental 

impact.126 

The conspicuous non-consumption of plastics 

Conspicuous consumption is explained as an advertisement to wealth and 

social status,127 and is most notably linked to the consumption of luxury goods.  

In this sense, it is a concept that suggests that ‘people with adequate means 

tend to consume highly visible goods to display their wealth and gain social 

status.’  For Yann Truong and Rod McColl in their article looking at the 

consumption of luxury goods, the pleasure derived from buying such goods is 

not simply extrinsic, to gain reward from others, and to imitate the behaviour of 

others, but that intrinsic factors have a direct positive relationship with self-

directed pleasure, that is to say, self-esteem can be lifted through quiet 

consumption.  Their study found that there was a strong relationship between 

self-esteem and the consumption of luxury goods for self-directed pleasure, 

suggesting that an individual can maintain or boost self-esteem by purchasing 

luxury goods.128   

It could be said that, in the current climate, when it comes to green consumption 

it is the extrinsic factors that drive consumption or anti-consumption.  It is my 

suggestion that when it comes to plastics, it is not so much anti-consumption, 

the refusal to consume completely, but the non-consumption of plastics.  Take 

away coffees are still purchased, products are still consumed and carried home, 

but there is an avoidance of plastics packaging or carrier bags.  By doing this 

avoidance in full view, it becomes what I am calling conspicuous non-

consumption of plastics.  The reasons behind this conspicuous non-

consumption of plastics could be to fit in with peers and groups, or to be seen to 
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be doing the ‘right’ thing.  This might be in the form of carrying a reusable coffee 

mug or carrier bag that metaphorically, and sometimes literally, shows the 

purchasers green colours.  Geeta Sharma looks at consumer buying decisions 

and suggests that the behaviour of the individual reflects their own adopted 

issues, and that their consumer behaviours have an impact on their satisfaction 

with their life.  In other words, they feel that they have contributed to their cause, 

to protect the environment, by making the purchasing decisions they have.  

Sharma points out that consumers are becoming ‘more sensitive to their 

environmental attitudes, preferences and purchases’ and this results in being 

more ecologically conscious with regard to the consumption of products and 

services.129 

When looking at political motivations of the consumer, Melissa Gotlieb 

considers why people purchase certain items.  She thinks about the functional 

motivations, the fact that something can be reused, the experiential motivations, 

the fact the product may make something more enjoyable, and most importantly 

for political consumerism discourse, the symbolic motivations.  She suggests 

that a consumer may well use a reusable bag, for example, due to a civic duty 

to the environment, or cooperatively to feel part of a movement, or for a more 

contrived reason, such as to be seen to be green.  These civic, cooperative and 

contrived behaviours are all ‘generally motivated by personal values, social 

identification and social accreditation,’130 putting it another way, how the actions 

make the individual feel, how they fit in with a group, and how they are seen by 

society.  With plastics being a notable ‘politically incorrect symbol’ of 

environmental disaster,131 the intentional, and overt, non-consumption of 

plastics can be seen as an ‘act of consumer resistance against “them.”’132  The 

‘them’ described by Hélène Cherrier, Iain R. Black, and Mike Lee are other 
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‘careless consumers,’ the mainstream consumer, or perhaps the consumer that 

does not think about the environment when they purchase items.  The ‘them’ 

and ‘us’ are pitched against each other with the non-consumer feeling superior 

for their actions.   

An example of conspicuous non-offering of plastics was observed on a visit to a 

vegan café in Notting Hill, London with colleagues, following a trip to the 

Museum of Brands, Packaging, and Advertising.  Our ‘hipster’ charcoal water 

drinks were presented with a paper straw, which was keenly pointed out to us 

by the server who stated with glee ‘no plastic straws here!’  This statement was 

swiftly followed by the advice to remove the straw from the drink because it ‘falls 

apart after a while.’  The conspicuous non-plastic offering was shown not to be 

fit for purpose.  We could have easily not had a straw in our drinks, but the 

addition of a paper straw overtly highlighted the non-inclusion of the plastic 

alternative.  Avoiding plastics and replacing them with a perceived better 

material, simply because it is not plastic, shows that the alternative is not truly 

considered.  For example, supermarket representatives recalled the request for 

plastic bottles for soft drinks to be replaced by glass and Tetra Pak, but the 

Tetra Pak containers were not recycled in that particular area and the use of 

single-use glass increases carbon emissions significantly.133 

In July of 2018, the coffee shop Starbucks announced that they would ‘eliminate 

single-use plastic straws from its more than 28,000 company operated and 

licensed stores by making a strawless lid or alternative-material straw options 

available, around the world.’134  This is good news if it kick-starts the reduction 

of unnecessary single-use materials, however, at the time of their 

announcement the company was offering flavoured paper straws individually 

wrapping in plastics for hygiene reasons.135  The alternative would be to not use 

any straws but some disability charities argue that straws are essential to their 
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clients who find it hard to drink from a cup or who find the use of metal straws 

too dangerous to their teeth.  One wheelchair user wrote ‘straws are necessary 

because I do not have the hand and arm strength to lift a drink and tip it into my 

mouth. Plastic straws are the best when I drink hot liquids; compostable ones 

tend to melt or break apart.’136 

In 2007, at the beginning of their anti-plastic bag campaign, We Are What We 

Do, now known as Shift, a ‘charity that designs products and builds social 

ventures to help solve social problems,’137 worked with the creative agency 

Antidote138 to create the fevered promotion of the Anya Hindmarch ‘I’m not a 

plastic bag’ bag [Fig. 6-9].  The promotion was designed to reduce the number 

of plastic carrier bags used by changing the behaviour of middle-class 

women.139  Hindmarch herself commented on how fashion can persuade 

people ‘it’s not cool to use a plastic bag.’140  The green fashion consumer of 

today considers their purchases within an ethical context, Beard suggests that 

this is a ‘reaction against the late 1990s celebration of all things brash and 

ostentatious, as epitomized by the trend for must have “it” bags.’141  However, 

the Hindmarch bag could easily be described as an ‘it’ bag, that is to say a bag 

with which to be seen created by one of the world’s foremost designers of 

accessories.142  At the time, Hindmarch’s handbags were retailing upwards of 

£700,143 so the appearance of a bag by such a prominent designer and at the 

price of just £5 in the UK, USA, Japan, and Taiwan caused a significant 

reaction.  The limited number of bags produced also enhanced the excitement 
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created, with exclusivity being a key factor in conspicuous consumption.144  

Kilometre-long queues outside shops were reported and the bag sold out in all 

four countries in as little as five hours.  The bags generated a lot of publicity for 

the campaign within the media and US Vanity Fair magazine gave them away 

as the goodie bag at their Oscar Party.145  This meant that many celebrities 

including Kylie Minogue, Mischa Barton, Sienna Miller, Keira Knightley, Lily 

Allen, Erin O’Connor, and Lily Cole, were seen using them.146  The Prince of 

Wales is reported to have sent Hindmarch a letter congratulating her on her 

‘marvellous new bag.’147  This celebrity endorsement made the Guardian 

Online’s Tanya Gold decree the bag ‘ridiculous,’ and question how 

environmentalism had become ‘hot.’148  Changes in fashion and trends mean 

that something that is ‘hot’ one week will, all too often, become ‘not’ the next, 

because of this, this bag was never going to create the lifestyle change it set out 

to.   

 

 
 
Fig. 6-9: I’m not a plastic bag.  Anya Hindmarch.  Shift <http://shiftdesign.org.uk/> [accessed 6 
August 2018]. 
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Sharma classifies green consumers into six categories:  The ‘environmental 

enhancer’ who attempts to consume products that do not generate pollutants so 

as to protect the environment; the ‘health-oriented consumer’ who wants to 

protect themselves and their family from environmental pollution; the ‘mental-

oriented consumer’ who gains satisfaction by creating healthy surroundings; the 

‘trend observer’ who perceives environmental awareness as a trend; the 

‘passive adapter’ who consumes green products and services not for their 

environmental values, but for other reasons such as functionality, design and 

price; and the ‘eco-fatigue consumer’ who has become weary and averse amid 

diffusion and differentiation of environmental values.149  Using Sharma’s list, 

many of the purchasers of the Hindmarch’s bag come under the ‘trend observer’ 

category of green consumer, those that see environmental awareness as a 

trend.   

It was suggested that the long queues wanting to purchase the bag comprised 

green-consumers wanting to wear their green-credentials on their arms, The 

Guardian Online’s headline read; ‘Green shoppers queue to drape themselves 

with cloth sack.’150  However, in many cases, buyers wanted to purchase a 

designer-made bag for very little money.  Some bags were later seen on eBay 

for up to £400 each,151 and as such, it is easy for the cynic to think that profit, 

rather than the environment, was high in the mind of many of those who took 

the time to queue.  Kate Andrews at the ‘green design and lifestyle site’ 

Inhabitat,152 voiced her bafflement about the hype and excitement surrounding 

the launch of the bag and reminds purchasers that that the original ‘intent 

behind the whole thing’ was to reduce the consumption of carrier bags.153  If 
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152 Inhabitat, ‘About’ <https://inhabitat.com/about/> [accessed 6 August 2018]. 
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green design is a trend there is also the risk that the novelty will wear off, as 

Whiteley writes in Design for Society, the overuse of the word ‘Green’ to 

describe design particularly aimed at the affluent middle classes can be seen 

simply as a marketing ploy, or green washing to make products seem more 

environmentally friendly than they actually are. He suggests that the media 

interest in green issues has raised awareness of the depletion of natural 

resources but there is a danger that with overuse and repetition the novelty may 

wear off and the issue, despite still being important, is relegated.154 

Nick Stanhope, the founder and CEO of Shift reflected on the project in 2012, 

five years after the bag was launched.  He stated in a blog post that;  

[The] project with Anya Hindmarch was, at the time, hugely 

successful.  We applied our product-centric approach to [develop] 

something practical and useful, injected fashion and celebrity to 

increase its appeal, and got a massive, mainstream audience very 

excited about it.  In turn, we helped successfully mainstream a 

previously niche behaviour, taking regular use of reusable shoppers 

from hippy-ish fringes to something that millions of people did.155 

However, as the subject of reusable bags was still a debated topic, as it 

continues to be today, Stanhope agrees that the project was actually a 

‘successful failure.’156  They set out to change behaviour, but the behaviour 

change was not maintained.  What it needed alongside the celebrity and hype 

was the ability to build on what was started and governmental backing, for 

example since the government implemented the 5p charge for plastic carrier 

bags in 2015 there has been an 85% reduction in their use.157  Shift did not 

want to continue an ongoing debate but to help the single-use plastic carrier 

bag to disappear, they then wanted to move on to the next cause.158  

                                            
154 Whiteley.  47. 
155 Nick Stanhope, ‘I’m Still a Plastic Bag - Shift’ <http://shiftdesign.org.uk/im-still-a-plastic-bag/> 

[accessed 6 August 2018]. 
156 Stanhope. 
157 HM Government, A Green Future: Our 25 Year Plan to Improve the Environment, 2018.  4. 
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Unfortunately, the Hindmarch bag did not fulfil all the ethical standards it could 

have done as it was made in ‘low-wage factories in China and she had opted 

not to use Fairtrade materials.’159  However, the aim of the bag was to change 

behaviour of consumers to avoid single-use carrier bags, not to change human 

rights in China.   

Interestingly, to continue the campaign against single-use plastics of a different 

sort, in April 2020, Hindmarch launched a ‘I am Plastic Bag’ collection [Fig. 6-

10].  The range of bags, with the slogan ‘I am a plastic bag’ on the side are 

made from a cotton canvas-feel material created using 32 half-litre plastic 

bottles and then coated with recycled windscreens, they are ‘designed to never 

be thrown away.’160  This time the bag is retailing for the designer-handbag 

price of at least £650.  To promote the launch of the product range, Hindmarch 

filled her stores with 90,000 bottles as a way of drawing attention to the waste 

generated by using single-use bottles.161  Without the knowledge of the full 

campaign it is not clear that the statement on the bag is making a point about 

recycling and the value of materials. 

                                            
159 Austin Williams, ‘Fashionable Dilemmas’, Critical Studies in Fashion & Beauty, 2.1 & 2 (2011), 

69–82.  70. 
160 Anya Hindmarch, ‘I Am A Plastic Bag’ <https://www.anyahindmarch.com/en-GB/i-am-a-plastic-

bag.html> [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
161 90,000 bottles represents ‘the number of plastic bottles that are purchased globally every six 

seconds.’ - Sabrina Barr, ‘Anya Hindmarch Closes All London Stores for Three Days and Fills 

Them with 90,000 Plastic Bottles’, The Independent, 2020 <https://www.independent.co.uk/life-

style/fashion/london-fashion-week-anya-hindmarch-plastic-bag-bottles-environment-

a9340346.html> [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
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Fig. 6-10: One of the ‘I am a plastic bag’ collection from Anya Hindmarch from Anya Hindmarch, 
‘I Am A Plastic Bag | Collections’ <https://www.anyahindmarch.com/en-GB/families/i-am-a-
plastic-bag/> [accessed 20 February 2020]. 
 

 

To be fully plastic free, as opposed to single-use plastic free, is a tough 

prospect as Fenichell describes:  

Last year, in a fleeting fit of antiplastic passion, I rushed out to buy a 

pure cotton shower curtain, a varnished oak toilet seat, a wooden-

handled toothbrush with genuine bristles – the kind they pull out of 

the backs of pigs in Third World countries.  But I soon regretted my 

reckless embrace of Mother Nature.  After my next shower, the new 

curtain wouldn’t dry.  I had to buy a nylon liner to protect it from 

water.  My beautiful bristle toothbrush also refused to dry.  The idea 

of inserting moist animal parts in my mouth began to seem a little too 

au naturel.  The final indignity occurred when my oak toilet seat 
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cracked, setting me back another forty bucks.  A full-fledged plastic 

purge is a luxury few of us can afford.162 

 

The act of boycotting demands the motivation of an individual or group to 

maintain a resistance to a product, material, or company.  Gotlieb demonstrates 

that there is an increased likelihood of the individual becoming engaged and 

involved in an issue through motivation and boycotting [Fig. 6-11].  This 

motivation is likely to be a self-directed drive, as opposed to that which is 

seeking social approval.  For the self-motivated, the act of non-consumption will 

be followed by a litter pick, beach clean, or participation in a protest march for 

example.  Those avoiding plastics for the social approval may not be so diligent 

when alone,163 and this is apparent in the buying habits of the public with 

industry representatives stating that purchasing behaviour is not changing 

yet.164  I would suggest that it is difficult to boycott a material that is often hidden 

or not recognised.  As previously explored in the seen and unseen section of 

this chapter, plastics are often hidden in places unacknowledged by many 

people.  However, the materials are doing work that cannot be done by other 

materials in such a convenient or efficient manner, by replacing them with other 

materials which are heavier or less safe the environmental issue that generates 

the boycott is simply moved and not eradicated. 

 
 
Fig. 6-11: Therorized relationships among political consumerism motivations, likelihood of 
boycotting and likelihood of broader involvement in the issue under matching condition.  Taken 
from Gotlieb, Melissa R., ‘Civic, Cooperative or Contrived? A Functional Approach to Political 
Consumerism Motivations’, International Journal of Consumer Studies, 39 (2015), 552–63.  
557-558. 
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End of life 

The problems with plastics come to light when objects that make use of the 

materials come to the end of their valued life.165  The valued application of a 

material must inevitably be followed by its disposal at the end of its life, but what 

form that disposal takes is dependent on the availability of a range of options 

and the user’s knowledge of those options.  The choices for disposal can be 

narrowed or widened before the product has even been made.  The selections 

made by the designer and the manufacturer in the making of a product have a 

significant effect on how that item ends its life.   

One option for disposal is through the recycling route.  As previously stated, for 

this to be a success, it is much better if the materials being recycled are free 

from additions and impurities.  The removal of contaminants is costly and time 

consuming so it is preferable if the ‘recycling inhibitors’ are ‘consciously 

designed out’ of mass-produced products. By having materials that are as close 

to virgin materials as possible it becomes much easier to establish a closed-

loop recycling system.  For an object to become good quality recyclate a 

designer or manufacturer must consider the construction of their product.  It 

must be easily disassembled or deconstructed and offer a clean and pure 

recyclate by being free of paint, coatings, labels, or adhesive.166  Currently 

plastics recycling is seen as problematic for the manufacturer, recycler, and the 

general public.  For a change to happen the value of the materials need to be 

realised, if it were easier to dismantle objects and understand what can and 

cannot be recycled it would become feasible and worthwhile to make an 

effective job of the process.167 

In the UK Government’s ‘25 Year Plan’ published in 2018 one of the areas of 

focus was the reduction of waste.  They pledged to ‘minimise waste, reuse 

materials as much as we can and manage materials at the end of their life to 

minimise the impact on the environment,’ this will occur with the elimination of 

                                            
165 Hornbuckle.  163. 
166 D’Anjou and others.  55-56. 
167 Hornbuckle.  169. 
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‘unavoidable’ plastic waste by 2042.  The use of the word ‘unavoidable’ is 

particularly interesting as it is an acknowledgement that some of the uses of 

plastics, which eventually become waste, are ‘technically, environmentally, and 

economically’ inescapable.168  

Part of this aim is to work with the waste management and reprocessing 

industries to improve the percentage of plastic packaging that is gathered and 

recycled and to improve the standard of biodegradable bags.169  Despite being 

seen as having great potential in the 1980s, biodegradability has since been 

assessed as not as green as initially anticipated.  According to Whiteley writing 

in the 1990s, environmentalists had established that ‘so-called biodegradable 

plastics’ did not completely disappear from the environment leaving behind 

them microscopic fragments that caused issues for wildlife and the landscape.  

The conditions needed for the process to be a success were not readily 

available and as such, a boycott was started in 1989 in the USA against all 

biodegradable plastics as they were seen as a barrier to reuse and recycling.170  

A large proportion of waste is not well biodegraded and is not easily converted 

into added-value chemicals by microorganisms due to it containing ‘mixtures of 

very complex compounds and some toxic pollutants which are highly 

recalcitrant to degradation.’171  Research into improved bio-based plastics is 

currently being carried out.  It is thought that BioPET will have the biggest 

production capacity in the coming years and other materials such as 

polyhydroxyalkanoates (PHA) and polylactic acid (PLA) being on an upward 

trend until 2020.   

However, there also needs to be regulated and standardised government 

policies in the development and waste management of these materials.172  

Burall discusses the idea that using biodegradable materials is promoted by 

governments outlawing the use of non-degradable packaging and carrier bags 

                                            
168 HM Government.  29. 
169 HM Government. 86-89. 
170 Whiteley.  73. 
171 Prieto.  655. 
172 Prieto.  656. 
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but he asks if they should always be specified by designers of packaging.173  

Biodegradable plastics will release harmful gases such as methane within a 

landfill setting, and their compostability relies heavily on the correct level of heat 

and water, which can usually only be provided within an industrial setting.174  

There is a distinction between biodegradable plastics that are biodegradable in 

an industrial setting and those that can be composted at home.175  This 

distinction is not always made clear to the consumer and worryingly the United 

Nations Environment Programme reports that there is evidence that littering 

behaviour is influenced by the product being labelled biodegradable and as 

such, biodegradable plastics will not alleviate litter in the oceans.176  

Biodegradable plastics can also create problems if they become part of the 

recycling stream as they will contaminate and undermine the structure of the 

resultant material,177 starch and other natural fibres complicate the recycling 

process of traditional plastics.178  Because of this threat to recycling, the 

European Commission suggests that more research is needed before 

biodegradable products are approved and promoted.179   

The UCL’s Plastic Waste Innovation Hub180 are carrying out a citizen science 

experiment into the efficacy of compostable and biodegradable plastics.  The 

experiment aims to understand how objects labelled as ‘home compostable,’ or 

‘home biodegradable’ behave within home compost conditions, those that their 

manufactures claim will breakdown in an environmentally friendly way.  The 

debate around plastics that are intended to biodegrade in the natural 

                                            
173 Burall.  45-47. 
174 Miller and Aldridge.  60 & 63. 
175 J. H. Song and others, ‘Biodegradable and Compostable Alternatives to Conventional Plastics’, 

Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences, 364.1526 

(2009).  2133. 
176 United Nations Environment Programme, Biodegradable Plastics & Marine Litter: Misconceptions, 

Concerns and Impacts on Marine Environments, 2015.  31. 
177 Miller and Aldridge.  63. 
178 Song and others.  2129-2130. 
179 European Commission, Analysis of the Public Consultation on the Green Paper ‘European 

Strategy on Plastic Waste in the Environment’ - Final Report, 2013 

<http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/studies/pdf/green_paper_plastic.pdf>.  67-68. 
180 ‘Big Compost Experiment’, Big Compost Experiment <https://www.bigcompostexperiment.org.uk/> 

[accessed 16 February 2020]. 
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environment is considerable and runs between scientists, plastics 

manufacturers and recyclers.181  A survey carried out by GrocerVision in 2019 

discovered that consumers believe that plant-based compostables are the most 

environmentally friendly material for packaging.182  There are a number of 

standards in place, both nationally and internationally, which describe the 

requirements for a bioplastic to breakdown in an industrial composter.  Such a 

device should reach 70°C, resulting in 90% of the organic matter transformed to 

CO2 within a 6-month timeframe.183 

The way waste is collected is affected by the location of the waste and its 

intended destination.  Whiteley looked at recycling and suggested that the main 

problem with recycling plastics is the need to separate the different types.  He 

believes that this is a big ask of the consumer.  He writes that coding the 

materials does make it easier, but it would be far simpler to make all containers 

out of the same material.184  The coding of plastics, particularly packaging, is 

now the norm [Fig. 6-12] and the need for the consumer to sort their recycling 

can be reduced with local authorities, such as my own in Bournemouth, simply 

using one bin for the collection of all materials destined to be recycled.185  

Recycling plays an important role in the reuse of materials and the reclamation 

of value.  There are many ways to recycle plastics, and it is a relatively easy 

process if the product being recycled is made of a single material, however, it 

becomes more problematic and more expensive when the product is multi-

layered and has multiple components,186 for example crisp packets and Tetra 

Pak drinks containers. 

                                            
181 United Nations Environment Programme.  6. 
182 Peake.  6. 
183 United Nations Environment Programme.  19. 
184 Whiteley.  75. 
185 Bournemouth Borough Council, ‘Household Recycling Collections - Big Bin’ 

<https://www.bournemouth.gov.uk/BinsRecycling/BinCollections/HouseholdRecyclingCollections-

BigBin/HouseholdRecyclingCollectionsBigBin.aspx> [accessed 8 June 2017]. 
186 Jefferson Hopewell, Robert Dvorak, and Edward Kosior, ‘Plastics Recycling: Challenges and 

Opportunities’, Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences, 

364.1526 (2009) <http://rstb.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/364/1526/2115>.  2119. 
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Fig. 6-12: Recycling codes as featured on British Plastics Federation, ‘Plastics Recycling’ 
<http://www.bpf.co.uk/sustainability/plastics_recycling.aspx> [accessed 8 November 2016]. 

 

For recycled materials to be useful, they need to have a market value.  Papanek 

highlights the lack of diversity in products made of recycled materials in the mid-

1990s, by suggesting that there ‘must be an upper limit to the number of dark 

grey, rough-textured counter-tops that can be usefully employed.’187  This was 

still the case even in 2009 when Jefferson Hopewell, Robert Dvorak and 

Edward Kosior suggested that it was not always technically practicable to add 

recycled plastics to virgin materials without reducing the quality of the colour, 

clarity or mechanical properties of the new material.188  However, innovation in 

the types of objects made out of recycled materials has improved in the last few 

years.  The three images below demonstrate the range of objects that are made 

from recycled plastics today, all three examples are made from recycled PET or 

high density polyethylene (HDPE) bottles, the Durakerb [Fig. 6-13], the blocks 

[Fig. 6-14], and the pushchair [Fig. 6-15] show products that are rich in colour, 

                                            
187 Papanek.  39. 
188 Hopewell, Dvorak, and Kosior.  2119. 
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especially lightweight, and marketed as environmentally friendly.  The colour of 

the new product is dependent on the colour of the recyclate; if the recyclate 

comes from multi-coloured sources the new material will be dark in colour.  To 

have a freedom of colours the recyclate needs to be paler than the end colour 

required which is why the classic green Sprite bottle has recently been replaced 

by a clear bottle; ‘to enable bottle-to-bottle recycling.’189 

 
 
Fig. 6-13: Durakerb, designed by Econpro, manufactured by Charcon, 2011.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 006120). 

                                            
189 Kelly Maile, ‘Sustainability Alert: Sprite Replaces Iconic Green Bottle with Clear Plastic’, Recycling 

Today <https://www.recyclingtoday.com/article/sprite-pepsico-mcdonalds-trash-wheel-project-

sustainability/> [accessed 10 February 2020]. 
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Fig. 6-14: Blocks, manufactured by Green Toys, 2011.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 
006138). 
 

 
 
Fig. 6-15: Upp Stroller, designed by Bart Bost, manufactured by Greentom, 2015.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 007265). 
 

 

It is likely that the bottles used to make the products shown above were 

collected through municipal recycling schemes, as waste that has become litter 
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and found its way in to streams and the oceans has proved more difficult to 

gather, and as such, there are several projects working towards capturing this 

waste.  One such project, The Ocean Cleanup,190 is championed by INDEX: 

Design to Improve Life, a Danish organisation who ‘inspire, educate and 

engage people to design sustainable solutions to global challenges.’191  The 

Ocean Cleanup project has many parts including an aerial expedition to map 

and survey the amount of large debris in the pollution hotspots within the Pacific 

Ocean.192  Other projects include the Sea Bin Project,193 the Inner Harbour 

Water Wheel,194 the Global Ghost Gear Initiative,195 the Fishing for Energy 

Partnership,196 and the plastics industry’s Marine Litter Solutions.197  Each of 

these activities are concentrating on a single area or problem.  Boyan Slat’s 

response to the queries that his project, Ocean Cleanup, is not the full answer is 

in the tweet below [Fig. 6-16].  He feels it is more appropriate to be doing 

something that may have an effect than to waste time arguing about the best 

solution.  In other words, by continuing the debate without action nothing will be 

done at all, at least by partially clearing some of the problem it is making a start. 

 

                                            
190 The Ocean Cleanup Foundation, ‘The Ocean Cleanup, Developing Technologies to Extract, 

Prevent and Intercept Plastic Pollution’ <http://www.theoceancleanup.com/> [accessed 22 

December 2015]. 
191 ‘INDEX: Design to Improve Life’ <http://designtoimprovelife.dk/> [accessed 6 March 2016]. 
192 Viktor Feygels and others, ‘Coastal Zone Mapping and Imaging Lidar (CZMIL) Participation in The 

Ocean Cleanup’s Aerial Expedition Project’, in OCEANS 2017 - Anchorage, 2017, pp. 1–7. 
193 The Seabin Project, ‘Seabin Project’ <http://seabinproject.com/> [accessed 13 May 2017]. 
194 Baltimore Waterfront, ‘Mr. Trash Wheel’ <http://baltimorewaterfront.com/healthy-harbor/water-

wheel/> [accessed 13 May 2017]. 
195 ‘Global Ghost Gear Initiative’ <http://www.ghostgear.org/> [accessed 13 May 2017]. 
196 ‘Fishing for Energy’ <https://marinedebris.noaa.gov/prevention/fishing-energy> [accessed 13 May 

2017]. 
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Fig. 6-16: Tweet by Boyan Slat from the Ocean Project, 17 July 2017. 

 

What happens to the recovered ocean plastics is the next question.  Having 

been in the sea or other waterways, being subjected to water and UV light, 

means that the material has been exposed to nonideal conditions and 

deterioration levels make it unfit for uses within the recycling industry.  Despite 

this, products are being marketed as containing ‘ocean plastics.’  For example, 

the Ecover Ocean Plastic bottle [Fig. 6-17] with a material made up of 10% 

reclaimed plastics, and the RAW for the Oceans G-Star RAW baseball cap [Fig. 

6-18] made with Bionic Yarn which tolerates the impurities by having shorter 

staple fibres in the spun thread which provides greater strength than using 

longer strands.  These products use one specific material recovered from the 

sea, but there are issues with the material once it has spent time in the 

environment, degrading in the saltwater and sunshine.  Other projects are 

designed to stop the material entering the sea in the first place. 
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Fig. 6-17: Ocean Plastics bottle, Manufactured for Ecover, 2014.  (Museum of Design in 
Plastics, AIBDC : 007045). 

 

 
 
Fig. 6-18: RAW for the Oceans baseball cap, Designed by G-Star, Manufactured by G-Star and 
Bionic Yarn, 2015.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 007088). 

 

An alternative use for recovered products is to recapture the energy held within 

the materials.  A process advocated by Professor Dame Julia Higgins, Emeritus 

Professor of Polymer Science and former Principal at the Faculty of Engineering 
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at Imperial College, London.  She believes that with a properly managed 

smokestack, plastics can be burnt without adding to the greenhouse effect.  As 

oil is burnt in power stations anyway, by giving it a useful life as a plastic object 

for a time, you are making better use of the resource.198  There have been 

advancements in the conversion of plastics into energy but there are issues 

especially if such materials as PVC are present as they produce harmful gases 

but researchers have found ways to pre-treat the material using hydrochloric 

acid absorbents.199   

The materials applications explored in this chapter add to the relationships 

developed between objects and people, the following chapter continues this 

debate with a look at the reception plastics objects have popularly received.  

                                            
198 ‘The Life Scientific - Julia Higgins’ (BBC Radio 4, 2017). 
199 Bidhya Kunwar and others, ‘Plastics to Fuel: A Review’, Renewable and Sustainable Energy 

Reviews, 54 (2016), 421–28. 
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Chapter 7 : Material reception 

The intention of this research is not to be a debate about the merits, or not, of 

plastics but to be an exploration of the public understanding of the material 

family and the role museums play in this.  The appreciation or reception of 

materials can create a positive or a negative reaction in the user and an 

individual’s understanding of materials comes from their own experiential 

knowledge, influence of others, and cultural perception.  Material understanding 

of plastics is generated through the production, application, and reception of 

them, empirically individuals tend to be either nonchalant or have very strong 

views about the group.  Meikle acknowledges that we have a culturally 

ambivalent relationship with plastics as the materials are appreciated both ‘as 

high-tech miracle and as cheap substitute simultaneously.’1  There are people 

who love plastics because of what they can become, and people who hate them 

for the very same reason, as Lambert wrote ‘everyone has something to say 

about plastics, sometimes good, sometimes bad.’2  For Susan Freinkel, the 

proliferation and the length of time that plastics have been part of our lives 

indicates a ‘deep and enduring relationship.’3   However, relationships can be 

both good and bad, and plastics are probably the only material group which 

generates this extreme diversity and debate with perhaps the architectural 

material concrete coming second. 

This chapter will explore the reception plastics have had, and still get, based on 

the notion of identity and authenticity, the acceptance of new materials, the 

ideas of cultural perception and taste, the general understanding of 

manufacturing processes and how this has an effect on the understanding of 

materials, and the nostalgia and feel generated by objects. 

 

Identity and authenticity 

                                            
1 Meikle, American Plastic: A Cultural History.  xiii. 
2 Lambert, ‘Plastics - Why Not? A Perspective from the Museum of Design in Plastics’.  168 
3 Freinkel.  8. 
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In 1978, Poly Styrene, the lyricist and singer from the punk band X-ray Spex, 

sang ‘Identity is the crisis you can’t see.’4  Styrene took her name from the 

materials she used to create the clothing she sold in her London boutique.5  It 

is, however, unlikely that she was using polystyrene to create clothing, polyvinyl 

chloride, polyester, and polyamide are more likely candidates, but perhaps do 

not have the same ring to them to adopt as a name.  She was singing about the 

human crisis of identity, of a youth who were finding it difficult to identify with the 

people they saw on TV and in magazines.  Yet, the lyrics could also apply to 

plastics; a group of materials that have the ability to become anything with a bit 

of application.  As Roland Barthes stated in the 1950s, plastics can be turned 

into ‘buckets as well as jewels’6 but they are neither buckets nor jewels and as 

such have suffered culturally through a lack of identity.  This has given rise to 

the notion that plastics are inauthentic; that they cannot be true to themselves 

as materials, as they do not have a true identity.  Initially, plastics were used as 

substitutes for other, usually natural, materials, that the industrial designer Ezio 

Manzini would call ‘nobler materials,’7  those that could be said to have great 

value and integrity, such as stone and wood.  These materials can stand up 

proudly to the light of John Ruskin’s Lamp of Truth.  Yet, this is hard for plastics, 

as having no true identity they can be seen as deceivers of the truth, especially 

when they are imitating other materials.   

To substitute a material successfully, plastics needed to not only resemble the 

other material but be convincing enough to the consumer that it would fit into 

their lifestyle.  In the 1947 plastics special edition of the magazine House 

Beautiful, Kenneth Young depicts a living room scene and asks the reader ‘do 

you know a plastic when you see one?’  He explains that the room setting is 

filled with pieces made of plastics and some are so convincing that ‘even the 

experts would do a double take.’8  Some of this deception is generated through 

                                            
4 X-Ray Spex, ‘Identity’ (EMI International, 1978). 
5 ‘X-Ray Spex Official Site’ <http://www.x-rayspex.com/biography/biography1.html> [accessed 18 

May 2018]. 
6 Barthes.  97. 
7 Manzini.  54. 
8 Kenneth Young, ‘It Doesn’t Look All Plastic but It Is’, House Beautiful, Plastics Special, October 

(1947), 140–141.  141. 
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the skeuomorphic capabilities employed in the design of plastics objects.  The 

skeuomorph being ‘an object or feature which imitates the design of a similar 

artefact made from another material.’9  These surface deceits would have been 

described as ‘evil’ by Ruskin, who stated that they induce ‘the supposition of 

some form of material which does not actually exist’ and ‘that the evil of them 

consists always in definitely attempted deception.’10  Looked at another way, 

the ingenuity of the designer and manufacturer to imitate materials is a cause 

for celebration in the reduction of certain materials as will be explored in this 

text in due course.  The skeuomorphic object or feature is not necessary in the 

substitute material but reflects how the original material was used.  An excellent 

example of the employment of the skeuomorph from the MoDiP collection is 

that of the Invicta Plastics ice bucket [Fig. 7-1].  The ice bucket is in the shape 

of a coopered barrel and is a promotional piece for a Perry drink.  The staves of 

the barrel have graining marks just like the wood it is imitating, and the metal 

hoops look like they have been riveted in place.  Of course, the whole object 

has been moulded out of a single material, in one piece, but it reflects the 

original design in great detail.  A significant amount of work has gone into the 

creation of this piece, all of which was completely unnecessary but make for a 

more interesting and appealing object than a plain brown bucket. 

                                            
9 Oxford Dictionaries, ‘Skeuomorph’ <https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/skeuomorph> 

[accessed 31 May 2018]. 
10 Ruskin.  73. 
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Fig. 7-1: Wood effect ice bucket, manufactured by Invicta Plastics, circa 1980s.  (Museum of 
Design in Plastics, AIBDC : 006391SA). 

 

The skeuomorphic effects that can be achieved through the moulding of plastics 

allow the synthetic material to take on the characteristics of other materials.  

However, as Kimberley Chandler puts it in her PhD dissertation on the very 

subject of the skeuomorph, it does not just ‘involve the passive transference of 

structural details from one object to another, like putting on or taking off a hat.’  

Rather, she sees it more as an active agent, stating that ‘crucially, the 

skeuomorph is not “ornamental”, but rather indicative, to an almost excessive 

extent, of the liveliness, instability, and ambiguity of material things.’11  The 

amount of effort that has been put into the development of the ice bucket above 

illustrates this liveliness.  It is likely that this bucket was a promotional item that 

was perhaps given away free or cheaply and yet the design detail captures the 

imagination of the user and re-enacts the skilled labour of the cooper.  

Substitute materials can appear very good from a distance but betray 

themselves at close quarters.  Early synthetic materials and processes, unlike 

                                            
11 Kimberley Chandler, ‘In the Making: An Interdisciplinary Revision of the Concept of the 

Skeuomorph for Material Practice’ (unpublished PhD Thesis, University of Brighton, 2016).  24. 
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later examples such as the ice bucket above, could not offer the naturalistic 

patterning of woods and other materials.12  Inherently lightweight plastics are 

not able to offer the physical weight of the authentic material, highlighting the 

deception when they are picked up.  MoDiP’s Roanoid ashtray [Fig. 7-2] below 

has a metal weight enabling it to resemble marble both in feel as well as 

visually.  This proved to be a double bluff when presented to a group of 

students as part of an object-based learning session in the museum.  A 

materially perceptive, modelmaking student picked up the ashtray, knowing it 

was made of a plastic material and not marble, and expected it to be light.  His 

declaration of ‘oh, it’s heavy!’ audibly depicting his questioning of his own 

material knowledge, perhaps it really is made of marble? 

 
 
Fig. 7-2: Roanoid ashtray, designed by Robert Conroy Robertson, manufactured by Roanoid for 
Roxon, circa 1935.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, PHSL : 91). 

 

Plastics are so good at imitating other materials that they have started to be 

used to imitate their own relatives.  There has been a recent emergence, 

described by Gerson Lassa at MoDiP’s ‘Provocative Plastics’ conference, of 

counterfeits produced in India of objects cast in polyester to emulate cast 

                                            
12 Meikle, ‘Into the Fourth Kingdom: Representations of Plastic Materials, 1920-1950’.  174. 
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phenolic, these are known as ‘fakelite’ a play on the word bakelite.13  This type 

of mimicry is a fraud in the sense that the manufacturer is attempting to create 

something that deceives the purchaser into thinking they are buying something 

much older and, therefore, more valuable.  On other occasions, the 

manufacturer of objects mimicking materials is demonstrating whimsy.  The 

Habitat ‘Water’ tumblers [Fig. 7-3], for example, are made of a material which is 

much more durable than the polystyrene vending cups they are designed to 

imitate. 

 
 
Fig. 7-3: Water tumblers, manufactured by Habitat, 2011.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, 
AIBDC : 006165). 

 

The ability of plastics to substitute other materials effectively has meant they 

can be used instead of materials derived from endangered animals and plants, 

and makes them excellent options for vegans and vegetarians to replace 

leather and fur.  The replacement of elephant ivory in the production of billiard 

balls not only saved the endangered African elephant from extinction14 but it 

                                            
13 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’. 
14 Fenichell.  341-342. 
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also meant that the cost of the production of balls was significantly reduced due 

to the greater availability of the materials.15 

In contrast, in the early- to mid-twentieth century, manufacturers and designers 

were keen to point out to consumers and other designers that plastics should 

not simply be seen as substitutes and only to be used as such.  One case in 

point is an advert placed in Fortune Magazine by Okonite Wires & Cables under 

the title ‘Synthetics are not Substitutes.’16  This manufacturer described their 

use of synthetics for years ‘not because they imitate some natural products but 

because of their own intrinsic merit.’  For Merriman in his 1947 Home Service 

talk, plastics shouldn’t be seen as a ‘cheap substitute’ for other materials as 

they can often provide a ‘better alternative for the job in hand.’17 Just five years 

before, James Hogan wrote that the biggest mistake of the plastics industry was 

to disguise the material as something else.18  Plastics have the capabilities to 

become and do different things that natural materials are not able to do.  

Baudrillard suggests that objectively materials are what they are, there is no 

such thing as a real or unreal material whether it is natural or artificial.19  Albert 

Henry (Woody) Woodfull, an eminent designer working within the plastics 

industry from the 1930s to the 1970s, repeated in talks to various groups and 

audiences20 that he loathed the use of plastics to imitate other materials.  For 

Woodfull, plastics were not substitute materials, and the use of them to imitate 

gave them an ‘inferiority complex.’  As such, he goes on to state that: 

                                            
15  The story of cellulose nitrate replacing ivory is well known and well told, however Mark Miodownik 

tells how another plastic material had significant effect on the game of billiards: ‘In the 1840s the 

invention of vulcanised rubber by Charles Goodyear allowed for the introduction of “cushions” at the 

sides of the playing surface, which were soft and springy instead of wooden, ensuring that the balls 

would bounce off them in a predictable manner for the first time.  From this point onwards, billiard 

tables resembled those we know today.’ - Mark Miodownik, Stuff Matters (London: Penguin, 2014).  

130. 
16 ‘Okonite Wires & Cables Advertisement’, Fortune Magazine, October (1940), 156. 
17 Merriman.  470. 
18 Hogan.  396. 
19 Baudrillard, ‘The System of Objects’.  38. 
20 The transcripts of which, complete with handwritten annotations, can be found in MoDiP’s 

collection having been recently donated by Woody’s son. 
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They [plastics] are the materials which in the process of evolution 

have been invented and found to have qualities which make them 

more suitable for certain purposes than some of the older materials 

which they replace – BUT DO NOT SUBSTITUTE. 

 

Plastics should not imitate, in design or colour effect, they have 

sufficient merit to stand on their own and be treated in an individual 

manner:  If I want wood, I buy wood; if I want plastics I buy plastics, 

and I have no desire to hide the fact that what I have bought is a 

moulding.  This then is the position with regard to materials – GIVE 

THEM HONEST USAGE.21 

 

Acceptance of the unknown 

Ever since the introduction of plastics in the mid-nineteenth century, consumers 

have had to learn to comprehend these new materials.  With the new, 

consumers and designers are also faced with the unknown; the not knowing 

how something will behave, the not knowing how to make the best of the 

material, and the mistrust of the new over the tried and tested.  Plus, there was 

the worry that such materials, that can be accurately specified, will push out the 

traditional familiar alternatives.22  As new materials were discovered and 

created, they became the choice resources for many manufacturers and took 

over from other materials at a rapid rate to demonstrate the company being a 

state of the art, modern company at the van guard of design.  In the early 

1920s, Mumford, wrote of one particular material, Bakelite, as ‘invading almost 

every field of commerce and manufacture, of art and of science.’23  The idea 

that less than 20 years after its invention a material could have had an impact 

                                            
21 Albert Henry Woodfull, ‘The Designer and Plastics (Transcript)’, 1948, Museum of Design in 

Plastics. 
22 Reyner Banham, ‘All That Glitters Is Not Stainless’, in The Design History Reader, ed. by Grace 

Lees-Maffei and Rebecca Houze (Oxford & New York, 2010), pp. 165–169.  165. 
23 Mumford.  8. 
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on so many aspects of life must have felt like it had invaded, and just like any 

other invading forces, there would have been a mistrust and defensive reaction. 

The previous section of this chapter looked at the use of the skeuomorph in 

plastics imitation of other materials, however, there are examples where the 

imitative intention was never to make a facsimile of the material but to describe 

the way it looks, easing the evolution from natural materials to the use of 

‘modern,’ synthetic alternatives, an example of which is the transition from 

wooden radio cases to phenol formaldehyde and then, eventually, to materials 

that provide a wide variety of shapes and colours.24  The case of the Bush DAC 

90A Radio [Fig. 7-4] has the appearance of being made of wood and would sit 

happily in the 1950s living room surrounded by pieces of dark wooden furniture.  

It has a patterning in the material which resembles wood but does not look 

exactly like wood.  It has curved, smooth edges and no grains or knots, making 

it modern and unrecognisable, yet, it has the comfort of being familiar.  Interior 

architect, Russell Gagg describes plastics as ‘modern magic materials’ that can 

provide different finishes, with specific materials being used for specific uses.  

He suggested that designers, perhaps, have an interest in plastics because 

they are materials that help them to ‘make the banal a little less ordinary.’25  The 

radio below sat within the visual values of the time26 but helped to bring the 

design lexicon forward.   

 

                                            
24 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Is That Plastic?’ 
25 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’. 
26 A notion that will be explored further in the next section of this chapter. 
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Fig. 7-4: DAC 90A Radio, manufactured by Bush, 1950.  (Museum of Design in Plastics, AIBDC 
: 005896). 

 

Without the understanding of the integrity of the material, designers and 

manufacturers have made mistakes in the application of new materials and 

have added to the mistrust of plastics.  Objects are expected to behave in 

particular ways and the application of materials that do not supply these 

characteristics arouse suspicion and mistrust in the user.  Antonelli uses the 

example of a chair made of carbon fibre composite to demonstrate this.  A chair 

is expected to be sturdy and low-tech enough to take our weight.  By making it 

out of carbon fibre composite it becomes ‘too lightweight and its high-tech 

appearance too peculiar for acceptance by a wide public.’  And yet, Charles and 

Ray Eames’ use of glass-reinforced plastics (GRP), a newly conceived material 

in the 1950s, showed ‘a faith in the material and a philosophical approach 

similar to their earlier attitude towards natural wood.’27  The acceptance of the 

GRP chair over the carbon fibre composite could be that the Eames continued 

use of metal legs offering additional weight at the base of the chair and the 

                                            
27 Antonelli.  18 & 16. 
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association of the latter material with speed, not comfort, as it is used in high-

speed race cars, aeroplanes, and professional standard racing bicycles. 

New materials can be enigmatic for manufacturers as well as consumers.  

Mumford recalls a time when manufacturers of products made of rubber, 

shellac, and cellulosics found it hard to convert successfully to phenol 

formaldehyde.  The former being softened with heat and then solidifying on 

cooling, whilst the latter became solid in the heat of the mould.  It became 

apparent that manufacturers who had not worked with these older materials 

made the most successful moulders of phenol formaldehyde.  However, the 

lack of significant training for producers led to ‘disappointment and regret’ and 

to the death of a product’s reputation from the start.28 

Cultural perceptions and taste 

Culturally, plastics have played a significant role in a number of design eras.  

The commercial development of plastics sits well in the interwar years, and the 

material promoted, exploited, and defined the style of the, then new, machine 

age.  Plastics objects of this time, as Meikle expresses, appear to show their 

integrity by the promotion of outer casings that were moulded as opposed to 

being fabricated together.  The moulded, single piece, that had been made in 

an instant was beyond the reference of the traditional manufacturer or machine 

operator.29  The smooth lines and dramatic curves of the streamline styling, 

inspired by planes and vehicles initially in 1930s America, were easily formed in 

plastics and the resultant products could be successfully removed from their 

moulds.  This meant that the shapes of streamlining were applied to products 

that were completely unrelated to the transport industry, products such as 

radios, irons, and cameras, and caused European designers to be hostile 

towards the ‘indiscriminate streamlining’ of American imports.30 

                                            
28 Mumford.  45-46. 
29 Meikle, ‘Into the Fourth Kingdom: Representations of Plastic Materials, 1920-1950’.  173. 
30 Dick Hebdige, Hiding in the Light: On Images and Things (London & New York: Routledge, 1988).  

59-60. 
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At the outbreak of the Second World War, plastics were seen as essential to the 

war effort and were used in ground-breaking technologies such as radar 

systems in aircrafts [Fig.7-5] and bubble cockpit canopies of fighter planes [Fig. 

7-6].  All sides focused their development of plastics into their use in conflict, 

with the shortages in natural materials, new synthetics were developed to fill the 

gaps.  The production of new materials during the war created a surplus of 

materials that did not necessarily have a natural place to settle in peace time.  

These materials gave designers the opportunity to experiment with new forms 

of old products, such as the aforementioned Charles and Ray Eames using 

glass-reinforced polyester in the production of their chairs for Herman Miller.31 

 

 
Fig. 7-5: H2S radar system, photographer unknown, circa 1940s.  (British Xylonite Ltd archive 
photograph, Museum of Design in Plastics.  BXL : 0423) 

                                            
31 Fiell and Fiell.  18 & 19. 



 

215 
 

 

 
Fig. 7-6: Hawker Sea Fury cockpit canopy, designed by Sydney Camm and made by Hawker 
Aircraft, 1945-1955.  (Museum of Design in Plastics AIBDC : 008190) 

 

The early suspicion of plastics was heavily centred on their reliance of imitating 

and replacing natural materials.  This, alongside the misguided use and over 

production after the Second World War, has lived long in the conscience of the 

consumer.  In the early post-war years, America was producing a large number 

of mass-produced, shiny pieces that did not sit well with the British ‘consensus 

of tradition and value’ and could be ‘equated with American brashness.’  The 

objects imported from America were associated with commercialism and 

threatened sensibilities of ‘British taste,’ as Claire Catterall puts it, suggesting 

that the arts establishment felt the need to defend ‘the elitist “high” culture 

against the vulgar inroads of commercialised mass culture.’32  This idea of the 

vulgarity of mass-produced objects remained a connotation of plastics for a long 

time and is still a cultural issue for the material family. 

                                            
32 Catterall.  67 & 69. 
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The cultural meanings of plastics over the century have been ‘varied and 

complex’ with the material acting as substitutes for luxury alternatives and yet at 

the same time they were materials relating to new technological innovations.  

These two areas of development earned them ‘respect and admiration.’33  It is 

only with the emergence of mass-culture during the first half of the twentieth 

century that plastics become, ‘cheap and nasty’ in the eyes of society, only 

associated with mass manufacture and the move away from the luxury market.  

Connotations of cheapness, low quality, and inauthenticity contrasted with the 

traditional craft materials, such as clay and stone, after the Second World War 

cementing the downgraded reputation of plastics.  These ideas of plastics did 

not sit well with the Modern Movement and the dictum of ‘truth to materials.’34  

Manzini argues that for plastics to enter high-culture they had to change, take 

on their own form, and find their own image.  He states that during the 

Modernist Movement plastics became accepted when their economic value 

combined with cultural value.  By showing their own qualities such as clarity or 

colourfulness, glossy surfaces, fluid forms and being made in a single piece, 

they demonstrated marks of the new not imitating the old.  By not pretending to 

be anything other than plastics, and by not denying their manufacturing 

processes, or apologising for what they are, plastics became accepted 

materials.  This allowed them to ‘take their place in the collective memory 

alongside existing materials.’35   

Plastics have brought a sense of colour and fun to all of our lives, they are 

materials which can democratise and offer access to activities which may 

otherwise not be affordable.  Their most significant impact came after the 

Second World War when life had been dark and serious they brought colour 

and fun.  A review of the ‘Counterspace: Design and the Modern Kitchen’ 

exhibition held at MOMA in 2010-2011 tells how the exhibition illustrated this by 

making a comparison of colourful Tupperware containers against Wilhelm 

Wagenfeld’s rigid glass Kubus Stacking Storage Containers and describes how 

                                            
33 The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post Modernity, ed. by Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & 

Albert Museum, 1990).  7. 
34 Sparke, The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post Modernity.  7-8. 
35 Manzini.  54. 
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the products were symbols of their time.  The post-war polyethylene 

Tupperware containers contrasting with their pre-war counterparts.  While the 

Kubus containers were rigid and colourless, the Tupperware containers were 

flexible, light, and colourful, with a variety of shapes; underlining this more 

playful look was the fact that Tupperware was only sold at parties.36 

The rise of plastics has been dramatic, particularly in the early twentieth 

century.  An advertisement in Fortune Magazine, October 1940, for Reynolds 

Molded Plastics celebrates the ability of the company to ‘accelerate its 

tremendous growth and spectacular achievements as one of plastics older 

molders’ under the heading ‘Firmly entrenched in plastics, Reynolds continues 

to grow!’37  The rise was significant during a time of depression when 

‘merchandisers hungrily sought color and novelty.’38  The dramatic and 

passionate relationship between manufacturers and plastics was publicly 

experimental, sometimes seeing the wrong materials being used in the incorrect 

setting.  Freinkel offers the examples of toys that broke after just a few 

interactions, and raincoats that fell apart when they got wet.  Despite 

technological improvements in the 1950s, the reputational damage was firmly 

lodged in the minds of the public.39 

Meikle describes the scarcity of all raw materials in the interwar years which 

was alleviated by the seemingly endless supply of oil, allowing for the ‘true 

democratization of society.’  As the century continued the abundance of 

products made an economically expansive culture, one that became 

materialistically obsessed and plastics became the choice material for this 

inflationary existence.40  In 1941, chemists Yarsley and Couzens wrote about 

the significance of plastics both in their time and in the future of their 

imagination.  In a time of war, these men looked to a bright, shining future full of 

                                            
36 Jennifer Scanlan, ‘Exhibition Review. Counter Space: Design and the Modern Kitchen’, Home 

Cultures, 8.3 (2011), 341–44.  343. 
37 ‘Reynolds Advertisement’, Fortune Magazine, October (1940), 34. 
38 ‘Plastics in 1940’, Fortune Magazine, October (1940), 88–108.  89. 
39 Freinkel.  33. 
40 Meikle, ‘Into the Fourth Kingdom: Representations of Plastic Materials, 1920-1950’.  178 & 180. 
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colour and wonder, they believed that plastics would ‘have an ever increasing 

influence on the well-being and destiny both of nations and of individuals.’41   

Plastics, for Yarsley and Couzens, provided nations a break from the 

restrictions of natural materials, affording them producing power, and individuals 

had access to products that would have ordinarily been out of their reach.  

Yarsley and Couzens talk about the ‘Plastic Age,’ an era they acknowledged as 

already being inhabited, and they describe the creature living in it as a ‘Plastic 

Man.’  They tell the story of a child born into ‘a world of colour and bright shining 

surfaces, where childish hands find nothing to break, no sharp edges or corners 

to cut or graze, no crevices to harbour dirt or germs,’ and living a life 

surrounded by plastics ‘until he sinks into his grave hygienically enclosed in a 

plastic coffin.’  What is possibly the most shocking, to our contemporary 

environmentally conscious minds, is Yarsley and Couzens’ idea that an 

environment mostly filled with man-made materials, one where countries are 

freed from relying on local natural resources and so are more independent, is 

seen as brighter and cleaner than otherwise would have been.42  However, as 

chemists, writing in a time when the Second World War is only a couple of 

years old, and pre-dating the understanding of the damage man was capable of 

causing to the planet,43 they would indeed look to the man-made scientific world 

to create this Utopian vision.  

In the early 1800s, Christian Thomsen, a museum curator, used terms based on 

materials to describe periods of time were humans had gained control of, 

created and used, those resources.  The materials included stone, iron, bronze, 

copper, and steel.  These terms describe and demonstrate the skills acquired 

by humans in the manipulation of materials, and so it seems appropriate that 

that today’s era should be called the ‘Plastic Age.’44  For Fenichell, the Plastic 

                                            
41 Victor Emmanuel Yarsley and Edward Gordon Couzens, Plastics (Harmondsworth & New York: 

Penguin Books, 1941).  110. 
42 Yarsley and Couzens.  149-152. 
43 As opposed to the damage man was doing to each other during this time of fighting. 
44 However, our era is more often known as the Information Age or the Digital Age as trade and 

commerce has shifted away from traditional manufacturing goods and more towards information 

technology and services. 
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Age was entered during the 1970s when ‘global volume of plastics production 

outstripped that of steel.’45  However it has been suggested by Professor Daniel 

Parsons of Hull University that the world is only just about to enter the Plastic 

Age because of the plastic pollution that it is experiencing.46 As Thomsen’s 

terms were linked to the power and manipulation humans had over materials 

then the term Plastics Age fits, with the original intention, at the time man learnt 

to create plastics and, for me, over laps with the Industrial Revolution, a time 

when humans become prolific inventors.  The term does indeed also fit with the 

idea that the Plastic Age is significantly framed by plastics pollution again a 

human endeavour, therefore making it a multifarious, multipurpose term. 

In a statement ahead of her time, Marion Gough, a journalist for House 

Beautiful magazine, was keen that the public of the late 1940s should take a 

rounded view of plastics.  Not to see them as miracles but to give them more 

consideration.  She suggested that plastics ‘need fewer people joyously 

believing that there’s no ill in the world that plastics can’t cure.’  She also 

reminded the reader that there is a need for more ‘well-informed critics who 

refuse to condemn all plastics because some have failed’ and that they should 

take the time to learn about plastics, and what the material can do for them.47 

Gough’s views on plastics at a critical time in their use and development were 

forward thinking and balanced. 

From the 1940s, European companies placed significant investment into the 

production of quality objects, made of materials that were fit for purpose.  

Catterall suggests that the ‘good design’ concept of the Council of Industrial 

Design (COID) was adopted by the British plastics industry not through 

adventurous design but through simplicity.  The COID concept of ‘good design’ 

aimed to teach younger people to consume ‘more aesthetically.’48  Critically 

                                            
45 Fenichell.  4-5. 
46 Sarah Knapton, ‘The World May Be Entering the “Plastic Age” Because of Level of Waste, Leading 

Academic Warns’, The Telegraph, 2018 <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/09/13/world-may-

entering-plastic-age-level-wasteleading-academic-warns/> [accessed 25 September 2018]. 
47 Marion Gough, ‘The Truth About Plastics’, House Beautiful, Plastics Special, October (1947), 121. 
48 Becky Conekin, ‘“Here Is the Modern World Itself”, the Festival of Britain’s Representations of the 

Future’, in The Design History Reader, ed. by Grace Lees-Maffei and Rebecca Houze (Oxford & 

New York: Berg, 2010), pp. 143–151.  146. 
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acclaimed design helped to counteract products that were either technically ill-

conceived or chemically unstable.  During the late 1940s, plastics firms set up 

their own design studios, Catterall highlights the example of British Industrial 

Plastics Ltd (BIP), who established a Design Advisory Service as well as a 

Product Design Unit for use both by designers within the company and beyond.  

Although British designs during this period purposefully ‘[avoided] the more 

confident, American-inspired influences in shape and colour,’ therefore not 

exploiting the full potential of the materials, they showed a technical 

improvement on previously produced items.49 

Economic pressures of the Second World War put Italy behind in the 

development of synthetic materials in comparison to Germany, Britain, and the 

USA.  However, some Italian companies had a strong design ethos which they 

applied to their plastics products.  Giampiero Bosoni highlights, in particular, the 

work of Kartell who forged good relationships between technical engineers and 

designers to produce the most successful products,50 to this day they continue 

to be producers of significant renown.  Penny Sparke agrees that technologists 

and designers need to work well together to create successful objects.  She 

argues that regardless of the chemical research carried out in the development 

of plastics materials, products made of them ‘still have to filter through a cultural 

net which requires that they meet the symbolic demands of consumers and 

users,’ and these are identified by designers, not material technologists.51 

The 1950s saw a rise in the number of objects made from plastics by a 

manufacturing community that was swamping the market with objects made 

from misapplied materials.  This led to objects failing to fulfil the tasks they were 

designed to do.  It was this swamping of ‘shoddily made and poorly designed’ 

goods that eroded the status of plastics many had worked so hard to achieve.  

Plastics were therefore commonly seen as ‘tacky, inferior and expendable.’52  

                                            
49 Catterall.  72-73. 
50 Giampiero Bosoni, ‘The Italian Way to Plastics’, in The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post-

Modernity, ed. by Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1990), pp. 75–85.  77, 81 & 

83. 
51 Sparke, The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post Modernity.  7. 
52 Fiell and Fiell.  20. 
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However, the 1960s saw another significant era for plastics making use of this 

very feature.  They offered a way of conveying some of the most fundamental 

values embraced by Pop Culture.  Pop culture, as Sparke describes it, had two 

focuses; an ‘aesthetic of expendability’ or an ‘expendable aesthetic,’ the former 

offering the idea of disposability, whilst the latter could be easily disposable, her 

examples are an inflatable PVC chair versus a paper chair.53  In contrast to the 

celebrated disposability of the 1960s, plastics then went through the ‘ecological 

outcry of the 1970s’ and were considered to be inferior to natural materials.54 

However, as we have seen, the selection of materials is more complex than 

natural equals good / plastics equals bad, let us remember the unbleached, 

undyed cotton bag using large quantities of hazardous chemicals and high 

levels of water during its production,55 and the paper bag using up much land 

and water resources.56   

The developments in plastics saw more increases in the late 1980s than in the 

previous two decades, and as such the image of the material family was 

constantly re-focusing.  By this time the brightly coloured fun of the 1960s had 

been replaced by a more ‘high-tech’ image.  Sylvia Katz discusses the materials 

as offering ‘new textures, colours and moulding possibilities,’ leading to a 

changing perception of objects, which allowed the designer a new vision.  Even 

when we think we understand the material, Katz argues, we are offered a new 

surprise.  She cites the historically accepted electrical insulating properties of 

plastics being joined by electrically conductive properties in the 1980s which 

have gone on to allow the form of electrical circuits to change.  Katz celebrates 

the evolving nature of the material family, constantly replacing and improving 

upon its self.57  Sparke suggests that the key elements of Pop culture re-

emerged in the 1980s under the label of Post-Modernism, which embraced 

plastics for their almost infinite range of possibilities, with the ability to carry 

                                            
53 Penny Sparke, ‘Plastics and Pop Culture’, in The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post-Modernity, 

ed. by Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1990), pp. 93–103.  93 & 94. 
54 Sparke, The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post Modernity.  11. 
55 Burall.  39. 
56 Papanek.  40. 
57 Sylvia Katz, ‘Plastics in the ’80s’, in The Plastics Age: From Modernity to Post-Modernity, ed. by 

Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1990), pp. 145–51.  145, 149 & 151. 
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different messages.  This limitless metamorphosis made the materials perfect 

for a ‘culture which thrives upon pluralism.’58   

Meikle writes that the reputation of being ‘cheap and shoddy’ has followed 

plastics around for decades but as we are in a time when less people can recall 

life without plastics, the materials have become simply part of life, they have 

become ‘naturalised.’59  It is appropriate to reiterate Baudrillard’s assertion that 

‘materials are what they are,’ that they are neither right or wrong, artificial or 

real, and he asks if concrete, being man-made, really could be seen as less 

‘authentic’ than natural stone.  He argues that traditional man-made 

commodities, such as paper and glass, are understood as natural materials;60 

with this being the case, perhaps there will be a time, in hundreds of years, 

when plastics are seen as natural and accepted in the same way.   

The ‘cheap, shoddy, and overused’ reputation of plastics has been exaggerated 

by their use within kitsch products, as Stewart suggests ‘kitsch objects offer a 

saturation of materiality.’61  Kitsch is popularly aligned with bad taste and seen 

as standing for ‘artistic endeavour gone sour,’ being artificial, obvious, and 

repetitive.62  Despite plastics being synonymous with kitsch, it is a notion that 

pre-dates the proliferation of the material.  The concept of kitsch, to mean 

‘trash, vulgar, and cheap art,’ dates from the nineteenth century63 yet it seems 

to have a strong hold in the 1950s and beyond, coinciding with the significant 

use of plastics in the production of consumer goods.  Judy Attfield describes 

kitsch objects as being part of a wide category that inhabits the modern material 

                                            
58 Sparke, ‘Plastics and Pop Culture’.  103. 
59 Jeffrey L Meikle, ‘Plastics in the American Machine Age, 1920-1950’, in The Plastics Age: From 

Modernity to Post-Modernity, ed. by Penny Sparke (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 1990), pp. 

41–53.  52 & 53. 
60 Baudrillard, ‘Natural Wood, Cultural Wood’.  112. 
61 Stewart.  167. 
62 Celeste Olalquiaga, ‘Holy Kitschen: Collecting Religious Junk from the Street’, in The Object 

Reader, ed. by Fiona Candlin and Raiford Guins (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 391–

405.  394. 
63 Eva Londos, ‘Kitsch Is Dead - Long Live the Garden Gnome’, Home Cultures, 3.3 (2006), 293–

306.  295. 
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world and that they defy the definitions of fine art and design.64  For Attfield, 

kitsch is not part of a single stylistic genre and that, as a marker of popular 

sensitivity, it tells us a lot about the changing attitudes to taste.65  The objects 

from the past that, in hindsight, we look upon as being kitsch, were not 

necessarily designed, manufactured, or purchased under such an umbrella.  

The colourful mats made of low-density polyethylene (LDPE) from the MoDiP 

collection [Fig. 7-7] were most probably purchased to inject some colour into a 

1950s living room.  Now they might be seen as kitsch and purchased ironically, 

for fun, rather than in seriousness. 

 
 
Fig. 7-7: Table mats, unknown designer or manufacturer, circa 1950s.  (Museum of Design in 
Plastics AIBDC : 0_6410.1 - .4). 

 

Attfield suggests that Kitsch is not necessarily a ‘working-class taste but 

responds to a much wider need for an engagement with authenticity.’  This is 

made apparent by objects such as, the previously seen, Kartell’s Attila [Fig. 3-2, 

page 71].  This piece has been designed to appeal to consumers with a 

reasonable disposable income and a penchant for irony.  As Attfield writes: 

                                            
64 Judy Attfield, ‘Redefining Kitsch: The Politics of Design’, Home Cultures, 3.3 (2006), 201–12.  202. 
65 Attfield, ‘Redefining Kitsch: The Politics of Design’.  202. 
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‘irony is a knowing send up and has become part of the language of 

postmodernism.  Kitsch works well as a stylistic medium for expressing irony 

and is often used knowingly in this way to refer to art and taste, often inflating 

the importance of a trivial object for its symbolic potency.’66  The stool and 

accompanying items are currently available from the Kartell website with a price 

tag ranging between £182 and £227 [Fig. 7-8].  With the median gross weekly 

earnings for full-time employees as of April 2017 being £550,67 £227 is 41% of 

this weekly income, making the purchase of the gold coloured Attila stool a 

significant investment.  Herman Broch describes, what he calls ‘kitsch-man,’ the 

lover of all things kitsch, who is a consumer ‘prepared to acquire it [a kitsch 

object] and pay quite handsomely for it.’68  Gert Selle, writing in 1984, suggests 

that perhaps there is no kitsch, but simply design.  To call something ‘kitschy’ is 

to make ‘an absolute of a poison based on educational tradition and normative 

interest.’  Selle suggests that kitsch, as a concept, is obsolete and that 

educated people have an understanding of ‘an antiquated’ value system that 

permits them to classify their own personal aesthetic environments; ‘It is from a 

value awareness that one observes and judges.’69  By purchasing and 

displaying objects such as Attila the consumer is placing a taste ranking on the 

object and on the taste of the purchaser of the original garden gnome. 

 

                                            
66 Attfield, ‘Redefining Kitsch: The Politics of Design’.  207. 
67 Office for National Statistics, ‘Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings’ 

<https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bull

etins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2017provisionaland2016revisedresults> [accessed 11 May 

2018]. 
68 Hermann Broch, ‘Notes on the Problem of Kitsch’, in Kitsch: An Anthology of Bad Taste, ed. by 

Gillo Dorfles (London: Studio Vista, 1969), pp. 49–76.  49. 
69 Gert Selle, ‘There Is No Kitsch, There Is Only Design’, in The Design History Reader, ed. by Grace 

Lees-Maffei and Rebecca Houze (Oxford & New York, 2010), pp. 185–91.  185 & 188. 
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Fig. 7-8: Napoleon, Attila, and Saint Espirit as available on www.kartell.com, December 2017. 

 

Who then, is in a position to make judgements of what is tasteful?  I believe, we 

all are, ‘taste judgements are standpoint judgements,’70 depending on our 

education, upbringing, and experiences we can all rank objects as tasteful or 

not, that is to say tasteful to ourselves.  These rankings are unlikely to 

correspond wholly with another person’s taste scale.  Although Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi is writing about art criticism, it could be applied to design 

criticism when he states that ‘visual values are created by social consensus.’  

He explains that, particularly during periods of transition the majority of people 

do not know how they should feel about stimuli and it is the critics who ‘attach 

value to visual elements.’  He suggests that critics help to build consensus of 

public taste.  It is this public consensus that creates a value system that the 

majority of consumers attach to objects, and creates the ebb and flow of 

fashions.  People, for Csikszentmihalyi, can be trained to recognise orderly 

design but this does not have a bearing on their reaction to visual stimuli, as 

they do not carry taste measuring sticks in their minds.  What happens instead 

is that some people agree on what is good, and they convince everyone else 

that what they believe to be good, is indeed good.71  This same system can be 

observed in action with the significant downgraded value placed on plastics in 

recent years.  Environmental pollution has become high on the agenda of many 

high-profile and influential individuals, including Sir David Attenborough, which 

                                            
70 Selle.  188. 
71 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, ‘Design and Order in Everyday Life [1991]’, in The Design Culture 

Reader, ed. by Ben Highmore (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 157–164.  162 & 163. 
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has led to an even higher regard for natural materials and a lower appreciation 

of plastics. 

Word usage 

One indicator of the value placed upon a material, is the way their names are 

used in everyday language to describe something other than the actual material 

itself.   There are many sayings that include materials, these can be positive in 

their connotation, negative, or either depending on the context [see Appendix 

7], for example, ‘to be as bold as brass’ to mean brave or arrogant, or ‘to have a 

heart of glass’ meaning to be in an emotionally fragile state.  There are a small 

number of sayings that include plastics, the limited number is likely to be due to 

the time it takes for language to develop.  Those that do exist use plastics to 

describe something or someone that is fake, for example, ‘to be a plastic fan’ is 

one who is not a real fan but someone who says they are for sake of fitting in 

with a group.  The word plastics has become one of derision to signify things 

that are abhorrent or less desirable.72 

To get an understanding of how the general population use materials in 

everyday conversation, I have used the social media platform Twitter.  This 

method has been chosen as a way of getting to grips with a natural usage of the 

words ‘plastic,’ ‘plastics,’ ‘wood’ and ‘wooden,’ and ‘glass,’ without any prejudice 

which may have come into play if I had surveyed people in an artificial setting.  

The resultant thousands of tweets73 could be broken down into the following 

themes: The material is in a name e.g. Emily Wood or a description e.g. a 

wooden door, the word is used to describe a thing for example a pair of glasses 

or a glass of water, the material is used in a derogatory way, it is used as a 

reference to sex or drugs, the tweet is used to make a negative comment about 

the material or as a positive comment towards another material, the tweet is 

used to make a positive comment about the materials or to question an 

                                            
72 Fenichell.  6. 
73 Accumulated across 3 x 1-hour long sessions and on 3 days, 19th June, 16th July, 27th August 

2018. 
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alternative, and finally, the material is used as a metaphor or in a saying [see 

Appendix 5].   

As the chart below [Fig. 7-9] shows, the highest usage of materials on Twitter is 

linked to the names of people and organisations and the use of the words to 

describe the fact that what they are writing about is a ‘plastic’ bag or a ‘wooden’ 

fence, here there is no comment about the material other than the fact of its 

materiality.  At 94% ‘wood’ or ‘wooden’ is the highest use within this category 

due to the commonness of its use as a proper name, for example, Chris Wood.  

The next theme shows that a good proportion of the ‘glass’ usage comes from 

the describing of a thing, usually a glass of wine or a pair of glasses for 

example, plastic appears here due to the description of plastic surgery.  Wood 

did not feature in this theme at all as there is not an equivalent in this material.  

The next theme shows a higher use of plastic as a derogatory term and 

includes the idea of a plastic football fan to describe someone who does not 

know enough about the club to be a ‘proper’ fan.  Wood has a higher use in 

terms of sex and drugs with the material used to describe marijuana and an 

erection.  There is a significant difference between the materials when it comes 

to both the negativity and positivity towards them.  As expected much of the 

negativity towards plastics relates to the environment and pollution, the 

positivity towards plastics seems to come from companies making the materials 

but also from people questioning whether the alternative is any better, for 

example, if glass really is an appropriate alternative to plastics as it is heavier 

and costs more fuel to transport.  It appears to suggest that the feelings towards 

glass and wood is more indifferent and people do not feel passionate enough 

either to take to the social media site and complain or rejoice about these 

materials.  The metaphors for glass are higher with the idea that people in glass 

houses should not throw stones, those that use plastic as a metaphor are 

writing about the feeling that their life is like a plastic bag, floating around 

without direction. This exercise gives a very interesting clarity to the use of the 

words in a public arena and the readiness for people to pass opinion about 

certain materials. 
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Fig. 7-9:  Material use on Twitter across 3 x 1-hour long sessions and on 3 days, 19th June, 16th 
July, 27th August 2018. 

 

Anonymity 

Although some of the pieces shown throughout this research have designer and 

maker names attached to them, many plastics objects are designed by 

unnamed teams in manufacturing organisations, and even more still will be 

unmarked, and therefore to the consumer will be anonymous.  In museum 

terms, an artwork without an associated artist or author is known as an 

orphaned work.  Does the fact that these items are orphaned cause them to 

have a lower value than those with named parents?  In the preface of The 

Design Culture Reader, Ben Highmore discusses the domination of the study of 

design by named designers and yet most of our activity is met by objects that 
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are ‘beyond the realm of “designer goods.”’74  It is often the case that everyday 

objects are created by an anonymous member of a design team, but do 

designer names help consumers decide what good design is?  Does the name 

Phillippe Starck, for example, help the consumer purchase a plastic object, 

particularly Attila the gnome, and feel justified in doing so?  I reiterate the 

conversation with a senior academic at the AUB when he encountered this very 

object for the first time.  He did not like this piece before he knew who had 

designed it but changed his view extremely quickly when he was told that the 

piece he did not like was by designed by Starck for Kartell. The designer should 

not be the be all and end all of the object, its functionality and its aesthetic 

should play a part in the individual’s decision making process on whether they 

feel it is ‘good design’ or tasteful. 

Nostalgia and feel 

Plastic objects have become part of all our lives regardless of our financial 

security or our social status, it is a signifier of democracy75 without 

discrimination, it has been reported that even the Queen uses Tupperware.76  

With the memories of Grandpa’s radio, or the Great Aunt’s door handles, 

bakelite77 has become a material of nostalgia.  The invention of phenol 

formaldehyde in 1907, fulfilled the need for electrical insulation,78 and as such 

become part of a tactile world.  It is a material used for plugs, light switches, pan 

and iron handles, as well as radios and televisions.  These are all objects that 

make physical connections with bodies in a particular way that causes 

memories to arise on being reunited with them.  Highmore explains that 

‘aesthetics is primarily concerned with material experiences, with the way the 

sensual world greets the sensorial body and with the affective forces that are 

                                            
74 Highmore, The Design Culture Reader.  Xiii. 
75 Antonelli.  12. 
76 Neil Tweedie, ‘“Footman” Exposes Tupperware Secret of the Queen’s Table’, 20 November 2003, 

section Education <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/3323191/Footman-exposes-

Tupperware-secret-of-the-Queens-table.html> [accessed 8 February 2020]. 
77 Note the lower case ‘b’ as bakelite is used here as a generic term.  Bakelite (capital b) is the 

material produced by Baekeland’s Bakelite company and it is not certain of the production of any 

material or product without the Bakelite mark. 
78 Mumford.  23-24. 
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generated in such meetings.’  Highmore describes an ‘interconnectedness of 

the design environment, and the way in which bodies and objects are 

entangled,’ that objects should not be viewed simply as dumb things but a 

constant oscillation ‘between a rock and a dream.’79  In other words, between a 

thing and the thoughts and memories that are generated by being in its 

presence. 

Bakelite is an enigmatic material, which confuses people as to its origins.  It has 

a longevity, and memory bank that makes people think it cannot be related to 

newer, modern materials.  A tale told by a colleague recalls her husband saying 

that Bakelite is not a plastic, when asked what he thought it was, he replied ‘well 

it’s … Bakelite!’  It is so prolific a material it has gained a kingdom of its own.  It 

is a material of wonder, poetically described by Mumford as being ‘hidden in the 

coal of the mountains and in the wood of the trees which from the earliest age 

have been the symbols of regeneration and immortality.’80  Classic plastics 

objects are now seen as collectable, the nostalgia of youth and memory has 

made them desirable to own again or for the first time.  Several collector’s 

guides to early plastics have been published to help collectors buy well.81 

This section looks at how objects feel to the touch, as well as how they make us 

feel.  Stephen Fenichell explains that most of us are ‘materialist enough to love 

certain things’ especially as they age and mature, but if they are made of 

plastics this is not the case, ‘when it wears out, it cracks.  That’s it.  You chuck it 

away without the slightest sentimental attachment.’82  Fisher suggests that 

consumers have a theoretical knowledge of plastics and that this is 

‘accompanied by knowledge of materials gained through direct physical 

interaction with them.’  As previously mentioned, he discusses the notion that 

‘folk knowledge’ built up and passed on, by and through people, popular culture, 

and literature has an influence on how consumers feel about plastics.  His study 

                                            
79 Ben Highmore, ‘General Introduction. A Sideboard Manifesto: Design Culture in an Artificial World’, 

in The Design Culture Reader, ed. by Ben Highmore (London & New York: Routledge, 2009), pp. 

1–11.  10-11 & 7. 
80 Mumford.  7. 
81 Fisher, ‘Plastics in Everyday Life: Polymorphous (in)Authenticity’.  150. 
82 Fenichell.  3. 
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identified that his subjects employed ‘three discursive “clusters” which refer to 

modernity / progress, authenticity / imitation, and health / hygiene’ when talking 

about how they feel about plastics.83 

Some of these feelings are generated through the surfaces of the objects, and it 

is through their materiality that plastics objects are experienced.84  Jonathan 

Chapman looks at the values assigned to the surface aging of material, he 

compares the build-up of scars on the wooden floor and the case of a mobile 

phone, and suggests that the values are ‘genre dependent.’  He proposes that 

‘patina writes a narrative’ and adds character to an object, ‘ageing material 

surfaces narrate tell-tale signs of life by embodying the user within the object.’85  

In terms of an antique piece, visible flaws and imperfections describe its 

authenticity and its genuineness,86 that is to say the base of a glass or ceramic 

vase, for example, will be examined to see if it shows evidence of living a life 

through scratches and wear from being regularly removed and replaced onto a 

surface.   

Kristine H Harper writes about the aesthetic sustainability of objects by placing 

durability at the forefront of the concept.  She cites three areas of durability: that 

which is associated with materials that age gracefully, that of materials which 

can be easily repaired, and that which functions well and is safeguarded against 

obsolescence.87  Alan Manley’s recent PhD research explores the effects of 

friction, lubrication and wear on materials that creates a ‘cosmetic 

obsolescence,’ and the emotional responses these processes of aging create in 

the consumer.  He states that unlike other materials, plastics in consumer 

electronics produce a positive response in the early stages in their use [Fig. 

7.10].  However, at the same stage in the research process, plastics also 

                                            
83 Fisher, ‘What We Touch, Touches Us: Materials, Affects, and Affordances’.  20, 22 & 23. 
84 Fisher, ‘Plastics in Everyday Life: Polymorphous (in)Authenticity’.  150. 
85 Chapman.  131-132. 
86 Attfield, Wild Things: The Material Culture of Everyday Things.  81. 
87 Kristine H Harper, Aesthetic Sustainability: Product Design and Sustainable Usage, 2018.  4. 
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garnered the most negative and neutral responses.88  It seems from this work 

that there is an expectation that no material is beyond damage, and once 

products reach the point of cosmetic obsolescence, the owner of the product 

withdraws affection.89  Fisher describes, that as plastics degrade they break the 

promise they initially made of ‘a sheer perfect surface,’ the ‘magic is broken’ 

and we become unsettled by this.90 

 

Fig. 7-10: Appraisals of instances of wear at start of ownership from Manley, Alan H. G., 
‘Attitudinal Perception of Cosmetic Wear and Damage of Materials within the Use Phase of 
Portable Electronic Products’ (unpublished Ph.D., Loughborough University, 2018. 199. 

 

Referring to wood, Baudrillard talks of it having ‘an intrinsic warmth;’ we have an 

image of the material ‘in our mind’s eye.’  He suggests that ‘in the contemporary 

environment, all the organic or natural materials have, in practice, found their 

functional equivalents in plastic or compound substances’ and that the only 

objection to these materials is a ‘moral opposition.’91  This moral opposition is 

demonstrated by the designer, Sebastian Conran who, at the ‘Provocative 

                                            
88 Alan H. G. Manley, ‘Attitudinal Perception of Cosmetic Wear and Damage of Materials within the 

Use Phase of Portable Electronic Products’ (unpublished Ph.D., Loughborough University, 2018) 

<https://hdl.handle.net/2134/36225> [accessed 10 February 2020].  199. 
89 Chapman.  47-48. 
90 Fisher, ‘The Death and Life of Plastic Surfaces’. 117-118. 
91 Baudrillard, ‘Natural Wood, Cultural Wood’.  112. 
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Plastics’ conference, explored when and how designers could use plastics to 

the greatest effect.  He spoke of giving worth to polymers to make them seem 

less ‘plasticy’ by adding other materials to them, for example a small amount of 

die-cast metal to kitchen utensils to add to the perceived value.  He suggested 

that polymers should only be used to make a better product rather than just to 

save costs.92  Cost saving practices have led to the perception of plastics being 

used to make cheap, ineffectual products. 

The use of Doordan’s triad framework of Fabrication, Application, and 

Appreciation throughout these last three chapters have allowed for an 

exploration of how users build up relationships with material, in particular 

plastics, in their everyday lives.  The final chapter will look at how this study, 

along with the understanding of the functions of museums from chapters 3 and 

4, and the close study of MoDiP in chapter 2, help to build a perceived value of 

the museum having a focus on a single material family. 

  

                                            
92 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘Provocative Plastics, Conference Proceedings’. 
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Chapter 8 : Conclusions 
 

This research has set out to explore the value of the Museum of Design in 

Plastics by looking at how it fits into the museum phenomena and the lives of 

the visiting public.  It has done this by asking how plastics have been embraced 

by museums, what the issues and debates are that impact on public and 

curatorial relationships with plastics, and addresses what the benefits of 

focusing on a single material family might be.  It has used the comparator study 

of the Pinto collection of Treen at Birmingham Museums Trust with wood being 

more natural than man-made plastics.  At the beginning of the introduction of 

this dissertation, I recalled an overheard conversation between a young boy and 

his mother as they walked to school.  He asked his mum, ‘Mummy, are those 

poppies plastic?’, ‘No’ she replied ‘they are not, don’t be silly.’  For me, the most 

significant element of this brief conversation was that the boy did not ask his 

mother ‘are those poppies real?’ but ‘are those poppies plastic?’  He was 

thinking about materials and making connections with other things in his life.  

Those kinds of connections and relationships have been at the heart of this 

research project.  

When I started working with the collection at MoDiP in 2007, just a few months 

before the museum officially changed its focus to plastics, the notion of plastics 

as a material was not as controversial as it is today.  My job immediately prior to 

MoDiP was at the Tank Museum, Bovington, a military history museum with big 

exciting summer tank and armoured vehicle displays which attract enthusiasts 

and families from miles around.  There, I was asked on a very few occasions if 

the museum and its activities glorified or even trivialised war and I honestly did 

not think that a move to MoDiP would generate more questions of validity than I 

had previously encountered. Never before have I experienced the 

preconception that a museum is doing something against the popular norm and 

that the collection glorifies a bad practice as I have in recent years.  To put this 

into context, I recently contributed to a lecture about Thing Theory for the AUB 

Graduate School.  My colleague, the Dean of the Graduate School spoke about 

Thing Theory with the focus on graphic design, his paper was titled The Graphic 

Thing and I followed on with The Plastic Thing.  I spoke about frames of 
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reference and how knowledge comes from our own experiences and through 

those of other people.  I demonstrated this by looking at one experience factor 

of plastics; the environmental issue. We might not have experienced the Pacific 

Gyre for ourselves or seen overflowing landfill sites but we have seen David 

Attenborough,1 Liz Bonnin,2 and Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstal3 on the television 

showing us the awful pollution, and read the social media responses to their 

programmes, and this becomes part of our frame of experience.  In comparison, 

I introduced something that might be out of the frame of experience for the 

audience, I showed the flip side of plastics being the pollution in the sea and on 

beaches by presenting images of plastics objects used to clean the beach [Fig. 

8-1] and contain destructive pollution from the sea [Fig. 8-2].  I talked about the 

contrast between the experiential notion that plastics are cheap, nasty, and 

mass-produced, and that of hand-made products such as those explored on 

pages 144-147.  I spoke about familiar objects in a strange context, and how 

this has an effect on how we relate to them.  The museum, in this sense, being 

a strange context for a Pot Noodle container that will never be used to eat out of 

again or a cycle helmet that will never protect anyone’s head as they crash to 

the ground whilst trying to learn the latest trick in the skate park.  I spoke about 

many things covered in this dissertation and at the end of the lecture we opened 

to the floor for questions, there was one question only from the students and 

staff present; ‘I am interested in plastics...  How do you justify being a museum 

of plastics when they are so environmentally destructive?’ Unfortunately, this 

just proved that the student was not listening to the lecture and had a strong 

anti-plastics standpoint.  He had not listened; he did not want to listen.  He had 

not taken on board the balance between the potential destructive nature of 

plastics in the hands of humans with the potential positivity plastics can bring to 

the environment.  The lecture was about Thing Theory, not the value of plastics, 

but this was overridden by this person’s desire to disparage the museum.  

Unfortunately, this strong view of a student disrupted the lecture and derailed 

the overall thought process away from the theme of the discussion, that of 

                                            
1 ‘Blue Planet II: Our Blue Planet’. 
2 ‘Drowning in Plastic’ (BBC, 2018). 
3 KEO Films. 
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Thing Theory and its application to graphics and plastics, and on to the 

perceived problems with the material family. 

 
 
Fig. 8-1: 4ocean, ‘Spring Cleaning in the Florida Keys’ 
<https://legacy.4ocean.com/blogs/blog/the-florida-keys-cleanup> [accessed 12 November 
2019]. 
 

 
 
Fig. 8-2: Canadyne, ‘Oil Spill Containment & Response Solutions’ <http://www.canatec.com> 
[accessed 12 November 2019]. 

MoDiP collects interesting design; both good and bad, and by doing such it 

holds up a mirror to an industry of which it is not a part.  In contrast, I was 
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employed by an industry-owned museum, the Bass Museum of Brewing, in 

2001 / 2002 where I saw it was less easy to hold up a mirror to the company in 

which the museum is embedded.  There, I witnessed with interest the removal 

of ‘Bass’ brand and family memorabilia from public areas as the company was 

sold to the Coors Brewing Company.  All the Bass branded mirrors, advertising 

panels, and paintings were replaced with objects relating to a different brand, in 

particular Worthingtons.  It felt like the management were trying to eradicate the 

important role the Bass family played in the brewing story in Burton-upon-Trent 

simply because Coors were purchasing everything except for the Bass beer 

brand.  What they were purchasing was the brewery, which also made Carling, 

as well as the museum which changed its name from the Bass Museum of 

Brewing to the National Brewing Centre.  This was a disappointing, 

commercially based, visual eradication of a significant piece of the history of 

brewing.  The Bass company had been a part of the life of many people from 

the town, both directly and indirectly, since it was founded by William Bass in 

1777.4 

My position on, and understanding of, plastics has changed significantly since I 

have been working with MoDiP’s collection.  I suppose my previous feelings 

about plastics could have been described as indifferent.  From being interested 

in design, and through my undergraduate degree in the History and Theory of 

Design, Art and Photography, I knew plastics existed and I was aware that there 

were different types, but did not have a passionate love or hatred for the 

material family.  From a professional point of view, I came across the fear of 

plastics during my Museum Studies Masters degree in 2000 / 2001.5  Here I 

heard museum professionals say that plastics were difficult to look after with the 

implication that they were best avoided where possible.  Working in various 

museums, I found that it was hard to find simple advice on the storage and 

                                            
4 ‘Burton on Trent Local History: Bass House’ <http://www.burton-on-

trent.org.uk/category/surviving/basshouse> [accessed 14 January 2020]. 
5 I completed my MA at the University of Leicester.  It was the world leading museum studies course 

at the time with a limited number of competitor courses.  A place on the course was sought after 

and experience of museums whether paid or volunteer was expected.  The taught course included 

an eight-week work-placement which put the academic element of the course into perspective.  The 

ideology that we left the course with established a set of ideals that cannot always be achieved.  

However, what they do is give the museum professional something to strive for. 
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curation of plastics; what there was was piecemeal or contradictory.  It was not 

until I started working at MoDiP that I encountered a positive or perhaps defiant 

approach towards plastics.  The team were embracing a group of materials that 

were feared by so many before them.  Today the museum continues to rebel 

against the now public norm of automatically seeing the bad in the material.  It 

is at the forefront of work created to help small museums, without access to 

conservation expertise, to be less fearful of caring for the material.  After all 

plastics cannot be avoided in museum collections or we run the risk of rewriting 

history in the way that the Bass name was removed from its place in the beer 

brewing history. 

The aims of this project were to understand the significance of a museum with a 

single material family focus to both the visiting public and to the museum sector.  

The first question, addressed by Chapter 3 ‘Museum collecting practice’ and 

Chapter 4 ‘The precious and the plastic’, was; in what ways have plastics been 

embraced by design museums in the United Kingdom through collection and 

display, and how does this differ from other materials?  To do this Chapter 3 

discussed the importance of objects and collections to museums, explored how 

value and meaning is created and shared with visitors within the museum 

setting, looked at relational materiality to guide the research through the 

relationships and energies discovered, created, and maintained within the 

museum between the museum staff, objects, and visitors.  Within this a 

foundation of the understanding of the functionality of museums was developed.  

Chapter 4 ‘The precious and the plastic’ compared the opulent, often hand-

made pieces, housed in many design museums with the mundane, mass-

produced objects inherent in a collection focusing on plastics. 

The last set of chapters (5, 6 and 7) explored the second research question; 

‘what are the issues and debates that impact on the popular and professional 

curatorial relationships with plastics?’ Chapter 5 ‘Material production’ discussed 

how materials and objects are generated or created, and the situations in which 

the materials find themselves were explored in Chapter 6 ‘Material application.’  

Finally, Chapter 7 ‘Material reception’ developed an understanding of the 

cultural perception of objects made of the close study materials by exploring 

concepts of taste and value. 
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Using the discussions on these two questions, this concluding chapter aims to 

explore the main question of the thesis; in an environment of increasing material 

complexity, what might the benefits be, for the museum community and for 

wider societal understanding, of a museum focusing specifically on a single 

material family? It considers how the work of museums and collections, and the 

public understanding of materials, are challenged by the in-depth focus into a 

single material family.  It explores the pitfalls and benefits for the museum and 

for the visitor within this relatively unusual museum setting. 

How are plastics embraced by museums? 

The question of how plastics are embraced by museums could be reframed to 

ask why it is significant to be questioning the role of plastics objects in museum 

collections.  Even though plastics, as materials, are a part of our lives and have 

been for a few generations in one form or another6 they still feel like modern 

materials with a limited history, but as I have demonstrated the plastics family 

has been with us since the late 1830s.7  Whether museums or curators like it or 

not, plastics are very much part of many museum collections, they are one of 

the defining materials of the twentieth, and so far, the twenty-first century and 

are therefore part of a multitude of societal histories.   They are part of the 

clothes we wear, the games we play, and the environments in which we live.   

By understanding what a museum is, and the significance of the collection to 

the museum, it becomes apparent that if, historically, plastics have not been 

previously been embraced by a museum the curator has to work extremely hard 

to justify the presence of the material, not only to the visitor but also to 

colleagues including collecting committees.  The reluctance in the past to 

embrace plastics has been value based, I have demonstrated this through the 

observations of Pearce.  The placement of objects on the authentic : non-

authentic / spurious and masterpiece : artefact scales [see Fig. 1-3, page 6] has 

traditionally informed the value of the object in Western culture and the 

                                            
6 The Baby Boomers of the post-war period grew up with plastics, along with the following generation, 

Gen X, they have overused them, and many Millennials are now despising what they popularly 

perceive as a significant environmental pollutant. 
7 See chapter 5. 
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legitimacy of the object to be part of the museum collection.  Like a bulky ship 

attempting to change course, large museums, such as the V&A, take longer to 

make changes to their practise than smaller museums.  This is because they 

have many curators in siloed departments and layers of management and 

committees all of whom need to agree to the changes.  As the V&A has material 

departments which were established before plastics objects began to enter 

museum collections there has traditionally not been a department for plastics.  

Lambert discusses her experiences as a V&A curator when trying to convince 

other curators to take objects made of plastics into their care whilst she was 

putting together the Twentieth Century Gallery.8  She has recounted the 

example of the first Dyson vacuum cleaner which she purchased for the gallery 

from Japan, when she asked the curator of metal, who was the custodian of 

other vacuum cleaners, they were not keen to be responsible for such a piece 

as it was not made of metal.9  Since that point, the museum obviously does 

collect objects made of plastics but have yet to create a plastics department, 

this would take significant resources due to the requirement of dedicated staff 

as well as the space to accommodate them and the objects for which they 

would care. 

This research project has been interested in the way visitors and curators relate 

to museum objects and the roles that all three bring to the meeting.  By using 

Martin’s Levels of Collecting diagram [See Fig. 3-1, page 58] with the top level 

of collecting being the museum, it can be seen that the museum object has 

moved so far away from its intended function that its presence in the museum 

needs some explanation.  The object is in a strange setting and its reason for 

existing can have been knocked out of focus, so it takes the coming together of 

these three parties, the visitor, the object, and the curator, to enable a lens to be 

put in to place so that the value and meaning of the object, at that time to those 

people, becomes clear and sharp as seen in my diagram [Fig. 3-6, page 83].  

Through the work of various parties including MoDiP and the PSSN, museums 

across the UK are embracing plastics with a greater enthusiasm than they have 

previously.  More exhibitions with plastics at the heart are being mounted 

                                            
8 Lambert, ‘Plastics - Why Not? A Perspective from the Museum of Design in Plastics’.  170. 
9 Conversation between Susan Lambert and Louise Dennis.  2018. 
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including Bow Arts’ 2019 ‘Raw Materials: Plastics’ exhibition at the Nunnery 

Gallery, London which is part of a series that explores the forgotten industrial 

history of materials in east London around the River Lea.10  Generally, in 

museums many exhibition labels still list ‘plastic’ as the material that an object is 

made of instead of ‘polystyrene’ or ‘polypropylene,’ for example, but the 

identification of materials is difficult without confidence and / or specialist 

equipment. 

How do issues and debates around plastics impact relationships? 

As demonstrated, it is more often than not the case that museums collect 

objects regardless of the materials from which they are made.  Many museums 

are interested in the object for another reason and the material is not the focus, 

but as I have suggested above museums are in the process of embracing 

plastics with greater enthusiasm.  Plastics play a significant role in our lives and 

they cannot be ignored by any museum with an interest in contemporary, and 

not so contemporary, collecting.  Over time, however, popular and curatorial 

relationships with all materials, in particular plastics, have ebbed and flowed.  

As the enthusiasm for plastics rose during the 1950s and 1960s, with thoughts 

turning towards a wipe clean utopia, the keenness fell towards natural 

materials, such as wood, and man-manipulated materials, such as glass. In 

contrast, as keenness towards plastics have fallen, enthusiasm towards wood 

and glass have risen.  As I have demonstrated, public relationships with 

materials are affected by where and how the material is produced, and the 

impact this has on the environment.  The recyclability, reuse, or disposability 

also have a bearing, as well as how the public relate to the manufacturing 

process of objects made from the material.   

It is understandable that when we read that fragments of plastics waste can be 

found beyond areas of human population density including from ‘soils to lake 

beds, from remote Antarctic island shores to tropical seabeds,’11 most people 

will see plastics as a bad thing.  As such a contested group of materials, it can 

                                            
10 Bow Arts, ‘Raw Materials: Plastics’ <https://bowarts.org/nunnery/raw-materials-plastics> [accessed 

22 February 2020]. 
11 Barnes and others.  1995. 
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be difficult to see the good work that they do, it is like asking a gardener to 

appreciate the soil processing and valuable food source for other wildlife of a 

slug when all they can see is the destruction of their lettuces and hostas.  The 

Government are demonstrating that marine pollution is not just caused by 

plastics in the ocean by suggesting that they should ‘be bold not only about 

plastics but also other marine pollution and muster international support for 

action.’12  Retailers are concerned that ‘an exclusive focus on plastics detracts 

from work on other materials and impacts.’13  Plastics are not just subject to 

changing environmental attitudes but also to changes in taste, acceptance, 

nostalgia and feel.  The negativity towards the material cannot be out shone by 

the attractiveness that it is capable of being formed into any shape required.14 

What are the benefits of focusing on a single material family? 

The most significant outcome of this research project is to understand what the 

benefits are of focusing on a single material family within a setting of increasing 

material complexity.  The established position is that people connect with 

materials in a variety of ways, and those materials are compared with other 

materials.  An overwhelming map of relationships and connections can fill the 

brain when engaging with an object in a museum of multiple materials.  By 

visualising a simple map which looks at some of the ways of interpreting a cup 

and saucer from the MoDiP collection made of urea formaldehyde, and how it 

compares to a similar object from the Pinto collection made from pear wood 

[Fig. 8-3], it can be seen that the lines of interest and thoughts could be too 

numerous to comfortably relate to the plastics cup and saucer.15  This is an 

example of two materials, if it were to be replicated for real life with multiple 

materials the lines of interest and comparison would be so dense that the 

objects themselves become difficult to view.  By looking at a single material 

family, MoDiP is quietening the white noise of comparison based on looks, 

value, and nostalgia, making it easier to concentrate on the object in hand.  The 

                                            
12 HM Government.  93. 
13 Peake.  19. 
14 Bensaude Vincent.  27. 
15 The contents of these maps are based on object analysis forms [see Appendix 9]. 
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quietened diagram [Fig. 3-3, page 73] shows that the urea formaldehyde cup 

and saucer still has links, connections, and comparisons that make for a lively 

map, but the lines of noise are much reduced.16   

                                            
16 It should be noted that these maps do not include personal connections to the objects as this 

would make them too dense. 
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Fig. 8-3: Some ways of comparing and connecting with objects; more than one materials family. 
Author’s diagram. 
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The reduction of noise in the single material family museum allows the visitor to 

look at objects in the collection with fresh eyes and a clear focus. All materials 

are lively and vibrant, they all produce vibrations and create relationships with 

other materials and people, however, those actions are not equal and so should 

not be viewed in the same way.  As Wallace puts it, ‘cheese and nuclear sites, 

ocean plastic and bacteria – these may be lively, but they differ in their life-

supporting or biopolitical implications.’17  By focusing on a single material family 

the museum can reduce the noise produced by the vibrancy of other materials.  

The conversations between the object, visitor, and curator are more limited than 

in a multiple material collection, with the clarity of a lens over the subject in 

hand.  Visitors are then able to build freer relationships with the objects than if 

they were overwhelmed with information, as such, the contested materials can 

be viewed with a more open mind.  In other words, by enabling a focused 

approach, the visitor is able to step through a door, leaving behind the 

entrapments of material comparison and see a new, broader vista coming into 

view, as demonstrated in the diagram below [Fig. 8-4].  The contested material 

is no longer just a low value, environmental disaster, the bigger picture comes 

into view and many other applications and relationships have the space to 

spring back to mind.  The museum opens up a space for debate, not a 

prescriptive view but an opportunity to explore the subject without prejudice. 

 

                                            
17 Wallace.  131. 
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Fig. 8-4: View focused and broadened by the museum lens.  Author’s diagram. 

 

Having a focus is beneficial to the museum as well as to the visitor.  There are 

1742 Accredited Museums in the UK, Channel Islands, and Isle of Man,18 so to 

stand out of such a crowd a museum needs to find a specialism.  By finding that 

specialism the museum can provide a service that cannot be found anywhere 

else.  As the Design Collection Museum, the collection at the AUB was 

potentially no different from other museums including the Museum of Domestic 

Design and Architecture, and the Design Museum, albeit on a smaller scale.  

However, by MoDiP taking the focus from a wide outlook, that of general 

design, to a narrower trajectory, design in plastics, it opened a bigger 

opportunity to have an impact on the museum community and the wider public, 

and be able to recognise the impact that it is having.  Any influence the museum 

has will be more recognisable, or more likely to be credited, if the activity it is 

doing is particularly specialist. 

With the benefits of the focus on a single material family also come challenges, 

one being that there might be a significant misjudgement of the museum.  If a 

                                            
18 As of November 2019.  Arts Council England, ‘Accredited Museums in the UK, Channel Islands 

and Isle of Man’ <https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/document/list-accredited-museums-uk-channel-

islands-and-isle-man> [accessed 5 March 2020]. 
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potential visitor believes they have no interest in the subject, they may choose 

not to visit and if they have strong reservations about the materials they may 

also have preconceptions of the museum, for example, if they believe the 

materials are low grade and valueless, there is the potential they will have the 

same feelings about the museum itself.  As such, the museum needs to work 

particularly hard to dispel this belief; exhibitions need to be especially 

interesting and wide reaching to pique their interest enough for them to want to 

explore the subject further.  It is not the purpose of a museum to change the 

mind of the visitor, certainly not to tell them they are wrong, but to help them 

explore the subject for themselves.  MoDiP, in particular, is not allied with the 

industry, and so it does not gain anything from persuading the visitor that 

plastics can be good.  What the museum can do is open the discussion about 

plastics and the objects made from them.  The staff at the museum must 

however, anticipate negative reactions, be prepared with responses, and 

understand the reasoning behind the challenge.  It is important that the museum 

does not close down the discussion but to open it up further. 

The relationships developed in museums between visitors, curators, and 

objects have an element of artificiality about them.  The object is in a different 

context from that which it was intended.  The visitor by going to a museum has 

an expectation of what they will feel about the experience, whether that be 

boring, exciting, or thought-provoking.  And the curator expects that the visitor 

should leave having learnt something.  Somewhere in the experience there is 

likely to be a convergence between the three actors in the activity but there is a 

dependence on the knowledge and experience of all three as demonstrated in 

my diagram [Fig. 3-6, on page 83].  In the diagram the word ‘object’ is 

interchangeable with the that of ‘material’ or whatever the theme of the museum 

or exhibition might be [Fig. 8-5].  
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Fig. 8-5: The convergence of experience between material, visitor, and curator, bringing the 
value and meaning into focus.  Author’s diagram. 

 

What is the value of MoDiP? 

MoDiP has value in two distinct areas.  The first area being the development of 

museum professional attitudes, skills, and knowledge towards plastics as an 

area for collecting and collection care.  By bucking the trend of shying away 

from plastics and literally facing them head on, MoDiP with its partners, has 

started to pave the way for small museums to think differently about their ability 

to understand and care for some of the more difficult objects in their collections.  

With improved understanding of their objects, museums can better engage with 

the public and generate connections and relationships more readily.  Activity in 

this area includes work with the Plastics Subject Specialist Network to develop 

resources such as those that can be found on MoDiP’s website,19 and the 

retention of degraded objects to form a research resource evidencing how 

certain materials deteriorate. 

The second area of value for MoDiP demonstrates its ability to broaden the 

understanding of plastics by the public.  In the current climate with the 

environmental damage caused by pollution being a key focus in the minds of 

many visitors, MoDiP can be a source of information of how plastics have been 

                                            
19 Museum of Design in Plastics, ‘Plastics and Museums’ <https://www.modip.ac.uk/plastics/plastics-

and-museums> [accessed 26 August 2020]. 
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used in design in years gone by and in the present day.  The ability for a 

museum to demonstrate the past assists visitors to ‘understand the present and 

make informed choices about the future.’20   

MoDiP is small, and Kenneth Hudson suggests that visitors like small museums 

which they can view in a matter of a no more than two hours.  He proposes that 

of particular interest are those museums that consider the life of a single person 

or a single topic.  He suggests this is because there is less likelihood of 

becoming fatigued by the sheer size of a large museum and volume of 

information to take on board.21  Due to its size MoDiP, and its potential impact, 

cannot be compared to that of the V&A or the Science Museum, with their 

millions of annual visitors, however, the charts below show the visitor response 

to MoDiP.  Out of the visitors who fill in a comments postcard [Appendix 6] 

during their visit to MoDiP, 92% suggest that the visit to the museum has 

changed how they think about plastics [see Fig. 8-6].  The most frequent 

changes in thought, described by the visitor is that they leave the museum 

knowing that plastics are not all bad, that there is a positive side to the material 

family that they had not considered before, and that they are materials with a 

longer history than they had previously imagined [see Fig. 8-7].  Assumptions 

are made that plastics are bad and that by contrast anything that is not plastics 

is automatically good or better.  The wider view encouraged by the museum 

helps visitors to think more broadly. 

 

                                            
20 Alan Morton, ‘Tomorrow’s Yesterdays: Science Museums and the Future’, in The Museum Time 

Machine: Putting Cultures on Display, ed. by Robert Lumley (London & New York: Routledge, 

1988), pp. 128–143.  141. 
21 Hudson.  142. 
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Fig. 8-6: MoDiP visitor postcard reponse 2019 to the question ‘Has your visit to MoDiP today 
changed how you think about plastics?’ 

 
 
Fig. 8-7: MoDiP visitor postcard reponse 2019 to the question ‘How has your thinking changed 
towards plastics?’ 
 

These postcard responses from the museum’s visitors are rich with commentary 

that evidences the impact MoDiP has on their understanding of, and 

relationships with, the plastics material family.  The comments can be 

92%

7% 1%

MoDiP visitor postcard response 2019

My visit to MoDiP has
changed how I think about
plastics

My visit to MoDiP has not
changed how I think about
plastics

Other

6%

56%

18%

2%

3%

15%

MoDiP visitor postcard response 2019

Plastics have been around
longer than I expected

I now know there is a
positive side to plastics

I now know there are lots of
materials that do different
things

I still prefer natural materials
/ I don't like plastics

I already think widely about
materials / I already
understand plastics

no particular comment /
design comment



 
 

252 
 

anonymous and are placed in an opaque post box, meaning that visitors can be 

honest with their feedback to the museum.   

As seen in the pie charts above the largest impact a visit to MoDiP has is the 

expansion of the visitor’s understanding of plastics beyond that they are ‘bad for 

the environment.’  Respondents commented that it was interesting to see a side 

of plastics that was not normally shown.  One commenter stated that they 

thought using plastic in their work was a bad thing but that their visit to the 

museum highlighted how the use of upcycling in their creative work could be a 

viable option that they had not explored before. Others wrote that the museum 

expanded their knowledge of plastics; ‘I never knew how much there was to 

know about plastics,’ and how a visit to the museum increased their awareness 

of how plastics linked to economic factors and the wider society.22 

The opening up of the debate around plastics through MoDiP activities is 

demonstrated by statements such as ‘plastics can be good and useful in the 

right places, and in other places a cause for destruction;’ ‘I thought plastic 

objects (plates, cutlery) look cheap and plain, but here I’ve seen some beautiful 

ones;’ ‘I used to think of plastic being just a water bottle or straw, but now I 

understand it has many possibilities in production;’ ‘You can do much more with 

plastics than I expected! It’s easy to forget that plastics aren’t just packaging;’ 

‘They are a lot more interesting than you think;’ and ‘I never really realised how 

interesting plastics could actually be.’ Respondents commented that the 

museum visit made them see a more ‘positive’ and ‘revolutionary’ side of 

plastics, that ‘there’s more than single use’ to the material family, and that it was 

a good thing to think about the many reusable objects made out of plastics.  

Another visitor suggested that their time at the museum made them think about 

how, historically, plastics had been seen as valued materials and not always as 

those that are disposable.  After visiting the museum one respondent wrote 

about how the word plastics had negative connotations for them but that they 

now realise ‘that plastics are much more than that.’  Another stated that MoDiP 

makes central that the real issue with plastics objects is people’s interaction 

with them.  One postcard response confirmed that the museum ‘has shown us a 

                                            
22 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.04.15.01, PC2019.10.02.40, PC2019.10.02.03, PC2019.09.26A.13 
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much more positive angle on plastics – it highlights their great uses for benefit 

in all our lives as well as ways to build up plastics and find new ways to produce 

them in more user friendly and especially environmentally friendly way(s).’23 

A trip to the museum shows the visitor that a wide range of objects are made 

from plastics: ‘I didn’t know that plastic can be used in such different ways using 

interesting design.’  A visit to the museum made one respondent ‘think about 

the different forms and appearances of plastics, how they’re made and the 

creation of the product.’  Respondents commented that they ‘hadn’t realised 

how many different plastics we use;’ ‘I didn’t realise plastics could come in so 

many types / functions;’ and that ‘I didn’t realize how many types of plastics 

there are and how many products are made out of plastics.’  Others suggested 

that their visit to the museum lead to them knowing ‘more kinds of plastics,’ and 

that they learnt ‘about different types of plastics, and all the different uses.  I can 

now use this new knowledge in my own work;’ and that ‘plastic can be made 

from many materials;’ as well as ‘the variety of plastics is amazing and I’ve 

never thought about it.’24 

For some visitors the museum offers ‘a more extensive view on how much 

plastic is used in daily life,’ and ‘illustrates how indispensable plastic has 

become in everyday life and how essential it is to develop affordable 

recycling/disposal facilities.’  MoDiP has enable visitors to ‘focus on details and 

how plastic can be manipulated to create different designs,’ enabling them to 

‘think about how it can be used in design, all the different ways, shapes, 

techniques to produce all these products.’25 

There are uses of plastics which are not obvious, such as their presence in 

textiles.  Visits to the museum are described as expanding the knowledge of the 

use of plastics materials, for example ‘I was surprised plastic is used for not 

                                            
23 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.10.02.14, PC2019.09.27.17, PC2019.10.02.28, PC2019.12.03.24, 

PC2019.09.27.24, PC2019.09.27.20, PC2019.09.27.23, PC2019.09.27.23, PC2019.09.26A.19, 

PC2019.12.03.05, PC2019.09.27.23, PC209.09.26.12, PC2019.01.10.08, PC2019.08.29.01 
24 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.09.27.38, PC2019.09.27.31, PC2019.11.25.03, PC2019.12.03.09, 

PC2019.10.02.17, PC2019.10.02.31, PC2019.09.26A.24, PC2019.10.18.05, PC2019.09.26.19 
25 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.02.18.01, PC2019.02.16.03, PC2019.09.26.07, PC2019.09.27.18 
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only solid products but also flexible product such as cloth;’ ‘Today I realized that 

clothes can also be made of plastic materials and the ideas were so cool, I 

didn’t even think about it, can’t imagine how they make it;’ and ‘ I was previously 

unaware of the term composite plastics.’26 

The museum shows that the material family has a longer history than many 

visitors realise, one commenter stated that ‘a lot more objects relate to plastics 

than I thought, and I didn’t consider plastic being around so long ago, I tend to 

think of only modern plastics.’  Others corroborated this sentiment by writing 

that ‘I learned that plastics are much older than I thought;’ ‘plastic has been 

used throughout history, not necessarily a 21st century thing;’ ‘plastics have 

been around longer than I expected;’ ‘some objects are a lot older than I 

thought;’ and ‘[I was] amazed at the history behind plastics.’27 

There are a number of visitors who will not move from their preference for 

natural materials, for example one commenter wrote: ‘I really am a traditional 

materials type of person. I do appreciate the need for plastic but prefer the “real” 

thing where possible.’  This use of the word ‘real’ demonstrates that it is still 

difficult for some individuals to see plastics as anything other than substitute 

materials even in the early twenty-first century.  Others simply do not like 

plastics because of the negative connotations that surround them, for example, 

‘I see plastic as a bad thing for our planet and even though some of them are 

recycled once they are thrown away, they are a negative impact;’ ‘I’m not keen 

on plastics as a material since it is so widely used without thought into how it 

will affect the environment.  I understand that it is a very useful material and is 

interesting in terms of history. But I wouldn’t design using new plastics;’ and 

finally ‘It’s still plastic.’  Statements like this have been generated despite 

conversations and activities in the museum and show that the visitor has had 

the opportunity to have an open and unrestricted debate about the material 

family but that they are still free to form or keep their own opinions and beliefs.28 

                                            
26 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.09.26A.22, PC2019.10.02.12, PC2019.09.26A.06 
27 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.12.03.12, PC2019.09.27.02, PC2019.12.03.08, PC2019.09.27.04, 

PC2019.12.03.03, PC2019.01.16.05 
28 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.01.10.02, PC2019.09.27.09, PC2019.09.26.08, PC2019.12.03.04 
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General comments about MoDiP is that respondents find their visit to the 

museum to be very interesting and informative, comments include ‘I learnt so 

much more about plastic and I already thought I knew quite a lot!;’ ‘As a 

museum professional, the idea of a museum of plastic is truly fascinating, 

unexpected, and bold – in an era that is definitely anti-plastic, preserving it in a 

way that resonates with contemporary culture is not just interesting but 

absolutely vital;’ ‘I love the idea of MoDiP, I really hope they will have more and 

more interesting products to show us;’ and ‘Overall, I really like the museum, 

the staff are nice as well, as they explain about objects and answer our 

questions.’29 

The collection gets particular praise with such remarks as ‘An amazing 

collection of products made from a range of plastics and techniques;’ ‘Complex 

and visually satisfying materials which are made out of plastic which I didn’t 

think would be;’ ‘Interesting objects! Plastics are very normal things in daily life. 

It was a first time to look deeply;’ ‘Who knew plastic could be so beautiful?;’ 

‘Wonderful! Hoping to return when I have more time – and grateful for the online 

access to the collections!;’ and ‘Didn’t realise the wide range objects you had 

from different eras. Also how easy it is to search online and to collect objects.’30 

It is interesting to see the comments from visitors who see the value of the 

museum and reflect on this through their responses.  Visitors see the museum 

as a place visit more than once: ‘There are always new practical and decorative 

examples of plastics whenever I come to MoDiP;’ ‘Every time I come in here I 

see something new and different.’  Others see it as a source of inspiration: ‘It’s 

inspired me with how I can use plastics.  The use of trapping objects inside of 

shapes has inspired me;’ ‘It has made me aware of the many ways plastics can 

inspire not only my own projects but lots of other courses projects too;’ and ‘It’s 

                                            
29 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.04.11.02, PC2019.02.07.01, PC2019.10.02.12, PC2019.09.27.10 
30 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.09.27.18, PC2019.09.27.29, PC2019.09.27.40, PC2019.02.07.01, 

PC2019.09.26.01 
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made me aware of all the processes and craft behind it.  I love all the attentions 

to detail it inspires me to be that attentive in my work.’31 

These comments show that the museum is well on its way to achieving what it 

has set out to do and it is my hope that MoDiP can go from strength to strength, 

with the collection being recognised as a Designated collection.  The museum 

has an under-researched collection which has the potential to be a focus or 

catalyst of much research to come.  The museum and its work have planted 

seeds that have gone on to become significant trees for other organisations and 

individuals who, due to their size, notoriety, and resources can command the 

funding and support to further the activity to its inevitable conclusion.  I would 

like to see MoDiP acknowledged properly in the future and to become a partner 

in such work rather than an under-credited source of inspiration.32  I would like 

to suggest that MoDiP can be the place for other museums to go to for advice in 

the curation and care for design in plastics, that is to say, although it currently is 

the place the public and museums professionals come to for advice, the 

museum needs additional resources including material science knowledge and 

conservation resources in order to fulfil many of the enquiries.  The museum 

has a collection that is growing in importance and quality alongside a staff with 

the design historical and material knowledge to be able to support research by 

individuals and organisation alike.  With the right support and investment, 

MoDiP and its staff have the capabilities to become internationally significant 

both publicly and academically. 

 

                                            
31 See Appendix 6 – PC2019.09.26A.04, PC2019.10.02.30, PC2019.09.26.03, PC2019.09.26.27, 

PC2019.09.26.01 
32 A significant example of this is the work by MoDiP and the PSSN to create a physical toolkit and 

online resources to help museum staff to identify plastics materials in their collections: 

www.modip.ac.uk/projects/toolkit.  This resource was used as the starting point for the V&A’s 

regular workshops Preserving your Plastics: www.vam.ac.uk/event/B4kMPM3k/preserving-your-

plastics-may-2019.  Individuals involved with the V&A have since utilised the methodology used by 

MoDiP and the PSSN to create an online resource available through: https://plastic-

en.tool.cultureelerfgoed.nl/ 



 

 
 

Glossary 
 

Accession – When an object is formally recorded as being part of a museum 

collection. 

Accreditation / Accredited Museum – The Accreditation Scheme 

[administered by the Arts Council England in partnership with CyMAL: Museum, 

Archives, Libraries Wales; Museums Galleries Scotland and the Northern 

Ireland Museum Council] sets nationally agreed standards for museums in the 

UK.  There are currently just under 1,800 museums participating in the scheme, 

demonstrating their commitment to managing collections effectively for the 

enjoyment and benefit of users.1  

Arts University Bournemouth – ‘Established in 1883 as a specialist institution, 

Arts University Bournemouth is a leading University offering high quality 

specialist education in art, design, media and performance across the creative 

industries.’2 

Plastics – the technically correct word ‘plastics’ is used in place of the more 

commonly used ‘plastic’.  The family of plastics materials are often 

indistinguishable to the general public and popularly referred to as simply 

plastic. 

Plastics are materials that can be moulded into required shapes by 

the application of heat and /or pressure. 

 

Most plastics are derived from organic material, that is, substances 

made from things that have lived, including oil, cotton, sugar cane, 

coal, corn and many others. There are, however, exceptions such as 

silicone which is derived from sand.3  

                                            
1 Arts Council England, ‘Accreditation Scheme’ <http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-

do/supporting-museums/accreditation-scheme/>. 
2 Arts University Bournemouth, ‘About Us’ <https://aub.ac.uk/about-us/> [accessed 24 May 2020]. 
3 Plastics Subject Specialist Network, ‘A Curators Guide’. 
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Appendix 1 : Planned MoDiP Round Table Discussion topics 
 

Design Collection 

• Why, how, and by whom was the collection started? 
• What was the in the collection? 
• What was the inspiration? 
• What was the initial purpose of the collection? 
• How and when did it start to be used by other members of the teaching staff / students?  

(who was first to take it us staff or students?) 
• Was the intention to grow it into a museum? 
• When / who decided to allocate dedicated staff time to the collection?  (1996 This is 

where PL comes in – and how much time initially) 
• It is a big step to go from a collection to becoming a registered (as it was) museum, how 

and why did this come about?  (2001) 

Design Collection Museum 

• How and why were the links with the PHS forged?  (They visited in 2002 – why? How 
did they hear about the collection – KH wrote an article that year – was it before or after 
their visit?)  

• How was the initial AHRB bid – the plasticsnetwork derived?  (2003) plasticsnetwork 
launched (2005) 

• I am interested to know more about the Plastics! Exhibition at the Russell-Cotes what 
kinds of objects were used what was the narrative of the exhibition? 

• Why was there a review done on the collection?  (This is where Susan comes in 2006) 
• Why was plastics seen as one of the options for moving forward?  
• (Susan I am interested in your experience with plastics at the V&A when working on the 

20th Century Gallery but I think that might need to be a different discussion) 
• How did the Plastics SSN come about? (2006) 

 

MoDiP (2007) 

• What is the purpose / position of the museum today? 
• What about the future? 

 

  



 

 
 

Appendix 2 : MoDiP Round Table transcript 
 

Date:  17th December 2014 
Present:  LD: Louise Dennis (interviewer) 

KH: Kirsten Hardie (Founder of the collection) 
PL:  Pam Langdown (Collections Manager 
SL: Susan Lambert (Head of MoDiP) 

Purpose:  To develop a history of MoDiP, the origins of the collection, and the development of the museum. 
 

LD: I see this discussion as an opportunity for us all to have chat, I don’t want it to be an interview with me 
asking questions and other people answering them, so chip in with any questions about anything as we 
get going.  But Kirsten, you start the story off with the collection and how it came about. 

KH: Yes, that’s what I have written about recently.   

To put it into context my first degree was in design history, I studied at Staffordshire University, Stoke-on-
Trent, which at that stage was a very important course in the country for the study of design history as a 
discipline.  The manner at which they used objects in the delivery of the course and the profile of the 
course itself was pretty distinct.  Working with objects informed my learning as an undergraduate; I 

worked very closely as a student with objects from the collection which is known as the Design Archive4.  
Working with staff and other students there it was second nature to use objects, also as a collector from a 
family of collectors and antique dealers.  The context from which my own interest occurred on a 
professional level comes through education, but also on a social / cultural level.  For my MA, which was a 
practical graphics MA, again I used objects so the process and outcomes of my MA at the heart were 
actual objects.   

I finished my MA in December 1986 and I started working part-time here5 and at five other institutions in 
January 1987.  I taught cultural studies / design history here whilst at some of the other institutions I was 
doing practical stuff.  As I was flying from one place to another and I didn’t have access to any one 
institution’s library, I was living out of a suitcase in terms of materials and objects.   

I kept my suitcase here (BPCAD) at the weekends as it was more of a base, and I taught foundation on a 
Friday, it made sense to leave the stuff in college instead of carting it around.  At this time I was a 
graphics specialist so I was amassing lots of graphic things to teach with due to slides being expensive 
and took ages to organise, as a part-timer it was more difficult, so I was relying on physical objects which 
was second nature with the way I taught and who I was.  It proved to be really successful from the very 
early days because I had been inadvertently shown how to teach with objects whilst studying objects.   

At that stage I taught every single course here.  It was perfect, if I was doing something on taste or style 
as I still do now, to allow the students to see and handle and engage with the objects.  What would then 
happen was that students would match me.  If I did a session on contemporary graphics and showed 
them a whole range of stuff, the next week they would bring in their own stuff.  So really, in the early days 
it was quite dramatic, by September 1987, Epsom, where I was also teaching, had a collection of stuff that 
I had left, and Bournemouth did too.  But the Bournemouth collection evolved.  I left the stuff, mainly 
packaging and graphics on shelves in the small office I shared with colleagues and that’s how it started. 

By the end of the summer, international students brought things back from abroad, so did some of the 
staff I was teaching with.  The collection was self-funded; objects were predominately acquired for 
nothing.  I was asking companies to donate examples at this stage, and the students matched it.  That 
was 1987/88 which is why formally I say it started in 1988.   

The lead up was fast and furious, the office over looked the entrance way to the college so when you 
approached you could see the collection in the window.  There was some fantastic packaging that people 
could see and it became quite a talking point.  I was collecting stuff and just putting it on the shelf, not 
emptying it, we had a pack of Marks & Spencer packaged porridge, which after a number of months, we 
were sitting in the office wondering where the horrible smell was coming from, and the porridge had gone 

                                            
4 Collection started in the early 1980s and now known as the Betty Smithers Design Collection 

http://www.staffs.ac.uk/academic_depts/artanddesign/facilities/design_collection/index.jsp 
5 Arts University Bournemouth - then Bournemouth and Poole College of Art & Design – changed 

name in 1998 to Arts Institute at Bournemouth, then in 2009 to Arts University College 

Bournemouth, and finally in 2012 to Arts University Bournemouth  



 
 

 
 

off.  Not being from a museum background, there wasn’t any curatorship or custodial approach to it, it was 
a teaching resource.  We found the porridge eventually – because it had exploded. 

In the early days I brought on board students to collect and work with me. 

There were key points that were milestones that marked the development of the collection and also the 
reason for its focus.  In the first instance it was very much graphics, and examples of design that were 
provocative to teach with.  Lots of kitsch stuff came in because students delighted in it, as a design 
historian it allowed me to come to the Bauhaus in a more dynamic way.  Then, Emma Hunt joined us. 

LD: She was Emma Lloyd at this time? 

KH: Yes, I worked very closely with Emma; we were in the same department.  We were both made full-time in 
1989.  Emma’s background was Design History at De Montfort University, then Leicester Polytechnic.  At 
that particular stage the institution was very different, the curriculum celebrated design history, we called it 
cultural studies but we were employed as design historians.  I was graphic design; Emma was product 
design.  We also had Simon Ives, who was teaching at a college just outside Brighton, there was Keith 
Bartlett who became vice principal at Norwich, he was a design historian, I went to the same university as 
him, we did the same course, also Pete Stansfield who joined as a film historian.  There was a clutch of us 
as design historians who shared a common understanding and excitement for design.  So at that stage 
there was a very vibrant and very large department that serviced the entire college in terms of the 
provision of design history and cultural studies.  That is important because there was a level of knowledge 
and understanding that mean the collection went like that very fast.   

At this point we moved offices.  I shared an office with Emma, Keith, Kevin Flynn . . .  Then we moved 
over to another building and we started to amass more 3D items.   

The milestone point was October or November 1989, Emma and I staged a big exhibition called ‘We’ve 
never had it so good’ which focused on the 1950s, because we were both passionate about that era. 

LD: Where was the exhibition held? 

KH: In the BPCAD foyer. It was funded by the college but we had free reign – it was amazing we engaged the 

local community.  We took out an advert in the local paper, and that is where the atomic coffee maker6 
came from in the collection, it was someone’s wedding gift, and they donated it.  We had just said 
anybody interested in the 1950s please contact us. 

LD: That’s the exhibition that Pam found the poster for. 

PL: Yes. 

KH: The background of the poster was my curtains which we hung up in the foyer.   

Simon Olding7 from the Russell-Cotes Museum came in to visit that exhibition.   

We managed to secure the original rope lion and unicorn from the Festival of Britain.  Alongside the 
exhibition we had a lecture programme; we had a dance event over in Bournemouth University.  It was a 
really vibrant thing with the local Teddy boys coming in.  I’ve got the video of the opening night, it was 
great, film students photographed the entire exhibition.  We had a juke box from a local man, all the 
money it made went to Oxfam.  Emma’s husband had a pinball machine, we had a room set, we had 

fashion - the pink Horrockses dress8 you’ve got, was my dress that I wore in my final year at college, that 
was on a stand, along with a blue drape jacket.  A lot of the objects that MoDiP now has actually came 
from that exhibition. 

I suppose there are two watersheds, there is my own enthusiasm, if I claim that territory, my own 
enthusiasm, and knowledge of setting up based on the Staffordhire University collection and my teaching 
across a number of universities so I was able to test the water and thinking that actually yes, this is viable.  
If it had just been BPCAD it would have been less likely but other universities were saying yes, this is 
brilliant Kirsten.  When I was giving lectures I did have a line of staff at Epsom who would come and sit at 

                                            
6 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc--0_2331 
7 http://www.csc.ucreative.ac.uk/index.cfm?articleid=19551 
8 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-02732 



 

 
 

the front of design history lectures because they had never taught we objects before, they had never seen 
it. 

Lots of stuff in the collection relates back to that period, we even got stuff from a scrap merchant.  It was 
an amazing event, and on the back of that, myself and Emma did some freelance design work for the 
Russell-Cotes, some exhibitions, including the centenary for Bournemouth Orchestras.  So that was one 
watershed, in terms of that exhibition, in terms of the value of it, it was very successful , it got coverage in 
the local press, it was on the radio, on television, Simon Olding got involved, he was very , very 
supportive.  And on the basis of that the college saw the value of supporting a collection formally.  The 
support was already there because they were paying for the shelves in the staff room it was formalised.  I 
was given space, I filled it up and then they said – have another space, Kirsten.  And it was brilliant. 

LD: Was it just you using the collection at that point or were other people using it? 

KH: No, at that stage, it varied dramatically.  Both Emma and I were using it in our teaching, and people like 
Pete Stansfield, he was in film.  Everybody was using it in their own way.  We had a fashion design and 
fashion marketing course, so in 1990 / 91 I was fashion history.  That’s where lots of the fashion items 
started to come through.  If you are talking about platforms in the early 1990s, the students didn’t know 

what they were, if you go and buy them you bring them in so that is where the red shoes9 came from – 
teaching on that course.  I was teaching fashion students about style and talking to them about different 
types of materials, that’s where lots of the nylon stuff came in, and some of the accessories as well.  Then 
in fashion marketing, I worked with Emma on an exhibition called Head-to-Toe, that was round about 
1990 /91 and that was when I was working with a number of organisations and we got donations and 

loans.  At that stage one of our student’s uncles was the famous hat maker, David Shilling10 and we had 
big hats that came in for that exhibition, but they had to be returned.  We were working with a hat 
manufacturer in the Midlands who loaned items, because it was Head-to-Toe that’s where some of the 
shoes came from.  I have slides of that exhibition and all the documentation. 

And then there was a series of other exhibitions that took place, which moved the collection on again.  We 
were given by Tony Marshall, the then principal, £100 and I remember Emma and I thinking - that was the 
jackpot. 

SL:  That was a lot more money then than it is now! 

KH: Throughout, I have not been given any time to work on the collection, ever.  But that has never stopped 
me, as Pam knows.  But in terms of the £100 it meant we could secure some key items.  In the early 

stages we had quite a catholic11 approach to collecting because the curriculum was so wide.  Every 
course had at least a day a week of cultural studies input.  This was a time when dissertations were 
10,000 words.  The quality and the depth of student engagement was far greater than it is now, because 
design history / cultural studies has had quite a swing away.  Thankfully Bournemouth kept its eye on 
Collection, less so on the curriculum.  But because we had so many courses that turned into degrees 
pretty fast, graphics was the first, then costume and product design, which we all taught on because we 

had survey courses12, we jazzed up the lectures by taking along objects.  So it really was reflective of, 
inherent within, and also typical of what was taught and how it was taught. 

 I remember Emma coming in howling with laughter because on her way to work she had picked up a 
Victorian sewing machine from a skip.  Then I started contacting companies because I was thinking about 
the quality of what we needed, but we were also getting stuff from boot fairs.  Then the caretaker, Dave 
Owens, was very important, he was sourcing material, his knowledge of design history was outstanding, 

and his enthusiasm for collecting was superb.  He, for example, procured the 1950s electric fire13, he just 
came in with that one day.  And because the students were aware of the collection, there was an element 
of ownership.  The students felt that they were contributing to something that was vibrant, they saw it on 
display, they saw it on cabinets, in the early days the stuff went into the studios around campus.   

                                            
9 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-03047 
10 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Shilling 
11 ‘Of broad or liberal scope; comprehensive’: - http://www.thefreedictionary.com/catholic 
12 ‘An academic course consisting of an overview of a broad topic or field of knowledge’. - 

http://www.thefreedictionary.com/survey+course 
13 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-02497 



 
 

 
 

Emma and I got cabinets from Beales department store and they were dotted right around college, the 
then principal gave us free reign, so the cabinets went everywhere.  Lots were held centrally in the foyer, 
but others were in studios. 

Once the cabinets were in position we changed the displays on a regular basis – every Thursday I 
swapped the objects.  If it was Valentine’s Day, there would be a valentine’s display.  I brought in things 
from my own collections. 

LD: It sounds like a huge amount of work. 

KH: Yes, but it was great fun.  As a design historian, young, enthusiastic, I loved the subject, I loved the 
students, I could see how it informed the teaching.  I was getting feedback from the students, they would 
bring in stuff and take control of the displays.  There were two students who by the mid-1990s were big 
Coca-Cola collectors, they were feeding the collection with duplicates of what they were finding.  There 
were certain collections that just boomed.  Prior to 1993 there was a couple, Jason and Helen,  in 
graphics who started to collect washing powder boxes in the studio where the students had their own 
designated space, their own desk, their own set of drawers, angle poise lamp, they built homes for 
themselves in the studio.  Jason and Helen wrote an essay on washing powder boxes and then donated 
them to the collection.  So student’s collections fed the collection ultimately and that it why it went a bit 
diverse. 

The various categories that were evolving, we had electrical, photographic etc, at that stage were relevant 
to the teaching.  There were a few oddities, what John Last, deputy principal, called curios.  To the 
uneducated, or unfamiliar they could seem to have no value, no function, but in the case of a lecture to 
first year graphics students who hadn’t seen the item before, or if it was so mundane, it was one hell of a 
challenge to put before them. 

The collection was deliberately diverse; there was no other collection in the area that was comparable.  

We took the students up to Gloucester docks to see the Robert Opie packaging collection14 when we got 
back all of a sudden packaging stuff took off.  The students were inspired by it.  We took them to the V&A 
and all of a sudden we got little collections, quasi museums evolving on people’s desks.  It was great 
because there was a culture, and it was the culture of ownership, student engagement, and also a body of 
staff as a department that really believed in it.  Everybody contributed within the department.  I headed up 
that department up until 2000 but by that stage it was being used by staff across college.  Kevin Dempsey 

was an ex-graphics student teaching on the Saturday course, he brought in his wedding suit15 and his 

wife’s wedding dress16.  We started to get some quite significant contributions from staff. 

There was concern about the collection, which around 1992 / 93 was starting to get recognised, we had 

been given a porta cabin with steel cupboards.  I remember Kate Arnold Forster17 coming out one 
evening to see the collection.  Simon Olding from the Russell-Cotes came out first.  At that stage I was 
quite worried that the collection had no solidity beyond the £100 a year, and the fact that it was moving so 
fast there was a concern that potentially the collection could . . . with a sling of management because at 
that stage when Tony Marshall went around 1997.  1994 / 95 there were changes in college, there was 
the demand on space, the nature of the degrees was changing, the nature of teaching was changing, 
types of staff that were coming into play were different.  There was a shift away from design history to 
more cultural studies which meant that some of the objects potentially were not being used. 

Simon Olding came in and said we should get Kate in who was working for the Museums Association.  
She came in in the very early stages one evening and she was horrified when she said ‘where’s your stuff’ 
and I was opening filing cabinets and the stuff was all rattling.  She was a big inspiration in advising what 
was possible. 

There was also a 1950s Reunion exhibition that happened which was another mile stone.  The marketing 
department at that stage was led by the ex-head of interior design, Mark Butcher.  He had a great 
sympathy for the Design Collection, the Design Archive as we then called it because I adopted the name 

that Staffordshire University used.  We had a big exhibition at the BIC18, I can’t remember the dates but I 
do have the photographs somewhere, and lots of the Collection went down there, we took our big 
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16 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-004383 
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cabinets down.  There was student work, and fashion down there, but the Design Collection was on show.  
If I remember rightly we chose certain colours, it might have been red and blue, all the objects, were one 
colour.  That moved the collection on again because we started to research the objects in more depth. 

At this time also I had been doing articles and presentations at conferences about the collection.  I did 
one, July 1987, at Aston University, and I also gave one at the Craft Workers Guild that focused on clutter 
in 1991 / 92 possibly a bit later.  A number of articles went out – some in popular magazines, some were 
formal presentations at conferences. 

We then had links, as a result of the exhibition in 198919, with Red House Museum.  I presented at Poole 
Museum as guest speaker at their AGM, also in 2004 as guest speaker, we did a 1950s one to their 
members at Scaplens Court in around 1991/92 with a local Teddy Boy from Poole Council. 

By the early 1990s the collection was a significant mass, it was recognised as a valuable teaching 
resource, it was funded, it was given space, there was a body of staff that were experts in the area, even 
though it wasn’t in a museum context, they had the knowledge and understanding of learning and 
teaching, and collecting. 

The collection went down to Swanage museum, that might have been later, there was a small display of 
seaside stuff that went down there.  Some stuff went to Poole Museum and I was working as a consultant 
at Russell-Cotes, advising as they downsized their staff and exhibition staff. 

By 1995 / 96 I was approached by Bournemouth University to write their MA course on collections for 
them.  That opened other doors; I did some teaching here (BU) anyway.  In terms of the collection BPCAD 
had the objects and BU had the expertise as an off shoot from the archaeology side, to develop and MA 
course.  I did some background research, I went to various Museums Association conferences, I met with 
museum professionals, and various organisations. 

In 1997, I wrote a report to the principal, Stuart Bartholomew, that indicated that in terms of the job market 
it appeared, according to the advice I was getting from the Museums Association Edinburgh conference 
that year, that there were so many people coming out and there weren’t enough jobs.  And so there was 
some hesitation to recommend that the MA should go forward.  However, I wrote some of the units, I was 
involved with the validation team.  The course was validated and I was teaching on it, so that brought into 
BPCAD an introduction to MA students to work with the collection.   

Pam, did you start in 1997? 

PL: Around that time, 1996 / 97.  I came in because I worked for Alan Hogg, the Librarian.  You came under 
Alan Hogg’s department  then? 

KH: Around the time Stuart Bartholomew came in.  Before Stuart came in there was a vice principal, Peter 
Davis, who was a huge supporter of the collection.  He was caretaker-principal for about a year around 
this time, there were lots of changes, job losses.  There was a lot of staff movement, we had a principal 
from Hong Kong for about a year, and I went out to Singapore which is when a lot of stuff from Singapore 
came in to the collection. 

There was a lot of change in the head of cultural studies, there was a premium pull on space, courses 
were changing, staffing was changing, people were losing jobs that is when I become concerned for the 
collection.  There were murmurings that the collection wasn’t viable, that it was taking up too much space.  
It had its own space, a room with cabinets. 

SL: Did you have cases out in the studio at the same time? 

KH: Cases were out in the studio the whole time.  But when Stuart came in he ordered the estates team to 
remove all of the cases around college.  They warned me and I hid them with the help of other staff.  We 
repainted them and bit by bit brought them out in different positions. 

 In around 1997 / 98, we had a graphics student from Kuwait who put on an exhibition called ‘Free Kuwait’ 
which was very political, it was anti-Iraq.  It was a big exhibition; I thought it was going to be a few posters, 
I didn’t realise it was going to be so political.  The student invited the Middle Eastern press, we had TV 
reporters in, we had journalists, we had three mayors. 

PL: She gave a speech at the beginning which you didn’t know was going to happen. 
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KH: I had no idea.  She got a lot of help from the Middle East and we had Special Agents come in, they 
checked out all the staff.  This brought in a new dimension to the collection – we began to get pieces from 
the Middle East.  That was another milestone.   

 When Pam came on board we also had a number of displays, before Stuart got rid of the cases, we 
regularly filled the cabinets with stuff.  We had a collector’s exhibition . . . 

LD: So that’s other people bringing in their own collections? 

KH: Yes, and also some of the Design Collection items came out. 

PL: We did all sorts of small exhibitions, didn’t we? For whatever reason. 

KH: We did the fur exhibition, ‘Beauty and the Beast’; this meant we could secure, for me, some of the best 
items I can teach with. 

PL: You went up to HM Customs at Heathrow. 

KH: I had an invitation to go up to HM Customs & Excise having told them about the exhibition.  I was 
expecting to get a couple of bits of skin and no more.  They took me to the hangars at Heathrow, which 
were huge.  The guy said ‘where’s your car let’s fill it’, I had come by bus but he said that I could have 
whatever I want.  In terms of selection, it was what I could carry, but also what was viable for teaching.  I 
brought back a mongoose with a snake, the snake skin, ostrich egg . . . 

PL: Some bangles, some ivory bits . . . 

KH: The deal was that the museum could keep them for perpetuity as long as HM C&E can come in at any 
stage to check on them.  In terms of determining a specific collection for the museum that was pretty 
important because it was live teaching and it formed a vital purpose at that stage for an exhibition.  But I 

have used those snake skin shoes20 in teaching every year ever since.  They are golden. 

 In terms of the diversity of the collection, going back to the rational for having the museum, that came in 
pretty early.  Because I had worked with what I had assumed was a museum at the University of 
Staffordshire, I hadn’t realised they weren’t a registered museum, I thought it was a museum, it was a 
qualified, professional course, and I assumed it was a sanctioned collection.  So my expectation was to 
create a museum here, there was always an aim to become a museum.   

Various people headed up the collection, there was talk about lottery funding, and there was talk about 
sponsorship.  But I was mindful to try for Registration following Kate Arnold Forster’s advice, and that of 
Simon Olding, to secure longevity beyond BPCAD.  There was always talk, before Stuart arrived, that the 
BPCAD would collapse into Bournemouth University, then what would happen to the collection?  The 
ownership of the collection could transfer.   

We had a number of items at that time which were on loan, but we did try to avoid on loan items.  So in 
terms of an initial draft, that must have been written  . . . we secured the Registration in 2000? 

PL: 2001.  Kate Arnold Forster21 did a mapping project for the South West Museums Council looking at all 
the University and College collections in the South West in 1999  and we were included.  She was the 
one that really pushed us, wasn’t she?  I was a bit hesitant of going for museum Registration. 

LD: Was the collection being catalogued? 

KH: Yes, from day one, it was always catalogued. 

SL: What was it being catalogued on? Written lists? 

KH: Written lists and photographed, lots of it was on slide in the early days but that was me self-funding, and 
lots of the stuff was because I was using it in other universities, I expect Epsom has still got some of the 
stuff I left there. 

Overall, what we had here, there should be records. 
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PL: Yes, I’ve still got all the records from the very first entry.  You had a member of staff, before I started, who 
began to transfer over to computer records. 

KH: Yes, that’s right.  Also at that stage when I headed up cultural studies in 1997 onwards  we also had had 
new members of teaching staff coming in who were doing PhDs and using stuff in their research and 
because they were using things in their teaching they donated them to the collection.  We had new vibrant 
staff coming in, we had a different department which grew up again with design historians.  Their level of 
engagement went up another level because they were PhD oriented researchers. 

SL: Had Emma left at this point? 

KH Emma had left, possibly made redundant, but came in as something else.  There were still changes again 
which made it even more important to get the collection anchored. 

(At this point SL has to leave for another engagement) 

KH: What I am trying to do is show you the drivers, the milestones, the reasons and also to emphasise that 
there was that real fear that the collection could go. 

 A new manager came in, we had teams of staff working together and then the librarian, Alan Hogg, 
became the head of Cultural studies. 

PL: That’s when I came in because I was working for him in the library and he gave me three hours a week to 
go and help Kirsten work with the collection. 

KH:  The great thing was that it was the first time, since working with Emma, that there was someone I worked 
with on a regular basis that I could bounce ideas with.  And that was when some really good work was 
done.  John Last, as the vice principal, recognised through the external examiners, less so from the staff, 
that there was value in the collection. 

 Bruce Brown22 from Brighton visited in the early days when graphics became a degree and he donated 

the Robert Louis Stevenson book23 to the collection, he said ‘you’ve got to keep going with this, it is a 
great collection’. 

The enthusiasm from staff working with the collection may have been perceived as a self-indulgence, and 
other staff were not seeing how it is used – which is still a problem – so judgements were made.  
However, external recognition gave it certain kudos; external examiners were able to support the 
collections in meetings.   

That was the time when it was amorphous, it was huge, and it served its purpose for the course to an 
extent.  There was funding but in terms of staffing, it was exploiting the good will of individuals.  When 
Pam came in, it was excellent, then we could move, and we moved pretty fast because that designated 
time made a difference.  Also the links with BU bought in the MA students to work with the collection. 

When Pam came in we did an exhibition at the Russell-Cotes – the quotation one. 

PL: Yes, I found the pictures for that the other day and gave them to Louise.  We also did The Ever Present 
Past exhibition– do you remember that one?  That was the first one I really got involved in. 

KH: That was in 1996, Emma was head of Cultural studies, and it came about in part to support the collection 
because the whole department saw the vulnerability of it, not just the collection, but also the department.  
Susan came in as speaker for that.  We also had a speaker from the National Trust. 

LD: James Garrett? 

KH: Yes.  We also had a speaker called Peter Ward.  I met Peter at a conference two years previously.  He 

found out I collected kitsch, he had just done a book called ‘Kitsch in Synch’24 on kitsch.  He said his next 

book was on plastics25 and I told him that I collected plastic, I collect kitsch.  He and his photographer 
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24 http://www.amazon.co.uk/Kitsch-Sync-Consumers-Guide-Taste/dp/0859651525 
25 http://www.amazon.co.uk/Fantastic-Plastic-Collectors-Guide-Kitsch/dp/1850767947 



 
 

 
 

spent a day at my house, I also introduced him to the Design Collection, he went wild.  He spent a couple 
of days photographing the collection.  

PL: So when I look in that book and I see things we have I the collection it probably is ours? 

KH: Yes! 

 With Peter Ward looking at the collection it started to show that there was something there with the 
plastics in the collection. 

I was approached by Brighton through my contacts with the Design History Society, I was contacted by 

Catherine Moriaty26 and alerted to a bid that they were putting in for funding and would we like to be a 
partner, it was signed and agreed, the funding was granted.  But it became clear that we were not ready 
for doing research yet, I was told I wasn’t to work on it.  So that work was given to someone else to do 
instead. 

LD: That was Designing Britain which ended up on VADS27 

PL: That took a lot of work. 

KH: I was not happy that it was given to another member of staff.  I think there were levels of politics that crept 
in and attempts to block. 

PL: Was that before or after the AHRB28 bid? 

KH: We worked on the AHRB bid in 2003 and I remember being told that I had 6 hours to work on the 
application form.  That was important.  We had put in a previous bid that had been unsuccessful, that was 
a digital project.  The bids were important because I think management wanted to see the collection 
generate money – and rightly so. 

 John Last asked me to identify a project that might be viable for an AHRB application.  I’ve got all the 
documentation on that still.  I gave them three options, I submitted three things to Stuart in terms of the 
direction the collection could go in, realising the scale meant that needed an identity, a focus.  In the end 
we went with the plastic one, mainly because the bulk of the collection was plastic, the uniqueness of it, 
and also the fact that there was a comprehensive story to be told.  It also filled a niche, a gap in the 
market. 

I had links with the Plastics Historical Society (PHS) when I met Peter Ward, the introduction to his book 

Fantastic Plastic was by Percy Reubol29.  I was a member of the PHS in 1991.  They came to visit when 
Pam joined. 

LD: Initially Jen Cruse30visited in 2001, you wrote an article in Summer 2002 and they officially visited in the 
November.  I was wondering why Jen Cruse came for that initial visit. 

KH: She was formalising links with organisations, also because we were a museum. 

PL: Jen Cruse at that point was their Events Organiser. 

KH: There were links already there before they visited. 

PL: Yes, you already knew them. 

KH: I am sure Emma highlighted the PHS back in 1989. 
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27 http://www.vads.ac.uk/learning/designingbritain/ 
28 Now the AHRC. 
29 Prominent member of the PHS – check spelling for his name. 
30 Prominent member of the PHS, organising visits for the members to museums, manufacturers with 
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 Between 1988 and at least 2000 I was in regular contact with Pam Inder31 at Staffordshire University and 
I was working with a member of the Cultural studies team at Staffordshire University.  I presented at a 
conference there about documenting collections.  Someone there brought in some acid-free paper, that 
was the first time I had seen acid-free paper.  We also went to Exeter to present at a conference through 
the MA at Bournemouth University. 

 But really it was the AHRB grant that anchored plastics as a viable option. 

LD: The outcome of the grant was the plasticsnetwork; the website, an exhibition, and a symposium? 

KH: Yes.  It was a lot of work.   

The whole history of the museum, is a lot of people coming in interfering and going out again. 

LD: Interfering? 

KH: Yes.  Interference, lack of knowledge, lack of experience. 

PL: The management didn’t really know what to do with the collection, where to situate it.  I think it being a 
central resource and physically in the library puts it in people’s mind that it doesn’t belong to one 
department, it belongs to everybody.  I think that is a good thing, but for a while it was under the school of 
design, and then under something else and nobody wanted to know really. 

KH: I suppose it was always within the school of Cultural and Historical studies.  In 2000 / 2001 the 
department was collapsed, and with that went the specialist design historians, this meant that practitioners 
were teaching ‘the theory’.  It meant that there were less people on campus who understood the objects 
and how to use them.  There were some fallow years where the collection came under a lot of criticism.  I 
remember in a committee meeting a course leader saying we are wasting money. 

LD: On the collection? 

KH: Yes, it was repeated.  It was a ‘waste of space, don’t see the value of it’.  Then there were calls to sell it.  I 
remember sitting in a meeting saying you can’t because it was just about to be registered.  That was the 
pressure for me to make sure it was registered.  I had zero time to work on it, but the expectations on it to 
perform were at their highest in history. It was a very cruel time. 

 It was a volatile time.  In 2000 I got a research grant from the AIB to do the ‘To Boldly Go’ exhibition which 
took place in the foyer.  I was supported well by Stuart and it gave an opportunity to secure some items 

for the collection.  We got the purple dress32 and the Zanussi fridge33, again we contacted companies 
and got donations.  We had a display of Alessi stuff in 1995 /96.  We got stuff from Dyson, Kenneth 
Grange arranged for Kenwood to send some bits.  The momentum at one stage was really high to acquire 
some really decent items.  We had support in terms of space and funding but the level of understanding 
was still pretty low. 

The plasticsnetwork was an opportunity to link up with the Bakelite Museum and Patrick Cook34.  It was a 
great exhibition, really good fun to do, to see a Bakelite coffin carried into the Russell-Cotes was 
priceless. 

LD: Did anything come from the National Plastics Center in America for the exhibition? 

PL: No, not for the exhibition, but they contributed some objects for the website. 

KH: Working with Pam was great, we both had the museum in our best interests, and she is great to bounce 
ideas with.  There was also a freedom but I don’t think we were best informed with setting up the website. 

PL: The problem with the website was that the funding was just for that moment in time.  There was no 
sustainability in it, and it was beyond my abilities to keep it going. 

                                            
31 http://conversationswithwriters.blogspot.co.uk/2011/06/interview-pam-inder.html 
32 I am not sure which one is meant, this one perhaps?  http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-

000457 
33 http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-001926 
34 Owner of the Bakelite Museum.  http://www.bakelitemuseum.co.uk/ 



 
 

 
 

KH: You couldn’t build in any sustainability because, although it was a museum, there were bigger issues at 
stake.  That is the thing about University museums; it is the day job that comes first, the teaching, the 
curriculum, the validation of courses, so the focus had to go elsewhere.   

I do have mixed feelings about it but I think when Susan was brought in to review the collection following 
the plasticsnetwork, it was clear that plastics did make sense to focus down.  To actually have designated 
time with a professional who has the training, has the background, it was good to see. 

PL: And you came in not long after Susan. 

LD: Yes, with a museum professional background as well. 

PL: It made the whole thing feel a lot safer as a collection. 

KH: Yes, safe as a collection, but I think the tensions with teaching still exist because I still don’t think we have 
fully crossed that bridge. 

PL: No, we do work really hard to encourage people to teach with the collection but just when you think you 
have made a breakthrough, then the next year they don’t come back. 

KH: No, you need leaders, you need to let them lead, and on occasion that wasn’t happening.  John Last, did 

encourage the AHRB grant, although he didn’t expect us to get it.  We had Flavia Swann35 as external 
support for the bid; she was a great help.  It was great when we got it; it was like notification that the 
museum had status. 

John Last was important, he let us do a presentation at a staff development day to inform the staff about 
the collection.  There was an appreciation of the value, but perhaps not a full understanding.  He liked the 
staff to be informed, on the ball, and active. 

But when the management changed and staff who previously engaged with the collections moved on we 
lost some of the support. 

We had the newsletter, ‘All Four Corners’; students were contributed to this as well as staff in the different 
departments. 

PL: We had students on the committee which I miss now.  We should still have student representation on the 
committee. 

KH: With management changes, leadership changes, it can make things become unclear.  If you don’t feed 
the resource, beyond money for the objects you are automatically putting in gates and these are gates 
that cannot be reopened. 

PL: I think now with the new management structure, although there is another layer of management the 
emphasis has gone back to the courses, and encouraging students to engage with the collection again.  
For a while we lost that impetus, didn’t we? 

LD: Yes, we lost links with the teaching staff because we are not part of a teaching group and we are not 
teachers.  But now we are part of the Centre for Creative Learning we have got somebody who can 
hopefully tap into the teaching community. 

 We do also have a remit for becoming a research resource for plastics so we do have an external 
emphasis as well as the internal.  We are getting to a point where we can’t facilitate everything because 
we don’t have the resources, we don’t have the space, we don’t have the teaching expertise. 

KH: MoDiP should draw on the expertise which is elsewhere, this perhaps has been lacking in recent years. 

PL: That is not through want of trying, people are unable to give their time, it is not built into their work 
timetable, and so it is in addition.  The requests for help is not coming from the right level. 

KH: That is why you need to engage the course leaders.  If the staff aren’t used to working with objects it can 
be hard to make the connections.  When we did a lot with staff in the early days, and to an extent the with 

                                            
35 http://www.aah.org.uk/projects/oral-history/interviews/interview-with-flavia-swann 

 



 

 
 

ADM-HEA36 funded workshop, Object Power37, we engaged staff but you have to keep doing it, drip 

feed the enthusiasm.  I went to an event where colleagues from MoDA38 who had been to the Object 
Power workshop were utilising the same activities – this is great dissemination which is important. 

 The way the collection has become very distinguished, and the way it is presented is very formal, it is 
immaculate.  It can be a barrier especially if people don’t know what is in the collection.  I no longer know 
what is in the collection, I used to but I don’t know now.  So I will pick the old pieces that I know, or pieces 
that I see in cabinets, or that Pam points out to me.  So that can be a problem, I don’t mean it as a 
criticism; it is a restriction of the space, and the nature of how it is stored. 

PL: I think that is inevitable as the museum grows, most museums have more behind the scenes than in front.  
We do have a tiny display space. 

LD: We try and do as much as we can on the website.  The catalogue – so much more is being photographed 
regularly – and all the exhibitions are still online so none of that work is lost. 

PL: It is a constant criticism or comment from any visitors that we get – ‘is this all we can see?’  -  It is so 
frustrating, we would love to get more of it out, but we just can’t. 

KH: It is not the same experience looking at objects online as in real life.  It is a great resource for research, 
being able to flick through and remind myself of the objects.  But the gut feeling that I get every time I go 
into the room is not there with the online.  There are a number of objects that are in the collection from my 

personal life.  The Braun coffee maker39 that I got for my 21st birthday is part of the collection.  I still feel a 
sense of loss that I left them for the collection.  Objects are electric, they are charged, they are not 
passive.  There are objects that give me a jolt when I see them.  I remember many of the objects, where 
they were in my room and how they have come into the collection.  The memories evoked are stronger 
when they are your own objects and you have donated them to a museum.  They are precious; you have 
a relationship with them. 

I still love the collection, I am still passionate about it, but I feel now I am peering through the window. 

PL: You don’t have to feel like that. 

 We record when an object has been used for whatever reason.  When we get an object out we document 
when it is used, that is why it can take a while to get loans together.  We record when it has gone, where it 
has gone, when it comes back.  It is great to see the records build up with information. 

LD: It is good to see it build up because it shows the value of the collection and the objects within it. 

KH: In the early days it was wonderfully ad hoc, beautifully naïve.  It has come a long way, but the early days 
were great fun.  The only problem was that there wasn’t the ability to follow things through, and we 
weren’t research orientated. 

PL: We are now.  Which is good because it makes you feel validated, like we deserve the place we have in 
the university. 

KH: I think that says a lot. I visited the Staffordshire University collection two years ago, and it was a shame to 
see them still struggling with space, recognition, where it was located in the university structure, it was 
under threat of being sold or disbanded but was seen as having no financial value.  It is a shame as they 
have a dedicated space, and a dedicated member of staff.  I think I would like to go back and help, as it 
has done so much for my career. 

MoDiP is lucky, it has had a lot of investment and a lot of faith from the leadership.  To take on 
somebody’s vision and to run with it, it takes a lot. 

LD: Was it Stuart’s idea to have the exhibition space that we have now, I know the actual cabinets were his 
choice. 

PL: It must have been; we didn’t have that space before he arrived. 

                                            
36 http://www.adm.heacademy.ac.uk/ 
37 http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/seminars/object-power 
38 http://www.moda.mdx.ac.uk/home 
39 This one? http://www.modip.ac.uk/artefact/aibdc-001985 



 
 

 
 

KH: I think the organisation and hard work that Pam put in to the storage of the objects on the shelves stood 
the collection in good stead especially when it came to securing the display space.  It was presentable, 
and the care could be seen.  Previously I didn’t have the time to organise it. 

(SL returns) 

 PL: I think it was significant that you had made links with the PHS in the first place because that relationship 

has grown.  Us getting their collection and subsequently the Horners40 collection has really stood us in 
good stead.  They have made people sit up and notice us a bit more, if someone else is prepared for this 
museum to look after their collection there must be something good about it. 

SL: At the Research and Knowledge Transfer Committee Meeting when it was announced that MoDiP was 
one of the areas that will receive research funding those collections were cited as one of the reasons we 
were selected. 

KH: It is like a formal acknowledgement, a hall mark.  It shows that the stewardship of the collection is good. 

LD: Both the PHS and the Horners appreciate that their collections are used, seen, they are much more alive 
than it was when they had it. 

KH: There was a risk at one point that the museum would become a dumping ground for people loaning their 
collections and then wanting them back. 

LD: That is one of the reasons you need a strong collecting policy stating that these are the reasons why we 
collect, what we do collect and we can’t take things that don’t sit within that because we are restricted by 
space and time to catalogue things. 

KH: It is a shame we couldn’t capture the use of the collection in the past.  There were dissertations written 
about aspects of the collection but we couldn’t keep them. 

PL: We try to record everything we do now, even if it seems insignificant at the time, further down the line they 
become useful. 

SL: It is so much easier to do it today – we have the website and the blog, there are different ways to record 
things. 

LD: If you have any documentation about the collection, we are building up an archive about MoDiP for MoDiP 
it would be good to add to it. 

KH: I still have it all. 

LD: Thank you all for taking part, it is great to tell the story of the museum. 

 

  

                                            
40 Worshipful Company of Horners - http://www.horners.org.uk/ 



 

 
 

Appendix 3 : Participant consent form 

 

  



 
 

 
 

Appendix 4 : Pilot survey 
 

 

  



 

 
 

Appendix 5 : Twitter survey 
 

Tweets recorded with the following materials at the times and dates listed. 
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plastic and 
plastics 812 161 187 10 1154 298 14 2636 
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wooden 4227 0 24 10 91 88 65 4423 
glass 2035 932 11 1 42 21 197 3239 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Example tweets: 
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16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  #ArgyllSeaGlass  ??????????????? @ArgyllSeaGlass 21m21 minutes ago Amber brown 4 piece pendant set 
absolutely gorgeousplus FREE GIFT with every orderlink in BIO #argyllseaglass #scottishseaglass #seaglass 
#seaglassjunkie #seaglassaddict… 
https://www.instagram.com/p/BlSs50WHvr_/?utm_source=ig_twitter_share&igshid=abm8wpnag0sk … 0 replies 1 retweet 0 
likes  1             

16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  Dual Aspect Glass? @DualAspectGlass 41m41 minutes ago The Dual Aspect Group can put more profit into your 
composite doors than any other supplier with high spec 316 stainless steel pull handles and the very finest luxurious yet 
surprisingly affordable #doorglass for #compositedoors. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  ? Agata? ?? @detektivne 59m59 minutes ago Replying to @detektivne @KuruoshiHito < She will take it as "you can 
take them now". Good that she always had a glass of water on her bedside table. Taking the box with pills, she quickly took 3 
of them and drank all water. ?Well, now I guess, I really need to lay down. Anyway, thanks. It does help > 1 reply 0 retweets 
0 likes    1           

16.07.2018 glass 
*  *  Annabelle Williams? @AnnabelleW80 20m20 minutes ago Been sent this fantastic cake. Look at the glass of water and 
the dashing meerkat in profile @Comparethemeerk 0 replies 0 retweets 2 likes    1           

16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  Kuda? @kroosrange 3m3 minutes ago Kuda Retweeted lil bougie vert ???? Gareth Bale's foot is literally made of glass 
and he's still playing Kuda added, lil bougie vert ???? @kaytbaybeee Until a male athlete plays at the highest level of their 
sport while pregnant and wins, there will be no other athlete better than Serena Williams. Period. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  Bex? @MrsWannaBean 38m38 minutes ago Wondering how many single use plastic glasses @TheWatersplash gets 
through in a day? I understand why they can't use glass, but branded re-useables that you could put a deposit down for or 
keep would be cool! #PlasticFreeJersey 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like          1     

16.07.2018 glass 

*  *  Christina V.? @christi85573643 48m48 minutes ago Replying to @RhubarbBeans I think milk bottled in glass tastes 
better. I buy milk in glass bottles(regular supermarkets) when I go on holidays in Germany unfortunately glass bottled milk is 
not available in Ireland! Plastic is also link with health risks!0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

16.07.2018 glass 
*  *  ??????????? @joanafslopes 28m28 minutes ago isn’t it lovely all alone heart made of glass my mind of stone 0 replies 
0 retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 glass 
*  *  ??†???????? @anthraxiom 12m12 minutes ago memories bejeweled with bright shards of broken glass 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  ???? @parvibooks 52m52 minutes ago Want to just use google maps: system grinds to an assembly of ABS plastic and 
running it will end well and correctly?0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             



 

 
 

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  Andel Plastics Ltd.? @AndelPlastics 22m22 minutes ago Got some good news in the factory today. So will be having a 
little celebratory lunch with everyone. #greatteam0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  Serdar Akyol? @vantilator 18m18 minutes ago Radiohead - Fake Plastic Trees https://youtu.be/n5h0qHwNrHk  via 
@YouTube #oldjewel #mondayblues0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  ???? ?????????? @meshasingharash 5m5 minutes ago The Line Plastic Surgery Number One of Aesthetic Guarantee 
by JCI Safety Joint Commision International 
https://www.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=10213874191322608&id=1643125554 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  nath? @jollyjovs 21m21 minutes ago Replying to @jmlhobify yeah bc i thought that each one of them didn't undergo 
some plastic surgery0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  ??? @DiasDevastation 34m34 minutes ago Replying to @GuineanMaestro A Liverpool fan from anywhere but Liverpool 
is plastic he can get fucked did make me chuckle though italy1 reply 0 retweets 1 like      1         

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  Dan McLaughlin? @Dan23_92 3m3 minutes ago This is what winds me up about players who aren't up to it. We all 
know when a player is a problem and but it doesn't make them a bad player. There's so many things to dislike about modern 
football but literally making things up just to criticise them is plastic behaviour. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  Hannah? @Hannah62818010 48m48 minutes ago Don't stand to close to the heater babe. Plastic melts.0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  Lizzie Skern? @LizzieSkern 57m57 minutes ago Black Girl (Mariah Angel) With Big Oiled Butt Enjoy Sex Action clip-19 
http://zogrikal.mobi/r.php?fa&uc=k_v1nt&v=19531523 … fuck asian plastic pussy xxxindia in saree black unwanted hardcore 
creampie dark skinned teacher with huge tits gets fucked www indian mother boobs0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes        1       

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  Aimée ??? @aimeemargauxe 37m37 minutes ago one way to #breakfreefromplastic this #PlasticFreeJuly is to refuse 
plastic straws. sign this petition to fight for plastic straws to be refused all the time! #plasticban #PlasticsAction 
#PlasticFreeCoastlines #plasticfree0 replies 1 retweet 1 like          1     

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  Orgpick? @orgpick 25m25 minutes ago Government of Maharashtra announced the great decision of plastic ban 
Maharashtra state has become the 18th state in the india to ban plastic after the government issued the Maharashtra Plastic 
and Thermocol Notification, 2018 on March 23. #Nature #saveenviornment #plasticban0 replies 0 retweets 2 likes          1     

16.07.2018 plastic 

*  *  Andy Wilson? @andywilson92 39m39 minutes ago I have been drinking exclusively out of glass and proceline 
containers for the last few months and my soy levels haven't dropped at all. I might switch to plastic bottles for convenience.0 
replies 0 retweets 1 like            1   

16.07.2018 plastic *  *  Abner? @APoct__ 51m51 minutes ago Like a plastic bag, I see through youuuu0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 plastic 
*  *  SEGA Saturn? @SEGA_Saturn_bot 5m5 minutes ago Crawling in my plastic shell, these wounds they will not heal 0 
replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 plastics 
*  *  Jay? @jaycobhardie 8m8 minutes ago Just added to my tracks on Spotify "Rage of Plastics" by U.S. Girls  0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 plastics 
*  *  ??? @cezcaaa13 50m50 minutes ago Yapsss plastic will always be with plastics Fair enough  0 replies 0 retweets 0 
likes      1         

16.07.2018 plastics 

*  *  @dawntibble? @societyatpeace 37m37 minutes ago This biodegradable water bottle breaks down when it’s empty 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/04/this-biodegradable-water-bottle-breaks-down-when-it-s-empty/ … via @wef This is 
a brilliant alternative. Reading the article it has mentioned the problems with plastics. One major one left out: people are too 
Lazy to recycle or reuse. 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like          1     

16.07.2018 plastics 

*  *  Anthony Le Grys? @antlegrys 16m16 minutes ago Millions of EU citizens are demanding @EUCouncil to support the 
@EU_Commission proposal to fight #plasticpollution and to protect our environment. Add your voice for strong rules on 
single-use plastics! 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     



 
 

 
 

16.07.2018 plastics 

*  *  Cathrine G Jahnsen? @cathrinejahnsen 22m22 minutes ago Adidas vows to use only #recycled plastics by 2024 
#leadership #circular #supplychain ?@CathrineBarth? ?@HaahrMarianne? ?@ctorklep? ?@nancyastrand? 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes            1   

16.07.2018 wood 
*  *  Amanda Wood? @AmandaWood_84 47m47 minutes ago Opening your mind to new ideas rocks your world. Messages 
will... More for Sagittarius http://bit.ly/yibOac 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 wood 

*  *  WhiteKnights? @WhiteKnightsUK 37m37 minutes ago Our Spencers Wood office is proud to be supporting St Michael's 
Summer Fete. We hope you'll come along... It will be a fun day for all the family!! http://ow.ly/3EMu30kY39U  #community 
#Reading #summer #summerfete #daysout 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 wood 
*  *  Mal in Crete? @malincrete 33m33 minutes ago Replying to @philkecho We need to offload all the dead wood,cut the 
wage bill,just give them away,get rid. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 wood 
*  *  Mark Bentley? @MARKEYE 39m39 minutes ago Replying to @Andrew_Adonis More dead wood on the fire? 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 wood *  *  __? @PhillyTheKid215 55m55 minutes ago Morning wood and hungry 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes        1       

16.07.2018 wood 
*  *  House Beautiful UK?Verified account @HB 37m37 minutes ago 7 reasons why wood is the sustainable material you 
need in your home https://buff.ly/2luUo1R 0 replies 2 retweets 0 likes            1   

16.07.2018 wood 
*  *  Adrian Hare? @adrianhare_2010 15m15 minutes ago Replying to @LaterAngrier Touch wood it's looking good at the 
moment. The event peak will soon be upon us though 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 wood 

*  *  CarpeDM? @dalej2014 44m44 minutes ago Haha! I thought. Flat peaches. Om nom. Had one at a game last night. Bit 
in - like chewing wood. Looked at package... Ripen at home. D'oh! Oh well, one of my five a day - Wed or Thu 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes              1 

16.07.2018 wooden 
*  *  ASA?Verified account @__ASA__ 3m3 minutes ago All I really need is a classic wooden sailboat. #ASASailing 0 replies 
0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 wooden 
*  *  R H Wooden? @VTWooden 56m56 minutes ago Replying to @TheRickWilson So you would want ICE to replace the 
FBI? 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

16.07.2018 wooden 

*  *  luey? @luethajaklueth 7m7 minutes ago When she says you Don't care about her anymore with your Wooden heart and 
that has you All shook up in your Blue Suede shoes; Crying in the chapel A mess of blues screaming There goes my 
everything. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

16.07.2018 wooden 

*  *  Filthy Cardiff? @squalidcardiff 35m35 minutes ago Dangerous wooden board, 16th July There is a wooden board/sign 
that is rotten, and at risk of falling from height onto the pavement. Nearest road to the pin placed on the map (automatically 
generated by Bing Maps): 85 Mount Stuart Square, Cardiff Report … https://ift.tt/2mqvVLT 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

16.07.2018 wooden 

*  *  Eco Friendly Shop? @Ecofshop 37m37 minutes ago #plasticfreejuly My tip today. Use an old bag or one you don't like, 
to store your #fsc wooden pegs in. Whilst using your hand woven #plasticfree laundry basket. Please use uk grown & made. 
Mine is #Somerset willow, locally made, 10 years old. #madetolast #ChooseToRefuse 0 replies 1 retweet 2 likes            1   

16.07.2018 wooden 
*  *  Micaela Lafrenz? @micaela_lafrenz 58m58 minutes ago He used to call me a pistol, told me to stay away from wooden 
nickels, and even now he is the one reminding me to stay true to myself 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

19.06.2018 glass 
*  *  360MediaX? @360mediaX 1h1 hour ago Man steals truck by driving through glass doors of dealership: Surveillance 
video captured a man driving a 2017… 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

19.06.2018 glass 
*  *  Fire Glass UK? @fireglassuk 1h1 hour ago Book an appointment to see how integral blinds can benefit your next 
installation. Call: 0121 521 2180 #blinds #firerated #acoustic #laminated #thonlychoice #specialist 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             



 

 
 

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  - Coach Jr -? @BeastMode_Jr 26m26 minutes ago RT ItsEmilyy9: This is seriously the coolest phone case I’ve ever 
seen! -Water resistant -Magnetic Cover -9H Tempered Glass Available only at: https://www.LunaVibe.com/collections/must-
haves?utm_source=Twitter%2019%20June%2014 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  °?? ????????????? @LOXlAS 1h1 hour ago Replying to @LOXlAS @_FLORALUPUS ?It isn't that I can't, I just don't 
like to waste my time and effort so willy nilly –? He speaks between pouring you a drink, fingertips slowly gliding the glass 
across the marble top table, and only then sparing you a glance, ?when I could be swimming or hunting instead.? 1 reply 0 
retweets 0 likes    1           

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  sugarleg? @CitizenJustine 14m14 minutes ago sugarleg Retweeted Tucker Carlson Swallow glass you f’ing shitbird. 
sugarleg added, Tucker CarlsonVerified account @TuckerCarlson That’s why they’re always lecturing you about the 
patriarchy and the evil of the nuclear family. Millions and millions of American kids are growing up with one parent at home 
thanks to their policies. That’s fine with them. 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like      1         

19.06.2018 glass *  *  Thick Flair? @CoffyCallipyge 55m55 minutes ago Who smoking glass dick?! 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes        1       

19.06.2018 glass 
*  *  ?? @Iovatoangels 45m45 minutes ago Why is there glass everywhere in east worthing so glad I have solid tyres right 
now 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  ?FUBS?? @daye_fubs 13m13 minutes ago Chris Brown abused Rihanna, has physically battled Drake and Franck 
Ocean, injured NBA Star Tony Parker, who by the way had surgery to remove glass from his eye, was involved in a hit and 
run, supposedly threatened a woman with a gun and is banned in 3 countries. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  Karen from Davao? @karentj21 1h1 hour ago Karen from Davao Retweeted National Geographic "...reusable metal or 
glass straws are ideal" Karen from Davao added, National GeographicVerified account @NatGeo Since they can't be 
recycled, straws are just part of the monumental waste that goes into our oceans #PlanetOrPlastic 
https://on.natgeo.com/2K8B7S5 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

19.06.2018 glass 
*  *  Make Fast Money? @makefastmoney6 27m27 minutes ago Glass has a natural resonant frequency like every mental on 
earth. The glass pane will… https://goo.gl/fb/dzzCxy 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  Bob Murphy? @TinaMur79949519 14m14 minutes ago Replying to @CairnsBridget @FineGael Well said Bridget, well 
said! He's living in a glass house, and throwing bricks to get attention. He doesn't want to 'do' anything constructive. He just 
wants attention. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

19.06.2018 glass 

*  *  Butch Brown7? @Brown7Butch 1h1 hour ago Butch Brown7 Retweeted Paddy I won't my friend I'm trying to break the 
Glass ceiling! Butch Brown7 added, Paddy @Padsuk Replying to @Brown7Butch Don't ever give up on the posts please 
Butch 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like              1 

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  Aiwa??????? @PlasticLover4AM 1h1 hour ago To everyone that died with 100 °F, it's literally every single day of 
summer here Every. Single. One.0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  EPR Network? @eprnetwork 18m18 minutes ago Global Plastic Containers Market Size, Status, Growth, Revenue & 
Report Forecasted by 2026 - https://express-press-release.net/news/2018/06/19/275858 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  Bernadette Ferguson? @bfergusonkf 30m30 minutes ago When you see people with plastic surgery/Botox in Dublin. 
Will NEVER get used to it. Stop messin’ with your faces people! #Dublin1 reply 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

19.06.2018 plastic 

*  *  Cripson Arran? @cripsonarran 1h1 hour ago Plastic Surgery Los Angeles https://www.drjshamloo.com/  Dr. shamloo is 
the double qualifies facial and cosmetic surgeon who is practicing plastic surgery of the face and the body in Los Angeles, 
California. Dr. shamloo graduated from facial surgery residency from Oregon0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  PerrySirBobbyMoore? @whuismyreligion 1h1 hour ago Replying to @MrsWHU Watched footy in a pub last night with 
@EddieFensome and @dannygrint180 ain't the same as home or away though. Felt like a plastic1 reply 0 retweets 1 like      1         

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  Nato? @nato355 20m20 minutes ago Replying to @theprojecttv So they're going to remove the plastic rubbish bags 
they sell on the shelves too? They're single use. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

19.06.2018 plastic 
*  *  Tony Moore? @crystalize61 23m23 minutes ago "KFC Singapore to stop providing plastic caps and straws for drinks" 
https://ift.tt/2ynouO8  ifttt, reddit 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     



 
 

 
 

19.06.2018 plastic 

*  *  Smoothie King OKC? @SmoothieKingOKC 54m54 minutes ago Smoothie King OKC Retweeted Smoothie King OKC 
Help me out! Take this poll on our twitter page regarding the new plastic cups! Please and thank you! Smoothie King OKC 
added,Smoothie King OKC @SmoothieKingOKC Who loves the new plastic cups?!0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

19.06.2018 plastics 

*  *  Moulds & Plastics? @MouldsPlastics 1h1 hour ago AMB Iran 2018, the show to go on: Iran - The third edition of AMB 
Iran, leading industry fair for metalworking in Tehran, is still on course, its organisers Messe Stuttgart and the Association of 
German Machine Tool Manufacturers (VDW) say. |0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

19.06.2018 plastics 

*  *  T ????? @Tristinbaiii 13m13 minutes ago Replying to @thebattler2000 @mccullough1888 and Yes but it shouldn't be. 
Ireland is too filled with plastics, who don't really know what "supporting" a club really is. Football is a sport not a TV show 1 
reply 0 retweets 1 like      1         

19.06.2018 plastics 

*  *  Resource Futures? @resourcefutures 31m31 minutes ago Steps are underway by @AmericanExpress to reduce their 
plastic footprint, from phasing out specific single use plastics in offices and airport lounges, to increased recycling, and 
producing an 'ocean plastic card' made with up-cycled marine plastic debris https://buff.ly/2tolKdR 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like          1     

19.06.2018 plastics *  *  Ginu Joseph? @GenuJoseph 1h1 hour ago Your Wire and Cable cannot be with out Plastics 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

19.06.2018 wood 

*  *  YOFI? @YOFI_riverwye 1h1 hour ago Roll on winter! Wood all sorted, delivered & stacked by Bob Oak & Jason thank 
you! If you are after good quality wood give Bob a shout 07973 267 419 — at Ye Old Ferrie Inn 
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=10155938114762961&id=246001792960 … 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  1             

19.06.2018 wood 

*  *  Yonan Carpet One? @YonanCarpetOne 13m13 minutes ago Laminate, Luxury Vinyl Tile & Wood Flooring - Every floor 
should make a statement! Explore all your flooring styles & options at Yonan's -Downers Grove, Oak Park/Chicago 
Palatine/Rolling Meadows. #NewFloors #Laminate #LVT #Wood #Quality 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

19.06.2018 wood 
*  *  JennyWren ???? #NHSLove? @Jennybean333 49m49 minutes ago Replying to @Jacob_Rees_Mogg So the IFS are 
chatting rubbish then are they? You must think we’re all made of wood 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

19.06.2018 wood 
*  *  Phillip Martin? @flipityflopity 34m34 minutes ago Replying to @StevenHeinrich_ It’s got that morning wood. 0 replies 0 
retweets 1 like        1       

19.06.2018 wood 

?????? Samuel Carvalho?Verified account @SamCarvalho 1h1 hour ago But until you’re smashing your face on walls, 
steps, hard wood furniture and other things regularly, don’t comment as if you know what I should and shouldn’t be doing! I 
DO NOT GET BOTOX FOR WRINKLES OR ANY REASON EXCEPT FOR A GOOD REASON LINKED TO MY 
COLLAPSES.1 reply 0 retweets 2 likes          1     

19.06.2018 wood 

*  *  LKM Recycling? @lkmrecycling 1h1 hour ago Does your company produce a lot of waste wood? Helping our customers 
reach zero waste to landfill is one of the fundamental objectives that we strive to achieve at LKM Recycling. Call our team 
today to discuss your waste management solution: 01795 439393 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

19.06.2018 wood 
*  *  bella ??? @MarcellaaaJ 36m36 minutes ago when you get a car and all your shit together y’all should see how many 
people pop out the wood works Trynna talk to me 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

19.06.2018 wood 
*  *  Binu ??? @aestheticallyFM 1h1 hour ago Replying to @CheezFryz My ship never sinks..it's been sailing since 2011 
Mashallah se *touches wood, gold, plastic* 0 replies 0 retweets 2 likes              1 

19.06.2018 wooden 

*  *  Zainab Akhtar? @comicsandcola 1h1 hour ago My @Oysho sock pack arrived today- apart from the socks being very 
cute, they come packaged in a lovely wooden house-shaped shelf, which has hooks on the back ready for 
display/hanging/other uses! So neat! Currently on sale at ASOS http://www.asos.com/oysho/oysho-5-pack-animal-
socks/prd/9892274 …1 reply 1 retweet 14 likes  1             

19.06.2018 wooden 

????? ? ??? @Dakuburatte 1h1 hour ago Replying to @WhiffOfZenith Already the upwards-facing wooden tabletop looked 
far more delightful than before, especially with the recent addition of actual lighting spanning from the lamp and overhead 
bulbs. Thanks to Ino, a dim room had no bounds in opening up heaven's gate. Her traits would always ·· 1 reply 0 retweets 0 
likes  1             

19.06.2018 wooden 
?? @cheolgirls 1h1 hour ago Replying to @jeonghnas @antihosh his whole body is a wooden plank your point 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes              1 



 

 
 

27.08.2018 glass 

*  *  Gemini Craft Designs? @Gemini_Glass 49m49 minutes ago Love these glass bonsai trees. 
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bm_ZuFbFa0Y/?utm_source=ig_twitter_share&igshid=zatljbj639f5 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 
likes  1             

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  Mardy Bum? @Y0TeAvise 52m52 minutes ago @Charofernandezr 1- Harlem Shuffle de The Rolling Stones 2. Your 
Song de Elton John 3. Someday Glass Tiger 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 glass 

*  *  Charlee Browne  ? ??? @PinkSparkleYums 34m34 minutes ago Last night before bed I decided to have a glass of my 
dad's favorite drink with him. Jeremiah Weed Sweet Tea Vodka. I listened & waited for him to go to bed, then immediately 
vomited in the bathroom. My question is: Does everyone keep their eyes open when they vomit or just me? 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes    1           

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  Elli Mac? @ceetee95 10m10 minutes ago me eating cheesy pasta with parm and chasing lactaid with a glass of milk: 
"why isn't this shit working?"0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  Ciaran Gervin? @ciarandkb 36m36 minutes ago Replying to @Trollolargh @SeanShortydkb and 2 others Dont have to 
lace a glove to know he has a glass jaw. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes      1         

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  Eric Thompson? @eric_j_thompson 45m45 minutes ago Replying to @ArifHasanNFL Fine, but I still think Isidora was 
already backpedaling like Glass Joe after an uppercut by the time Murray ran into him 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like      1         

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  #GoRecycleRight? @GoRecycleRight 17m17 minutes ago Oops ... If you break any ovenware please don't put it in your 
recycling bin | It melts differently to normal glass. Thank you. pic.twitter.com/h0yYAF3fxb 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 glass 

*  *  Metropolidance/Peg? @Metropolidance 34m34 minutes ago @ArchdioceseNYC @NY_Arch Clean up your mess. No 
respect for our Community. Donation fraud while you keep the “Catholic” School open. So much glass on the sidewalk you 
cannot walk a dog. Complete neglect. #cleanitupcatholicchurch #attention #attentioncatholicspic.twitter.com/JpVnuy9vRr 0 
replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 glass 

*  *  Liam Anderson? @BLACKLODGEOWLS 51m51 minutes ago Replying to @LetsMakeGin @aplastic_planet and 5 
others We would prefer to drink from a glass. Infinitely recyclable. Compostable single use is not the answer! 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes            1   

27.08.2018 glass 

*  *  The Coffee Hut? @mertynabbot 46m46 minutes ago Replying to @saintlocks @pieminister and 2 others Yep Coffee 
shop & sandwich takeaway in Llangefni Anglesey! Proper quality ingredients & great coffee & tea! As much as possible 
sourced locally & through local suppliers! All takeaway packaging is compostable, and drinks all in glass or cans! Minimum 
plastic 0 replies 1 retweet 1 like            1   

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  eduentrepreneu? @eduentrepreneu 24m24 minutes ago “ women are becoming fighter jet pilots, shattering glass 
ceilings” by @tictochttps://twitter.com/i/moments/1033938438544748544 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

27.08.2018 glass 
*  *  Villain222? @WStordeur22 33m33 minutes ago Replying to @politico @donttrythis Like throwing rocks from their glass 
houses. Won't happen. 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  Jeannie Johnson? @CreationsOwner 27m27 minutes ago Royal Blue, White & Silver MUG RUG Coasters in plastic 
needlepoint, sold in a Set of 4. PERFECT for ANY Jewish Holiday or Celebration! I, PERSONALLY, created THIS item & 
EVERY item in my… https://www.instagram.com/p/Bm_YeTOHoM6/?utm_source=ig_twitter_share&igshid=z2vni3eblxv9 … 
0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  Lego Transport & Planning? @PlasticPlanners 35m35 minutes ago Replying to @grescoe Oh that as well! The original 
idea was about the risks of sedentary lifestyles, especially takeaway tv dinners!0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  Lego Transport & Planning? @PlasticPlanners 36m36 minutes ago Replying to @Chapeau_Velo 
pic.twitter.com/86Vcj7JVKJ0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  Leonardo Doujinshi? @ThatCarlGuy 30m30 minutes ago Replying to @Joe_Stando I've got a big plastic tub of them at 
my mom's house and as soon as the market bounces back man, I'm renting out a castle for all of us to party in.0 replies 0 
retweets 2 likes  1             

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  Lew Greene? @LouisGreene41 1h1 hour ago @OutnumberedFNC Wow what a difference Plastic Surgery Makes 
pic.twitter.com/TnPS6p0iLA0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           



 
 

 
 

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  M??????_ ? ?? ?? @DetGolfWife_ 55m55 minutes ago Instagram Models EXTREME Before & After Plastic Surgery 
Photos https://youtu.be/G_NjdSFwouc 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes    1           

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  Aria? @xogossipxoxo 37m37 minutes ago Replying to @5H_Delivers Nah I think she just smells like plastic1 reply 0 
retweets 1 like      1         

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  Arty Russell? @letsstopthespin 7m7 minutes ago Replying to @DaveW_MUFC I'm not in favour of telling fans, with a 
different point of view, to support some other team. Indeed, I have been known to disagree with those who don't like my anti 
Jose stance. However, wanting us to lose IS unforgivable and those plastic fans can fuck off somewhere else.0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes      1         

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  UCSD Sustainability? @SustainUCSD 52m52 minutes ago Every year, 8 million metric tons of plastic end up in our 
oceans! Bringing your own #reusable bottle to fill up is the easiest step you can take to 
#breakfreefromplastic.pic.twitter.com/rjjWMQR3KE0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  * Wools of New Zealand? @WoolsNZ 28m28 minutes ago The tide is turning on plastic. 
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6439074764001808384 …0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  eMachineShop? @emachineshop 39m39 minutes ago Manufacturing Vocab: Plastic Injection Molding A manufacturing 
process that produces parts by forcing molten plastic into a where it cools and hardens. Find more information about 
Injection Molding at https://buff.ly/2M5ylPa pic.twitter.com/wXjqlCOqVE0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

27.08.2018 plastic 

*  *  Zola The Gorgon? @zola_the_gorgon 16m16 minutes ago Behold, the Eaters of Hooks. The Hellbeast - 1 bamboo 
crochet hook destroyed, one ergonmic handle slightly gnawed on but still usable. Denim basket - one plastic ergonimic-
handled, one metal ergonomic-handled, and one solid plastic hook so far. It's not finished yet. pic.twitter.com/n3y6baXiub0 
replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

27.08.2018 plastic 
*  *  Yusuke Kitagawa™? @yusuke_ebooks_ 35m35 minutes ago Do you ever feel Like a plastic bag0 replies 0 retweets 0 
likes              1 

27.08.2018 plastics 
*  *   Dr. Carlos Chacon? @DivinoPlastics 54m54 minutes ago It makes a big difference! #motivationalMonday 
#bananaloversdaypic.twitter.com/3Nx72emXUg 0 replies 0 retweets 0  likes  1             

27.08.2018 plastics 
*  *   fesposito22? @fesposito22 48m48 minutes ago Modern Plastics adding warehouse space in Connecticut 
http://bit.ly/2PbzOAj  @plasticsnews 0 replies 0 retweets 0  likes    1           

27.08.2018 plastics 

*  *   GlasgowCityOfScience? @cityofscience 56m56 minutes ago Applications open for our #VentureJam "plastics 
innovation challenge" with the AMAZING opportunity to attend Blue Planet 2 Live at SSE Hydro as a VIP Guest and have 
your idea showcased at the event! Apply NOW! https://young.scot/things-to-do/events/glasgow/venturejam/ … #YOYP2018 
#innovation #nextgenpic.twitter.com/0RUKN3uXKy 0 replies 1 retweet 1 like          1     

27.08.2018 plastics 

*  *   Jalandhar Online? @JalandharOnline 56m56 minutes ago Vacuum Skin Packaging Market 2018 Global Analysis By 
Key Players – DuPont, Bemis Company, Amcor Limited, Berry Plastics, LINPAC Packaging, G. Mondini, Sealed Air, Winpak 
Ltd., Plastissimo Film Co. Ltd http://dlvr.it/QhF5Yz pic.twitter.com/ej9FclY7BG 0 replies 0 retweets 0  likes            1   

27.08.2018 wood 
Chris Wood? @D1boundAssEater 30m30 minutes ago Replying to @veggiechiptatum Bathing with animals was my biggest 
secret till just now 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like  1             

27.08.2018 wood 
woodwalker? @WoodWalker17 26m26 minutes ago Rayo getting stuck in with real firepic.twitter.com/QuEg9N5pP2 0 replies 
0 retweets 1 like  1             

27.08.2018 wood 
Woodworking Wiki? @WoodworkingWiki 30m30 minutes ago Wood Pallet Furniture 
https://www.woodworkingwiki.com/articles/wood-pallet-furniture/ …pic.twitter.com/6VL0w3xzVb 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 wood 
*  *  Ron McLean? @RonMcLean6 20m20 minutes ago Replying to @ChrisTenerife agree Chris that's a bit of dead wood 
that can go next 0 replies 0 retweets 1 like      1         



 

 
 

27.08.2018 wood 
*  *  Medu$a? @Lovely_Liesha 15m15 minutes ago Replying to @TheOnlyKainen A wood lmfaoooo I was smoking 0 replies 
0 retweets 0 likes        1       

27.08.2018 wood 
Fonzo? @_josh2300 31m31 minutes ago I see a pretty bitch & the first thing I think about is fucking her & how beautiful 
she’d be naked bouncing on my wood I need help 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes        1       

27.08.2018 wood 

*  *  BuildSteel? @buildsteelorg 14m14 minutes ago Insurers are aware of the risks of wood-framed buildings - you should 
be, too. https://www.buildsteel.org/articles/permitting-wood-in-tall-buildings-need-to-reevaluate-building-codes/ … 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 wood 
The Mollers Inc? @TheMollersInc 27m27 minutes ago Wood elements dominate this #modernhome. Do you like its style? 
#archihttp://homevalueplus.info/a/53687602 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes          1     

27.08.2018 wood 

The Natural Edge Co.? @naturaledgeco 51m51 minutes ago Part of a bookcase commission that I'm working on at the 
moment. A lot of work in those arches but so satisfying when it all comes together. #furniture #finefurniture #interiordesign 
#bookcase #wood #oakpic.twitter.com/oqbkypoaDG 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes            1   

27.08.2018 wood 

*  *  g.d.bexar? @grnebrbear 17m17 minutes ago “How being poor in Texas can land you in jail” by @TexasTribune WOW! I 
can't imagine. I'm not going to say anything else or else I may have to knock on wood. 
https://twitter.com/i/moments/1034074977522393088 … 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

27.08.2018 wood 

*  *  mimi & red boutique? @shopmimiandred 17m17 minutes ago we have a thing for cute jumpsuits, can you tell? the knock 
on wood jumpsuit is adorable with polka dots + ruffled details! #shopmimiandred #olivaceous @ mimi & red boutique 0 
replies 0 retweets 0 likes              1 

27.08.2018 wooden 
*  *  Lee Nelson? @AdonisFigurine 39m39 minutes ago stretched his arms before taking his position on the wooden stool. 2 
replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1             

27.08.2018 wooden 
*  *  Wooden Bow Tie? @BowWooden 22m22 minutes ago Hailey Baldwin Wore the Daring Skinny Jeans Trend You 
Haven't Triedhttps://ift.tt/2wnLHvo 0 replies 0 retweets 0 likes  1              

27.08.2018 wooden 
*  *  Andrew Rees? @AndrewRees14 6m6 minutes ago Henry's acting is as stiff and wooden as his arm #Corrie 0 replies 0 
retweets 0 likes              1 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Appendix 6 : Postcard survey 

In 2018 MoDiP introduced a postcard in place of a comments book.  The 

comments book simply attracted comments about an exhibition and not any 

qualifying response about the impact the museum had had on the visitor.  Due 

to a change in General Data Protection Regulation laws museum have found 

that the traditional comments book was no longer compliant as visitors were 

encouraged to leave names and contact details in a publicly accessible book.  

The postcard, once filled in, is posted in a locked post box.  MoDiP has found 

that although not a large proportion of museum visitors would fill in a comments 

book or evaluation, an increased number (although still small) have engaged 

with the postcard concept. 



 

 
 

 

Postcard code 
Visit to 

MoDiP has 
changed 

how I think 

Visit to 
MoDiP has 

not 
changed 

how I think 

Other Please explain General Comments 
no particular 

comment / design 
comment 

older than 
expected 

now know there is 
a positive side / 

more to them than 
'bad for the 

environment' 

now know there 
are lots of 

materials that 
do different 

things 

still prefer 
natural 

materials / don't 
like plastics 

already think 
widely about 

materials / 
already 

understand 
plastics 

PC2019.04.10.01     1 n/a n/a 1           

PC2019.01.10.01 1     

2nd focus group I’ve been to re plastics – 
really interesting. They can be so 

different and make you think about the 
+ve side. Especially as I sit next to the 
‘green team’ @ work + we were talking 
about plastic bricks – look out for this in 
future as Bmth council will be building 

something with those bricks. 

Really good session – enjoyable to 
hear the poems & other 
participant’s comments. 

    1       

PC2019.01.10.02   1   

I really am a traditional materials type of 
person. I do appreciate the need for 

plastic but prefer the ‘real’ thing where 
possible. 

Very interesting focus group. Great 
to hear so many different views 

from across the age group. 
        1   

PC2019.01.10.03   1   

May be because I’ve been thinking a lot 
about plastics as in the materials and as 

in the shape-shifting essence of the 
word itself. 

It’s encouraged thoughts on how 
important it is, now that we have a 
‘plastics waste’ issue globally, for 

designers to get a product very well 
designed. This pencil isn’t for 

example. The graphite is too hard. 

          1 

PC2019.09.26.08   1   

I’m not keen on plastics as a material 
since it is so widely used without 
thought into how it will effect the 

environment.  I understand that it is a 
very useful material and is interesting in 
terms of history? But I wouldn’t design 

using new plastics. 

-         1   

PC2019.09.26.13   1   - Really cool displays – looking 
forward to using for my project. 1           

PC2019.09.26.14   1   
It hasn’t really changed how I view 

plastic but its nice to see what objects 
were used from it. 

- 1           

PC2019.09.26.15   1   
I already had quite a vast knowledge 

from completing many projects on 
plastics within product design. 

A very good collection of plastic 
that’s inspiring for multiple plastics.           1 

PC2019.09.26.21   1   
Didn’t realise the wide range objects you 
had from different eras. Also how easy it 
is to search online and to collect objects. 

- 1           



 
 

 
 

PC2019.09.26A.07   1   
We had a very insightful visit in first & 
second year so was already aware of 

the amazing collection. 
-         

  
 

 
1 

PC2019.09.26A.31   1   

My view on plastics has not changes 
however my view on objects inspiring a 
possible essay question has changed.  I 
didn’t think an essay could be sparked 

by just an object. 

-           1 

PC2019.09.27.03   1   
I still believe it is bad for environment, 
not all plastic however, and we should 

try using less of it. 
Interesting items in the museum           1 

PC2019.09.27.09   1   

I see plastic as a bad thing for our 
planet and even though some of them 

are recycled once they are thrown away, 
they are a negative impact. 

The items are really interesting         1   

PC2019.09.27.11   1   Just originally had an open opinion on 
plastic. Some beautiful chairs           1 

PC2019.09.27.19   1   
I’ve always thought you can create 

anything with plastics. For example 3d 
printing can make anything.  

           1 

PC2019.10.02.29   1   - Surprising objects  1           

PC2019.10.02.37   1   - - 1           

PC2019.10.18.25   1   
I learnt how it makes things but I already 
understood the effect it is having on our 

environment. 
It was interesting.         1   

PC2019.12.03.04   1   It’s still plastic interesting         1   

PC2019.01.10.04 1     Thinking about plastic in relation with 
humans. 

The collection of chairs is diverse 
and colourful.     1       

PC2019.01.10.05 1     

I’m thinking more about how plastics 
surround us and are mostly ignored. I 
never knew about natural plastics eg. 

Horn. 

I think everyone in the world has a 
story about a chair.     1       

PC2019.01.10.06 1     

There’s now a way I can look at certain 
designer plastics and think about them 

further, with a more creative stance, 
rather than just admiring and moving on. 

The items on display are very 
interesting and good for stimulating 

a creative response. 
    1       

PC2019.01.10.07 1     

A little – I’ve always been interested in 
plastics because its use in design and 
manufacturing – but I’ve gained more 

insight into how others view it. 

It was interesting to hear other 
perspectives and what people see 
in an object. It’s interesting how a 
humble chair can inspire creative 

writing. A chair can have/be a 
personality. 

    1       



 

 
 

PC2019.01.10.08 1     

Every conversation about plastic 
illuminates, reveal something new. 
Makes me think about plastics in 

broadest sense. 

People + plastics is real issue for 
me + MoDiP makes this central.     1       

PC2019.01.16.01 1     What a creative effort the Curator has 
made to make this challenging! 

Who knew plastic could be so 
beautiful?     1       

PC2019.01.16.02 1     Incredibly versatile and colourful. Very good exhibition.     1       

PC2019.01.16.03 1     

Museum illustrates how indispensable 
plastic has become in everyday life and 
how essential it is to develop affordable 

recycling/disposal facilities. 

      1       

PC2019.01.16.04 1     
Didn’t realise that horn was a plastic. 

Interesting how plastic can be changed 
to reflect something else eg. the cot/crib. 

Great museum, very interesting. 
Thank you for the clever set of 

exercises. Julia has obviously put a 
lot of thought into our visit. Thank 

you. 

    1       

PC2019.01.16.05 1     Amazed at the history behind plastics. Beautiful collection.     1       

PC2019.01.16.06 1     
The versatility of the material and how 
much we now rely on it for essential 

items in the home, hospitals etc. 

A wonderful display, colourful, 
fascinating information. Many 

thanks to Julia. 
    1       

PC2019.01.28.01 1     
Thought–provoking conversation with 
Louise & lots of wonderful objects = 

food for thought. 
n/a     1       

PC2019.02.18.01 1     It gave me a more extensive view on 
how much plastic is used in daily life. Loved it!     1       

PC2019.02.26.01 1     It shows how many things are/can be 
made of plastic. Good workshop.     1       

PC2019.03.26.01 1     As I am a product design student, I think 
its beneficial to my course. 

Lovely + quiet to think but not 
boring quiet. Thank you!   1           

PC2019.03.29.01 1     
I am doing a pitch for a story based 
around sculpting plastics and it has 

given me visual references. 
n/a 1            

PC2019.04.04.01 1     

A real eye-opener! I learned a great deal 
about the very current, important matter 

of recycling. And our hosts were 
generous with their time = THANK YOU! 

n/a     1       



 
 

 
 

PC2019.04.15.01 1     . It shows a more positive view on 
plastic which isn’t normally shown 

Very interesting exhibition. Staff are 
helpful.     1       

PC2019.02.07.01 1     

As a museum professional, the idea of a 
museum of plastic is truly fascinating, 

unexpected, and bold – in an era that is 
definitely anti-plastic, preserving it in a 
way that resonates with contemporary 

culture is not just interesting but 
absolutely vital. 

Wonderful! Hoping to return when I 
have more time – and grateful for 

the online access to the collections! 
    1       

PC2019.04.11.01 1     
Lots of interesting uses of plastic. Staff 
were very knowledgeable and helpful. 
Great to see the Gum-tec products. 

n/a     1       

PC2019.02.26.02 1     It gives me inspiration which is 
important. Very nice atmosphere. 1           

PC2019.04.11.02 1     I learnt so much more about plastic and 
I already thought I knew quite a lot! Varied + interesting collection!     1       

PC2019.02.26.03 1     Yup coz it makes it look cool. n/a     1       

PC2019.02.26.04 1     Yea cuz it makes plastic look pretty 
cool. Pretty saazzy.     1       

PC2019.09.26.01 1     

It’s made me aware of all the processes 
and craft behind it.  I love all the 

attentions to detail it inspires me to me 
that attentive in my work. 

Sarah is so passionate about 
MoDiP which makes me feel 

passionate. 
    1       

PC2019.09.26.02 1     It has made me focus on the smaller 
details – textures and shapes within. 

I found the objects interesting and it 
was nice to see items from different 

time zones. 
1           

PC2019.09.26.03 1     
I know a bit more information about 

plastics and how they can be used to 
inspire my work. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26.04 1     
It’s inspired me with how I can use 

plastics.  The use of trapping objects 
inside of shapes has inspired me. 

- 1           

PC2019.09.26.05 1     Just the difference in plastic and how 
many objects are available. 

Some really cool objects available 
to look at.       1     

PC2019.09.26.06 1     It has made me think about shapes and 
textures and how to develop. - 1           

PC2019.09.26.07 1     
It has made me focus on details and 
how plastic can be manipulated to 

create different designs. 
- 1           

PC2019.09.26.09 1     

Plastics can be used in so many ways to 
produce items/ objects that you wouldn’t 
necessarily think is plastic - combining 

plastics with other materials. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26.10 1     See how plastics have evolved 
throughout several years. -       1     



 

 
 

PC2019.09.26.11 1     

While I’m still not convinces on the use 
of plastics. I can see the interest and 

design to create interesting objects from 
plastic. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26.12 1     
It has made me think about the different 
ways plastic objects can influence and 

inspire me with my designs. 
  1           

PC2019.09.26.16 1     Shown me all the different ways plastic 
can be used and different types. -       1     

PC2019.09.26.17 1     
It has given me ideas for my current 

textiles project by looking at not only the 
silhouette of the object but the details. 

Very cool. 1           

PC2019.09.26.18 1     

The word plastic used to be associated 
with very negative things, but after the 
talk I realised that plastics are much 

more than that. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26.19 1     The variety of plastics is amazing and 
I’ve never thought about it. Very nice collection       1     

PC2019.09.26.20 1     
Wide range of objects & different types 
of plastic.  Objects can be used to draw 

inspiration to help with projects. 

More inspiration for future & current 
projects        1     

PC2019.09.26.22 1     
Learnt more about the many different 

types of plastics.  Interesting to see the 
objects from different eras. 

Will give me ideas for my textiles 
work – using the shapes and details 

to develop into patterns. 
      1     

PC2019.09.26.23 1     
It’s given me a new perspective.  I have 

never thought about plastic objects 
influencing textile / design. 

- 1           

PC2019.09.26.24 1     The different types of plastics and what 
they can be used for. -       1     

PC2019.09.26.25 1     
I didn’t realise the huge amount and 

variety of objects that MoDiP has.  Made 
me think more about using MoDiP 

Really interesting to find out about 
the resources we have available. 1           

PC2019.09.26.26 1     

More aware of how plastics can be used 
in more creative ways instead of just 

practical.  Aware of how I can use them 
in my own work. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26.27 1     

It has made me aware of the many ways 
plastics can inspire not only my own 

projects but lots of other courses 
projects too. 

I really like the range of plastics on 
offer to view. 1           

PC2019.09.26.28 1     

There were more variations of plastics 
than I realised that would be useful for 

drawing from. I now understand plastics 
go across a wide range of subject areas. 

-       1     



 
 

 
 

PC2019.09.26.29 1     
I was not thinking that people could 
create very interesting shapes of the 

plastic. 

It is very interesting to see big 
scaled items in the museum.     1       

PC2019.09.26A.01 1     
Reminded me that it is other things than 

just packaging.  Taught me about 
different types eg. Natural. 

A varied selection useful for more 
than one area of study eg. Creative 

Writing & Visual design etc. 
    1       

PC2019.09.26A.02 1     More known to plastics & what made of 
understanding process -     1       

PC2019.09.26A.03 1     It has made me think about the different 
types of plastic types. It was very useful and helpful.       1     

PC2019.09.26A.04 1     
There are always new practical and 

decorative examples of plastics 
whenever I come to MoDiP. 

- 1           

PC2019.09.26A.05 1     
Didn’t know you could have natural 

plastics & enjoyed learning about the 
different types 

V interesting & well spoken 😊😊       1     

PC2019.09.26A.06 1     I was previously unaware of the term 
composite plastics -       1     

PC2019.09.26A.08 1     
More about the story and inspiration 
behind the objects – how they have 

developed with time. 
-     1       

PC2019.09.26A.09 1     Very interesting / informative - 1           

PC2019.09.26A.10 1     
Very educational.  Good knowledge of 

products and process. A large collection 
of items 

Handy tool for research enhancing.     1       

PC2019.09.26A.11 1     Natural plastics, plastics that are 
sustainable. -       1     

PC2019.09.26A.12 1     How plastic can play a big part of 
history. 

Would be interesting to look at 
more objects.     1       

PC2019.09.26A.13 1     

Expanded the extensive range / types of 
plastic – and increased my awareness 

of how they link to wider social and 
economic factors. 

Wide selection of items across an 
array of categories.     1       

PC2019.09.26A.14 1     
I think I have learnt a lot more than first 
year.  I understand more about different 

collection and found it helpful. 
-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.15 1     
Just to recycle more, and I realised that 

quite a lot of things were on display I 
would look at. 

Good variety of items.     1       

PC2019.09.26A.16 1     

As I have had an insight into all the 
different types of plastic and how they 

cross into objects you wouldn’t normally 
consider plastic. 

Really lovely to see a range of 
objects that could be beneficial in 

starting dissertation research. 
      1     



 

 
 

PC2019.09.26A.17 1     Learnt more about the reusability of 
plastics and examples of upcycling. -     1       

PC2019.09.26A.18 1     Learnt more about plastic & different 
ways it’s made & moulded. -     1       

PC2019.09.26A.19 1     

It was good to think about so many 
reusable plastics as at the moment 

there is such a big thing about single 
use plastic and how bad plastic is. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26A.20 1     Didn’t realise how many things they 
could be made into. 

Didn’t realise how many objects 
there were     1       

PC2019.09.26A.21 1     

Considering further topics for my essay 
this session reminded me how to think 
of more questions to discover context 
behind the objects such as how it has 
impacted society, why there is a need 

for it to exist and more about the 
materials it is made from.  Before I also 
wasn’t aware of semi-synthetic plastics 

etc and now have a better 
understanding 

-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.22 1     
I was surprised plastic is using for not 

only solid products but also flexible 
product such as cloth. 

-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.23 1     

It’s given me more to think about eg. 
The depth you can go into one object 

and the info MoDiP has about plastic eg. 
I didn’t know about natural plastics etc. 

-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.24 1     
I learnt about different types of plastics, 
and all the different uses.  I can now use 

this new knowledge in my own work. 
-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.25 1     

Different types for uses and objects that 
I hadn’t thought used plastics to be 
useful for dissertation work / helping 

inspire topic choice. 

-       1     

PC2019.09.26A.26 1     

It has changed my view of how simple 
things, eg. The pen lamp, can impact 

society and how certain people view the 
new ways of using plastics. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26A.27 1     It doesn’t mean plastic is just used once 
& ends up in landfills. Interesting     1       

PC2019.09.26A.28 1     

Interesting how materials that look like 
(metal for example) can actually be 
plastic or plastic can look like other 

materials. 

-     1       



 
 

 
 

PC2019.09.26A.29 1     
Innovative designs and multipurpose 

uses of several objects relevant to many 
topics especially textiles. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.26A.30 1     
How plastics are recycled and how an 

object can spark interest and questions.  
How there are different types of plastics. 

-     1       

PC2019.09.27.01 1     

Plastics are portrayed as ugly, bad for 
the planet etc. – seeing these objects 
brought different dimensions – colour, 

design, age – back to the 1600s! 

Really interesting collection & very 
inspiring!     1       

PC2019.09.27.02 1     I learned that plastics are much older 
than I thought Very cool pieces   1         

PC2019.09.27.04 1     Plastics have been around longer than I 
expected. Interesting objects   1         

PC2019.09.27.05 1     
Understanding the reasons and purpose 

of using plastics instead of other 
materials (tusk) 

Display cabinets around the uni?     1       

PC2019.09.27.06 1     Seeing not just something that’s ruining 
the planet, but actually can help. -     1       

PC2019.09.27.07 1     Plastics can mirror other substances 
very well – the green plate for example 

Very interesting to learn plastic was 
invented to save world and 

elephants and is now killing us – 
very full circle. 

    1       

PC2019.09.27.08 1     How it all started -   1         

PC2019.09.27.10 1     

It made me realised that there’s a lot of 
things that we can do with plastic, rather 

just throw them away we can actually 
recycle it and make something beautiful 

and useful. 

Overall, I really like the museum, 
the staff are nice as well, as they 
explain about objects and answer 

our questions. 

    1       

PC2019.09.27.12 1     Show how plastic can be used and 
manipulated in so many different ways. -     1       

PC2019.09.27.13 1     

It has shown me a wide variety of items 
made from plastic with interesting and 

unique design.  Very different to 
everyday items. 

- 1           

PC2019.09.27.14 1     I learnt about the history Interesting     1       

PC2019.09.27.15 1     
Interesting to know more about the 

history of the objects and how they can 
inspire me. 

Really interesting session.     1       

PC2019.09.27.16 1     Because it made you think about a story 
that could link to them. Very helpful and informative. 1           

PC2019.09.27.17 1     
I thought plastic objects (plates, cutlery) 
look cheap and plain, but here I’ve seen 

some beautiful ones. 
-     1       



 

 
 

PC2019.09.27.18 1     

It’s made me think about how it can be 
used in design, all the different ways, 

shapes, techniques to produce all these 
products  

An amazing collection of products 
made from a range of plastics and 

techniques. 
    1       

PC2019.09.27.20 1     I never really realised how interesting 
plastics could actually be.  

I really like a lot of the objects on 
display. I love the dog, rubber 

ducks and draped acrylic stool. 
    1       

PC2019.09.27.21 1     I didn’t realise how many things over the 
years that have been made from plastic.  Very well set up.       1     

PC2019.09.27.22 1     
It makes me realized there are a lot of 
objects are made of plastics with great 

purposes.  
      1       

PC2019.09.27.23 1     
Made plastics appear more positive and 
revolutionary. There’s more than single 

use!!! 

Got so much info out of the 
session.     1       

PC2019.09.27.24 1     They are a lot more interesting than you 
think.  Lovely collection.     1       

PC2019.09.27.25 1     Plastics can do more than just pollution.  Great!     1       

PC2019.09.27.26 1     They can be reused and created into 
sculptures or different household items.       1       

PC2019.09.27.27 1     It has been interesting to see different 
outcomes all from plastic.  Fun! Good air con.     1       

PC2019.09.27.28 1     
There is a lot more you can do with 
plastics and has been relevant over 

decades. 
    1         

PC2019.09.27.29 1     
Complex and visually satisfying 

materials which are made out of plastic 
which I didn’t think would be.  

Very informative and helpful.     1       

PC2019.09.27.30 1     

I could see many interesting objects. 
First I thought these things didn’t related 

to shirts, but I could get many 
inspirations from them!  

  1           

PC2019.09.27.31 1     

Made me think about the different forms 
and appearances of plastics, how 

they’re made and the creation of the 
product.  

It was really interesting to find out 
background information about the 

plastics. 
    1       

PC2019.09.27.32 1     Plastic can be beautiful and inspiring. 
Useful info. Lovely and helpful staff.     1       

PC2019.09.27.33 1     

There are many creative ways where 
objects have been used to be 

manipulated to make items that I never 
thought could be made with plastic 

making it interesting to look at these 
pieces.  

      1       

PC2019.09.27.34 1     
There are a lot of interesting objects that 
I’ve never seen before. It was amused 

me.  
  1           

PC2019.09.27.35 1     Makes you think about everyday plastics 
more, which you normally might not.       1       



 
 

 
 

PC2019.09.27.36 1     I see how diverse one material can be.          1     

PC2019.09.27.37 1     I thought that plastic could be a lot of 
shape.  

I thought that plastic is interesting 
article.     1       

PC2019.09.27.38 1     

I didn’t know that plastic can be used in 
such a different way using interesting 
design. Now I see how plastic can be 

used many times.  

      1       

PC2019.09.27.39 1     You can use it as many ways. 

I think that the objects are creative 
and interesting in many ways. They 

are not just objects. They are a 
source of inspiration. 

    1       

PC2019.09.27.40 1     

Plastic can be any colours, I think that’s 
the best point. Also, I was surprised that 
plates which were very light, plates are 
usually not that light, plastic weight is 

surprising as well.  

Interesting objects! Plastics are 
very normal things in daily life. It 
was a first time to look deeply. 

    1       

PC2019.10.02.01 1     - - 1           

PC2019.10.02.02 1     Some of the objects are really inspira 
me Love the rain hat 1           

PC2019.10.02.03 1     I never knew how much there was to 
know about plastics 

I don’t know if fashion were to do 
this induction again? So I was a bit 

confused as to the point of the 
session? 

    1       

PC2019.10.02.04 1     

I realized there are many different types 
of plastics that developed great products 

which contributed the daily basis 
products we use today. 

-       1     

PC2019.10.02.05 1     Widened my view on how vast the use 
of plastics is -       1     

PC2019.10.02.06 1     
See the lengths that plastic goes it 

interesting (so many) different products 
from one material 

-       1     

PC2019.10.02.07 1     It was interesting  good 1           

PC2019.10.02.08 1     innovation Good a/c 1           

PC2019.10.02.09 1     Because I didn’t know that plastics were 
in every / most fabrics interesting       1     

PC2019.10.02.10 1     

Because I saw unexpected items which 
made from plastics.  I found some 

modern stuff and traditional old stuff as 
well 

I didn’t expect to see something 
which were not made from plastics.     1       

PC2019.10.02.11 1     I think plastic is very interesting plastic 
could be a lot of useful things -     1       



 

 
 

PC2019.10.02.12 1     

Today I realized that clothes can also be 
made of plastic materials and the ideas 
were so cool, I didn’t even think about it, 

can’t imagine how did they make it. 

I love the idea of MoDiP, I really 
hope they will have more and more 

interesting products to show us. 
      1     

PC2019.10.02.13 1     Not all plastic is bad. Interesting objects in the museum     1       

PC2019.10.02.14 1     
Plastics can be good and useful in the 

right places, and in other places a cause 
for destruction. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.15 1     Makes you think about them more and 
where they come from. -     1       

PC2019.10.02.16 1     Cuz there are so many goods that made 
from plastic. -     1       

PC2019.10.02.17 1     
I didn’t realize how many types of 
plastics there are and how many 
products are made out of plastics 

-       1     

PC2019.10.02.18 1     

How plastic has been used since that 
start and the revolutionary creations 

compared to now looked down it?? is 
now. 

Loved it! Very fun and entertaining.     1       

PC2019.10.02.19 1     
Released how many plastics can be 

recycled.  Also the different things and 
ways it can create objects. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.20 1     
Plastics are much more diverse than I 

thought; a wide range of objects can be 
made from plastic. 

An eye-opening session.       1     

PC2019.10.02.21 1     Helps me realise the importance of 
materials and functionality within objects 

My favourite was the Melissa + 
zaha hadid shoes      1       

PC2019.10.02.22 1     
I’ve learnt more about what plastics I 

use everyday in my life and how far they 
date back 

A really nice museum + learning 
experience   1         

PC2019.10.02.23 1     Today saw? More interesting things 
which can be used nowadays as well 

Smart T-shirt was very interesting 
thing to me     1       

PC2019.10.02.24 1     Can be used in a more sustainable way 
– ie natural fabrics Really interesting fashion pieces     1       

PC2019.10.02.25 1     I’m just fascinated by the upcycled bag 
– the colour n/a     1       

PC2019.10.02.26 1     
It made me think more about how 

plastics are used and how they can be 
re used into something new. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.27 1     It was interesting to see how plastics 
were used in the history A lovely second visit to the museum   1         

PC2019.10.02.28 1     

I used to think of plastic being just a 
water bottle or straw, but now I 

understand it has many possibilities in 
production. 

I enjoyed the in depth and 
informative discussion     1       



 
 

 
 

PC2019.10.02.30 1     Every time I come in here I see 
something new and different - 1           

PC2019.10.02.31 1     I know more kinds of plastics today -       1     

PC2019.10.02.32 1     

Not all plastics are bad! Seeing some 
items which are made of recycled 
materials & bioplastics was very 

interesting 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.33 1     
Shown different ways plastics can be 
recycled.  Also how plastics can be 

combined with other materials. 
-     1       

PC2019.10.02.34 1     
It is very interesting to be able to see the 

history of plastic.  Also lots of good 
resources. 

-   1         

PC2019.10.02.35 1     

Plastic is round in more items than one 
realises even in small quantities.  Bio-
plastics is a very interesting concept – 

would like to explore that more. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.36 1     
I feel like I have gained more insight into 
different plastics and the array of objects 

that are plastic. 
-     1       

PC2019.10.02.38 1     So many cool things exist. Like to know about plastic objects 
more. 1           

PC2019.10.02.39 1     
I could find so many interesting plastic 
stuff.  I want to make clothes based on 

them 
- 1           

PC2019.10.02.40 1     
Before, I thought using plastics was bad 

but now I understand that upcycling 
things is a good and create thing to do. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.02.41 1     It was interesting to look at products that 
have been made from upcycled items 

Was good to explore items that 
would maybe be more relevant to 

the course. 
    1       

PC2019.10.02.42 1     
Didn’t realize the extent of how far ideas 

and research of plastics can go, 
showing not all plastics are bad 

Love it!     1       

PC2019.10.17.01 1     

The very pleasant and informative 
Collections Officer has made me realise 

the good as well as the bad with 
plastics. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.18.01 1     I have learned more about how each 
plastic item is made 

It was good, would have enjoyed a 
faster paced explanation.     1       

PC2019.10.18.02 1     
The very informative talk has increased 

my knowledge and understanding of 
plastics and the variety of processes 

A great insight into a material we 
take far too much for granted.     1       

PC2019.10.18.03 1     You get to learn about how plastic is 
made and understand the costs etc 

Overall I will now look at plastic 
differently thanks.     1       



 

 
 

PC2019.10.18.04 1     It doesn’t make as many problems as it 
could. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.05 1     I learnt that plastic can be made from 
many materials. Very fun!       1     

PC2019.10.18.06 1     

I didn’t know some plastics could be 
made from things such as chewing gum.  
It’s a really effective way of helping the 

environment which I love. 

Thank you     1       

PC2019.10.18.07 1     I learnt that plastic is good too & we can 
recycle gum. Thank you!     1       

PC2019.10.18.08 1     Plastics are actually better to use for the 
environment in terms of consumption. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.09 1     Some plastic is actually pretty epic Good session 😊😊     1       

PC2019.10.18.10 1     Changed my view on plastic bags and 
energy use in production 

More on history of plastics, just 
companies to utilise plastic 

production. 
    1       

PC2019.10.18.11 1     
It has made me realise that all plastics 

have a stereotype yet they aren’t as bad 
as other materials. 

Was very interesting.     1       

PC2019.10.18.12 1     I have found out that plastic is not as 
bad as everyone makes out. Good session, well constructed.     1       

PC2019.10.18.13 1     I did not realise that plastic moulded 
multiple form. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.14 1     Not as bad as advertised. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.15 1     It made me think about the environment An entertaining session.     1       

PC2019.10.18.16 1     It made me realise how good they were 
from the environment. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.17 1     

Because of how many different types of 
ways there are to make plastics.  It 

would be made better if plastics were 
recycled. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.18.18 1     I didn’t realise how bad for the 
environment cotton was. 

The start of the presentation could 
have been quicker and more 

engaging. 
    1       

PC2019.10.18.19 1     It has broadened my understanding of 
creating them. -     1       

PC2019.10.18.20 1     
That plastics are better for the 

environment in full if they are recycled 
properly. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.18.21 1     There are more than 1 way to 
manufacture. 

Very interesting. Make it a bit more 
fast paced.     1       

PC2019.10.18.22 1     Then is lots of different methods to 
creating items – it is very interesting. It was good.     1       



 
 

 
 

PC2019.10.18.23 1     
Usually plastics are seen as a bad 
product to produce/buy, but they’re 
much more than you might think. 

-     1       

PC2019.10.18.24 1     no - 1           

PC2019.10.18.26 1     I didn’t realise there were so many 
methods of creating plastic products. It was an informative talk.     1       

PC2019.10.18.27 1     
There is a much wider variety of uses 
for plastics and opportunity with the 

many different techniques. 

I found the handling and exploring 
of different objects, such as the 

coffee cup recycled from chewing 
gum. 

      1     

PC2019.10.18.28 1     

I knew that the amount of plastic we 
produce and use, but all the different 

making-processes are really cool.  But it 
showed me that we can’t live without 

plastic so we should change the way we 
use it. 

Good presentation, cool and helpful 
videos, maybe a bit boring during 

some time (but I was a bit tired so it 
could just be me) 

    1       

PC2019.10.18.29 1     
It made me think more in depth about 

plastic manufacturing and how we 
recycle 

-     1       

PC2019.10.31.01 1       Great! Thank you for doing this. 1           

PC2019.10.31.02 1     Learnt about how plastic is constructed 
and how it is recycled (numbers). 

Impressive collection makes me 
very nostalgic! Thanks.     1       

PC2019.11.25.01 1     
The different types of plastics and how 

they are made and used was very 
interesting. 

We’re really ? at your work to 
create this archive?       1     

PC2019.11.25.02 1     

?-sustainability – preventing other 
resource destruction (eg. Metals & 

building materials) – recycling plastics to 
new levels 

Excellent & very thought provoking     1       

PC2019.11.25.03 1     Hadn’t realised how many different 
plastics we use 

Very informative never studies 
science but enjoyed class. Thank 

you, Tricia 
      1     

PC2019.11.25.04 1     
Understanding production processes; 
recycling ideas; history of plastics for 

longer than I realised 
Very well presented. Thank you   1         

PC2019.11.25.05 1     More variety Excellent exhibits and presentation       1     

PC2019.12.03.01 1     

Didn’t expect plastics to have been used 
so much as early as the 1930s.  Also 

the acetate dress was very interesting to 
see. 

-   1         

PC2019.12.03.02 1     
Interesting use of acetate – particularly 

the 1930s drop hem dress which 
achieves a silk look. 

😊😊 interesting range of objects   1         

PC2019.12.03.03 1     
Some objects are a lot older than I 

thought.  New techniques and materials 
that I am interested in. 

-   1         



 

 
 

PC2019.12.03.05 1     

Made me think how plastic was a luxury 
item though the generations and people 

saw it as less disposable through the 
20th century. 

-     1       

PC2019.12.03.06 1     
Yes – looking at brands, materials, 
certain features that may help us to 

guess time period 
-     1       

PC2019.12.03.07 1     

I have learnt it is more interesting than 
what meets the eye.  Improved my 

analytical skills.  They can be v. varied & 
different – plastics can - cool! 

Maybe find / put out more weirder 
options – like the biscuit box – 

cheers😊😊 
      1     

PC2019.12.03.08 1     

Plastic has been used throughout 
history, not necessarily a 21st century 
thing and although it is durable it will 

eventually disintegrate. 

-   1         

PC2019.12.03.09 1     

I didn’t realise plastics could come in so 
many types / functions, especially the 

acetate dress which I didn’t think could 
be plastic. 

Really interesting, looking at items 
up close and from other eras.       1     

PC2019.12.03.10 1     I didn’t realise that there was many 
different types of plastics -       1     

PC2019.12.03.11 1     They can be good as well as bad.  Very 
important in our history. 

Really interesting to see different 
objects I’ve never seen in person 

before. 
    1       

PC2019.12.03.12 1     

A lot more objects relate to plastics than 
I thought, & I didn’t consider plastic 

being around so long ago, I tend to think 
of only modern plastics 

Great Museum!   1         

PC2019.12.03.13 1     I will think more about the age of the 
product / when it was made. - 1           

PC2019.12.03.14 1     

It’s interesting to see how plastic has 
changed throughout the 18th? Century.  

And how everything is a lot lighter & 
smaller now. 

-       1     

PC2019.12.03.15 1     
Seen the different objects made of 
plastic and how they are used and 

different types of plastic. 
-     1       

PC2019.12.03.16 1     An enjoyable session I will be using the 
website. - 1           

PC2019.12.03.17 1     I didn’t realise that they were used way 
back in the 20s. 

A great range of objects from all 
eras.   1         

PC2019.12.03.018 1     They have been used in various 
different ways in the past. -     1       

PC2019.12.03.19 1     
Didn’t realise how far back they were 

commonly used also the range of what 
plastic is used for. 

Cheers 😊😊      1     



 
 

 
 

PC2019.12.03.20 1     
It has made me think out the art deco 

side of plastic other than how 
unsustainable they are for the planet. 

-     1       

PC2019.12.03.21 1     

Didn’t know much about MoDiP before.  
Interesting to see plastics progress 
through different time periods and 

different types of plastic 

-       1     

PC2019.12.03.22 1     Very good sources & information. It’s 
been very useful. - 1           

PC2019.12.03.23 1     Yes there are multiple plastic not just 
the ones we see everyday. -       1     

PC2019.12.03.24 1     
You can do much more with plastics 

than I expected! It’s easy to forget that 
plastics aren’t just packaging 

Fun session – thank you!     1       

PC2019.12.03.25 1     
Because plastic doesn’t really age it was 

interesting to learn about how colour 
can define the era it’s from. 

-     1       

PC2019.12.03.26 1     I never knew how many products used 
plastic. Very informative.       1     

PC2019.11.25.06 1     

Considering wise use & reuse of plastics 
for sustainability. Insight into just some 

of processes of production. Forward 
thinking ideas for use of plastics 

Interesting, stimulating – very visual 
and clearly presented     1       

PC2019.06.18.01 1       n/a 1           

PC2019.08.29.01 1     

It has shown us a much more positive 
angle on plastics – it highlights their 

great uses for benefit in all our lives as 
well as ways to build up plastics and find 
new ways to produce them in more user 
friendly and especially environmentally 

friendly way(s). WELL DONE! KEEP UP 
THE GOOD WORK. 

Many many thanks for making the 
Worshipful Company of Horners 
collection available for us. Blown 

away by the quality of some of the 
work from years ago. 

    1       

PC2019.05.18.01     1 

I already had a mind for sustainability 
and believed it to be the only way 

forward but did not appreciate the full 
possibilities until now. 

Ecobirdy is my fave. x      1       

Total 218 17 2  Total 37 14 132 42 5 7 



 

 
 

Appendix 7 : Material sayings 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

Glass ceiling glass A societal barrier that prevents women 
and minorities from advancing in the 
workplace. 

negative 

glass gun glass a hypodermic syringe. (Drugs.) either 
glassy-eyed glass Alcohol or drug intoxicated; drugged or 

suffering from an illness. 
negative 

have a glass jaw glass To be susceptible to a knockout when 
struck on the head. (Said only of 
boxers who are frequently knocked 
down by a blow to the head.) 

negative 

have a heart of glass glass To have or be in a state of extreme 
emotional fragility or susceptibility, one 
that is easily influenced or affected by 
others. 

negative 

live in a glass house glass To be susceptible to or the target of 
judgment and criticism. Similar to the 
proverb "People who live in glass 
houses shouldn't throw stones." 

negative 

smooth as glass glass Cliché smooth and shiny. (often used 
to describe calm bodies of water.) 

positive 

Talk a glass eye to 
sleep 

glass very boring and repetitive. negative 

Brass tacks metal Cockney rhyming slang for facts. either 
Down to the wire metal Not decided until the very last minute. either 
Get a gold star metal Earn a merit point for doing well. positive 
Get down to brass 
tacks 

metal Concern yourself with the basic and 
important realities. 

positive 

Silver threads amongst 
the gold 

metal Blonde hair that is turning grey. negative 

Where there's muck 
there's brass 

metal Dirt and muddle are evidence of 
products being manufactured and 
money (brass) being made. 

positive 

A gold digger metal A person who only pursues romantic 
relationships with wealthy partners for 
financial gain 

negative 

A golden age metal A period of or defined by outstanding 
excellence, quality, prosperity, or 
achievement. 

positive 

A golden opportunity  metal an excellent opportunity that is not 
likely to be repeated. 

positive 

A heart of gold metal A sincere, generous, and kind nature. positive 
a tin god metal If someone behaves like a tin god or 

like a little tin god, they behave as if 
negative 

                                            
1 Meanings in black are from  ‘Idioms.Thefreedictionary.Com’. Meanings in blue are from ‘The Idiom 

Attic’ <https://www.phrases.org.uk/idioms/index.html> [accessed 25 February 2019]. Meanings in 

green from ‘Collins English Dictionary’ <https://www.collinsdictionary.com> [accessed 25 February 

2019].  Meanings in burgundy are from ‘Using English’ <https://www.usingenglish.com/> [accessed 

25 February 2019].  Meanings in orange cannot find definition. 



 
 

 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

they are much more important and 
powerful than they really are. 

All that glistens is not 
gold 

metal Things that have an outward appeal 
are often not as beautiful or valuable 
as they seem. 

negative 

As bold as brass   metal In a brash, arrogant, or pushy manner. either 
As good as gold metal 1. Obedient and well-behaved. 

2. Authentic and legitimate. 
positive 

be worth its weight in 
gold 

metal To be very valuable, important, or 
useful. 

positive 

Born with a silver 
spoon in one's mouth 

metal Born into a rich and privileged family. negative 

Brass neck metal 1. noun Self-assured shamelessness, 
audacity, confidence, gall, or 
impudence. Primarily heard in UK.  
2. noun A person displaying or 
characterized by self-assured 
shamelessness, audacity, confidence, 
gall, or impudence. Primarily heard in 
UK.  
3. verb To act with courageous self-
confidence, especially in an 
audacious, impudent, or shameless 
manner. Primarily heard in UK.  

negative 

Cast Iron Stomach metal The ability to eat foods that others 
may find unusual, unpalatable, or too 
spicy, without experiencing any ill 
effects like nausea or upset stomach. 

positive 

cat on a hot tin roof  metal One who is anxious and unable to sit 
still or relax 

negative 

Every Cloud Has A 
Silver Lining 

metal Every negative situation has the 
potential to result in or produce 
something positive or beneficial. (A 
silver lining on a cloud is an indication 
that the sun is behind it.) 

positive 

fill someone full of lead metal to shoot someone. either 
Get down to brass 
tacks 

metal To focus on the most important 
aspects of a particular situation. 

positive 

Get the lead out metal to hurry; to move faster. (This 
originally refers to getting lead weights 
(used in exercise) off so you can move 
faster.) 

negative 

Go down like a lead 
balloon  

metal To become an utter failure and/or 
something that causes displeasure. 

negative 

go for (the) gold metal To pursue or attempt to achieve the 
very best possible outcome or reward 
from some activity, task, or endeavor. 
A reference to winning a gold medal at 
a competition, especially for athletics. 

positive 

gold mine metal 1. Literally, a mine where gold ore is 
found and excavated. Also written as 
"goldmine." 
2. An enterprise, opportunity, or 
resource that is or has the potential to 
be extremely profitable.  

positive 



 

 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

3. A person, place, or thing containing 
a plentiful amount of something 
valuable or desirable.  

gold standard metal 1. Literally, a monetary standard 
where a currency's value is defined by 
an existing and fixed amount of gold.  
2. By extension, a well-established 
and widely accepted model or 
paradigm of excellence by which 
similar things are judged or measured.  

positive 

Golden handshake metal A large severance package given to 
an executive who leaves a company 
due to termination, corporate 
restructuring, or retirement. 

either 

Heart of gold metal To be good hearted or caring. positive 
Heart of steel metal When someone has a heart of steel, 

they do not show emotion or are not 
affected emotionally. 

either 

Iron fist in a velvet 
glove 

metal A person who has a gentle, sweet, or 
unassuming appearance or 
disposition, but who in reality is 
particularly severe, forceful, and 
uncompromising. 

negative 

Iron will metal To be steadfast and determined positive 
lead-pipe cinch metal Something very easy to do; something 

entirely certain to happen. 
positive 

Like gold dust metal Very valuable and, as a result, difficult 
to find or attain. 

either 

Nerves of steel metal The ability to stay calm at all times, 
even during pressure-filled situations. 
Steel is known for being very strong. 

positive 

On the silver screen  metal Movies, or the movie industry 
collectively. The phrase originally 
referred to a type of movie screen. 

positive 

Pump iron metal To lift weights (to improve one's body 
shape or increase one's muscle 
mass). 

either 

put lead in one's pencil metal Of a man, to increase, enhance, or 
restore one's sexual ability or vigour. 

positive 

Put the pedal to the 
metal  

metal 1. Drive as fast as you can; push the 
accelerator down. 
2. Do something with maximum speed 
or effort. 

positive 

Rule with an iron fist metal To rule in a very stern manner. negative 
Served on a silver 
platter 

metal Delivered or given to one, without 
having put forth much or any effort. 

negative 

Sharp as brass tacks metal A smart person positive 
Silver bullet metal Something that provides an immediate 

and extremely effective solution to a 
given problem or difficulty, especially 
one that is normally very complex or 
hard to resolve. The phrase is almost 
always used in a statement that such 
a solution does not exist. 

positive 



 
 

 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

Silver tongued metal Eloquently and artfully persuasive in 
speech. 

either 

Steely glare metal A prolonged and intense, mirthless 
look, especially one expressing 
disapproval or displeasure. 

either 

Strike gold metal 1. Literally, to discover gold, as in a 
gold mine. 
2. To discover a source of wealth or 
success. The term sometimes implies 
that it was discovered by chance or 
luck.  
3. To win a gold medal in a 
competition, typically an athletic 
contest. 
 

positive 

Strike while the iron is 
hot 

metal To make most of an opportunity or 
favourable conditions while one has 
the chance to do so. 

positive 

swing the lead metal This phrase originated in the armed 
forces and the lead in question is 
probably a sounding lead, a lump of 
lead attached to a line and slowly 
lowered to determine the depth of a 
stretch of water. The connection 
between this process and shirking 
one's duty is not entirely clear. 

negative 

The golden boy metal Someone who is popular, admired, 
and successful. The term can imply 
that the individual's faults are 
overlooked. 

either 

The golden rule 
 

metal The most important rule, principle, etc. 
to remember when you are doing 
something: 

positive 

tin cow metal canned milk either 
tin dog metal a snowmobile either 
tin ear metal 1. A lack of musical ability, especially 

in relation to proper pitch.  
2. The inability to recognize subtleties 
in language.  

negative 

tin grin metal a smile with a mouth having braces negative 
Tinny metal If you describe a sound as tinny, you 

mean that it has an irritating, high-
pitched quality. 
If you use tinny to describe something 
such as a cheap car, you mean that it 
is made of thin metal and is of poor 
quality.  

negative 

Heart of glass mind of 
wood2 

mixed A caring but unthinking person. either 

don't take any wooden 
nickels 

mixed Take care and, specifically, try not to 
get swindled. The phrase is thought to 
have originated in the early 20th 
century when country residents visiting 

negative 

                                            
2 Saying found on twitter. 



 

 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

the city were considered easily duped. 
Primarily heard in US. 

A diamond in the 
rough 

other A person or thing having good 
underlying qualities while appearing to 
be coarse and unpolished. 

either 

Fools' gold other Something that appears valuable but 
really isn't, like iron pyrites - a 
worthless mineral that resembles gold. 

negative 

The last straw other The last of a series of problems, which 
pushes one's endurance beyond its 
limits. 

negative 

Wild and woolly other Uncultured and lawless. negative 
clay pigeon other A person who is easily exploited, 

deceived, or taken advantage of, 
especially due to being in a position of 
vulnerability. Likened to the clay 
pigeons (small clay discs) used as 
targets in trapshooting. Primarily heard 
in US, South Africa. 

negative 

have feet of clay other To have a weakness or failing. The 
phrase originated in the Bible. 

negative 

Man of straw other A weak person. "A straw man" is 
sometimes used as a variant. 

negative 

Pull the wool over 
someone’s eyes  

 

other To deceive, fool, or misdirect one, 
especially to gain an advantage. 
(Likely an allusion to the once-
common practice of men of wearing 
large powdered wigs that resembled 
lambs' wool.) 

 
negative 

Plastic  plastic phony; false. negative 

Plastic punk plastic falsely stylish negative 

Plastic smile plastic A forced, artificial smile; a smile 
someone wears despite having no 
feelings of happiness or joy. 

negative 

To be a plastic fan plastic not a real fan negative 

a wooden nutmeg wood A fraudulent substitute or imitation. 
Primarily heard in US 

negative 

Knock on wood wood Knuckle tapping on wood in order to 
avoid bad luck or to continue having 
good luck. 

positive 

the wooden spoon 

 

wood The imaginary prize for the person 
finishing in last place in a competition. 
Primarily heard in UK, Australia. 

negative 

Heart of gold, head of 
wood 

wood means well but doesn’t always get it 
right, sometimes causing upset to 
others. 

negative 

Knock on Wood / 
touch wood  

 

wood A superstitious expression said, 
typically in combination with actually 
touching or knocking on a wooden 
object or surface, when one desires 
something positive to continue, lest 
the mention of it "jinx" or somehow 
reverse one's good fortune. More 

positive 



 
 

 
 

Saying Material group Meaning1 Positive  
Negative 

Either 
(dependent 
on context) 

commonly expressed as "knock on 
wood." 

To be wooden wood 1. Made or consisting of wood. 
2. Stiff and unnatural; without spirit: a 
wooden performance; a wooden smile. 
3. Clumsy and awkward; ungainly. 

negative 

 

 
 
  



 

 
 

Appendix 8 : Plastics timeline  
 

http://www.modip.ac.uk/resources/curators_guide/plastics_timeline 

Plastics have infiltrated almost everything to do with life and living from aviation to zip fasteners. They are 
found in art and design, social history and technological collections and are also among the ethnographic 
materials of the 20th century. They are a significant part of our cultural heritage. The stories that can be told 
about plastics are infinite. 

The Plastics timeline introduces different plastics in a way that it is hoped will make clear the relevance of 
plastics to museums of diverse subject matter and suggest themes for research and display about plastics.  

1712 John O’Brisset moulds snuff boxes from horn. 

1823 Macintosh uses rubber gum to waterproof cotton and the 'mac' is born. 

1839 First deliberate chemical modification of a natural polymer produces vulcanised rubber.   
  
1850 

 

1851 Gutta percha used to insulate submarine telegraph cables between England and France. 

1854 Shellac mixed with wood flour patented in USA as moulding material for making 'union 

cases', protective frames for daguerreotypes and ambrotypes, early forms of photographs 

on glass. 

1855 Soccer ball with vulcanised rubber panels, glued at the seams, designed and produced by 

Charles Goodyear. 

1861-87 Queen Victoria's mourning for the Prince Consort fuels the production of imitation jet 

mourning jewellery in such materials as cellulose nitrate, vulcanised rubber and horn. 

1862 A range of toiletry and household objects, some imitating the appearance of tortoiseshell 

and ivory, made of an early form of cellulose nitrate, is displayed at the International 

Exhibition in London. The material was called Parkesine after its inventor Alexander 

Parkes.  Ultimately Parkesine failed as a commercial venture. 

1870 In USA Hyatt brothers in search of substitute material for ivory billiard balls turn cellulose 

nitrate into a commercially viable material. Dental plates are one of their good sellers. They 

register the name ‘Celluloid’ for their material in 1873. 

1884 Cellulose nitrate modified to make artificial silk, called Chardonnet silk. 

1889 Dunlop Rubber Company founded and motor industry revolutionised.  

1888 First commercially successful celluloid (cellulose nitrate) photographic film introduced by 

George Eastman Kodak. 

1890 Thermoforming introduced and used to make babies’ rattles from cellulose nitrate. 

1892 Cellulose acetate, first prepared in 1865, modified to make a form of artificial silk, called 

viscose. By 1904 this was known as rayon. 

1898 Beginning of mass-production of 78rpm gramophone records from shellac, for which it 

remains the most common material until the 1940s. 

1899 Casein formaldehyde patented as Galalith in Germany.  

  



 
 

 
 

1900 
 

1905 Laminated safety glass, first with gelatine but then with cellulose nitrate inter-layer 

introduced. 

1907 First synthetic (lab made) plastic, phenol formaldehyde, better known as Bakelite, later 

known as ‘the material of a 1000 uses’ introduced. 

1910 Viscose stockings begin to be manufactured. 

1913 Formica invented. 

1915 Queen Mary orders casein jewellery at the British Industries Fair. 

1916 Rolls Royce boasts about use of phenol formaldehyde in its car interiors. 

1920 Hermann Staudinger publishes his realisation that plastics are made up of polymers. Only 

in 1953 was the value of his work properly recognised when he was awarded the Nobel 

Prize for Chemistry. 

1926 Harrods, the London store, mounts a display of Beetle products, made from a form of 

thiourea-urea formaldehyde. It is a huge success. 
 

National Grid for electricity is established, fuelling the desire for consumer goods that plug 

in and switch on, often with plastic housings. 

1929 Bakelite Ltd receives its largest ever order of phenol formaldehyde for the manufacture of 

the casing of the Siemens Neophone Number 162 telephone. 

1930 Scotch Tape made from cellulose acetate, the first transparent sticky tape, invented. 

1933 The British Plastics Federation, the oldest national organisation in the world with plastics in 

its name, set up. 

1935 Couturier, Elsa Schiaparelli, begins to use zips made of cellulose nitrate and cellulose 

acetate in her garments. 

1936 Acrylic (polymethyl methacrylate) canopies used in Spitfire fighter planes. From 1940 it 

becomes the most widely used material for aircraft glazing. 

1938 First toothbrush with plastic tufts manufactured. The tufts were made of nylon (polyamide). 
 

Introduction of plastic contact lenses. The lenses were made of acrylic (polymethyl 

methacrylate). 

1939 First polythene factory opens in Britain. Polythene plays a crucial role in the insulation of 

British radar cables during World War II. Entire production for military use. 
 

Plastic Man, a fictional comic-book hero, first appears. 

1945 End of the war releases a range of plastics developed to support the war effort on the 

commercial market looking for uses. 

1947 First acrylic (polymethyl methacrylate) paint (dissolved in turpentine) becomes available. 

Appreciated by artists such as Roy Lichtenstein for its intensity and rapid drying properties. 
 

Tupperware, with flexible seals made possible by the invention of polythene, patented in 

the USA. 

1948 Introduction of long playing vinyl copolymer gramophone records. 



 

 
 

1949 Charles and Ray Eames glass reinforced plastic shell chair showed that plastic could be 

more than a furniture covering or veneering material. 
 

First Airfix self-assembly model produced. It was made of polystyrene. 
 

Kartell, the Italian firm associated with plastic objects of desire for the home, founded. 
  
1950 

 

1950 Silly Putty, made from silicone, launched at the New York Toy Fair. 

Early 1950s The ubiquitous polythene bag makes its first appearance. 

1951 First polythene bottle made by Sqezy. 

1953 Commercialisation of polyester fibre introduces the concept of 'wash and wear' for fabrics. 
 

Chevrolet Corvette, the first mass-produced car with a glass reinforced plastic chassis, 

begins manufacture. 

1954 Synthesis of polypropylene. 

1956 Reliant Regal 111, first commercially successful all glass reinforced plastic bodied car, 

goes on sale. 
 

Eero Saarinen's Tulip chair, the seat consisting of a glass reinforced plastic moulded shell, 

launched. 

1957 Invention of polyacetal, the first 'engineering' plastic. 
 

The Monsanto Company's House of the Future with 100% plastic structural parts built at 

the entrance to Disneyland's Tomorrowland. 
 

Polyvinyl chloride road cones used in the construction of the M1 motorway. 

1958 American Express launches first plastic credit card in US. 
 

Lego decides to concentrate exclusively on plastic toys and patents its stud-and-block 

coupling system. Originally made of cellulose acetate, it has been made of ABS 

(acrylonitrile butadiene styrene) since1963. 

1959 Birth of the Barbie doll, made mainly of PVC (polyvinyl chloride) and the Lycra (copolymer 

of polyurethane) bra. 

Early 1960s Acrylic (polymethyl methacrylate) paint (diluted with water) comes on market and is soon 

widely used by artists such as Warhol, Rauschenberg and Hockney. 

1962 Silicone gel breast implants pioneered successfully. 

1963 Mary Quant launches her 'Wet Collection' made of plasticised PVC (polyvinyl chloride). It 

had taken two years to work out how to bond the seams successfully. 
 

Robin Day polypropylene one-piece injection moulded chair shell begins manufacture. 

1965 Twiggy models John Bates’s plasticised PVC (polyvinyl chloride) dress. 

1967 Inflatable PVC (polyvinyl chloride) 'Blow' chair designed by DePas, D'Urbino, Lomazzi and 

Scolari for Zanotta SpA, launched. 

1969 Neil Armstrong plants a nylon (polyamide) flag on the moon. 
 

Beatles' song 'Polythene Pam', the kind of a girl that makes the News of the World 

released on Abbey Road album. 



 
 

 
 

1970 Verner Panton's cantilevered stackable chair, the first whole chair to be made out of a 

single piece of injection-moulded plastic becomes a reality. He had been working on the 

design since 1960. The first pilot production models were made of glass-reinforced 

polyester resin in 1967. It has since been made of polyester integral foam, polyurethane, 

styrene acrylonitrile (SAN) and polypropylene. 

1976 Plastic, in its great variety of types, said to be the material with the most uses in the world. 
 

Concorde with its nose cone of purpose-made plastic goes into service. 

1977 PET (Polyethylene terephthalate) drinks bottle introduced. 

1978 PolyStyrene, lead singer of the Punk band X-Ray Spex, bursts on the scene with 'the day 

the world turned day glow'. 

1980 During this decade ICI and Bayer launch a range of new engineering thermoplastics. Costs 

are enormous but specialist applications make a lasting market even after ICI retreats from 

the plastics market. 

1982 First artificial heart made mainly of polyurethane implanted in a human. 

1983 The slim Swatch watch launched, its case of ABS (acrylonitrile butadiene styrene) and 

strap of PVC (polyvinyl chloride). 
 

Authentics Ltd., British firm renowned for its sharp, modern designs in various plastics for 

domestic use, founded. 

1988 Triangular recycling symbols identifying different types of plastics introduced. 

1990 First biodegradable plastics launched by ICI. 

1993 Alessi designs its first all plastic product: the Gino Zucchino sugar pourer designed by 

Guido Venturini. 

1994 Smart car with lightweight flexible integrally coloured polycarbonate panels introduced. 

1998 Amorphous free standing Zanussi Oz fridge, with insulation and outer-skins made in one 

process from polyurethane foam, launched. 
  
2000 

 

2000 Issues relating to sustainability and the creation of plastics from renewable sources start 

gathering momentum. 

2005 NASA explores the advantages of a polythene-based material, RXF1, for the space-ship 

that will send man to Mars. 

2007 Tate Britain’s Christmas tree decorated with plastic Airfix planes. 

 



 

 
 

 




