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n Four Westclox handbag watches, designed by De Vaulchier & Blow for Western Clock Co., shown at the Museum of

Modern Art in the Machine Art Exhibition, New York, 1934

INTRODUCTION

In the 1967 movie ‘The Graduate’, a young college graduate, played by Dustin Hoffman, is home for the

summer, and gets advice from a family friend as to what to do with the rest of his life. The tip he receives is just

one word and it is: ‘Plastic’.

Seeing the movie as a teenager I remember thinking to myself, “soon the whole world will be made out of

plastic”, which I did not consider to be a good thing. Plastic always had a certain ‘cheap’ ring to it. In the 1950s

and 1960s the consumer market was flooded with thousands of new inventions and products which were made
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relatively inexpensively, for mass-consumption, and often out of plastic. 

In the post World War II era America retooled its businesses and workshops, which had provided parts and

machinery for the war effort, and many great as well as small inventions, were produced, and sold.

Some were very successful, others less so. Of course I did think that my sister’s red plastic AM Transistor radio

(it was Japanese) was the coolest object I ever laid my eyes on. Also, because it was battery operated, it was

great at the beach or under your pillow at night when you were supposed to be asleep. But before we decide

about our love, hate or even indifference about plastic, let’s have a look at the word itself.

Plastic, based on the Greek word ‘plastikos’, means shape, form or mold. In the German language ein plas-

tik is a sculpture. So any material that is pliable and can be shaped, can be considered to be a kind of plastic.

We can include clay, terracotta and plaster as well as wax and even concrete. Tree saps like rubber or pine

sap also fall into the larger group. What made these materials so interesting is the fact that in one state they

could easily be manipulated, and in another state they would become rigid and set.

The two basic groups of plastics that we can identify are plastics that can be re-melted, or liquefied to be

reshaped, and those plastics that once shaped and hardened, can no longer be re-melted to be remodeled or

n  A group of bakelite smoking articles: lighter, American, c.1925; cigarette holder, French, c.1930; English cigarette case

and American pipe, c.1935; Dutch cigar case, c.1930; American ‘amberine’ cigar holder, c.1935; Belgian lighter, c.1930
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re-shaped and therefore are set.

In Art Plastic, designed for living, by Andrea DiNoto there

is an excellent and concise overview of the ‘Nature of Plastics’,

on page 18. 

‘… All plastics, natural or man-made are classified both

according to how they respond to heat and by their special

kind of molecular structure.

Plastics that repeatedly can be softened by heat, and

thus reformed, are called thermoplastics. They retain their plastic, or moldable quality more or less

indefinitely…In contrast plastics, that once molded, can never be re-softened and returned to a moldable state

are called thermo sets…They are in effect set for life. Bakelite, a phenolic resin, was the first synthetic

thermosetting plastic.

All plastics whether natural or synthetic, thermoplastic or thermo set, are defined as polymers, a term that

describes a type of molecular structure. Polymers (from the Greek ‘poly’ for ‘many’ and ‘mer’ for ‘part’) are giant

molecules – actually only about 1/10,000th of an inch long, made up of many small molecules. A polymer forms

when the carbon atoms of two or more organic (carbon-con-

taining) substances combine to form an entirely new macro-

molecule. The structure of a polymer can be imagined as a

chain of paper clips. Millions of polymer chains can comprise

a single object.

When polymer chains mass together, they can do so in a

singular linear way, layer upon layer; or in a complex three-

dimensional way, like a bowl of tangled spaghetti strands. 

En masse, either stacked up or tangled, the carbon atoms

in the polymers tend naturally to combine further so that the

chains are held together either (1) by a weak electromagnetic

n A group of bakelite doorbells and a bakelite electric receptacle from the Leviton Co. with original packaging.

American, c.1930

n Three British ‘marbleized’ pieces: pen holder, soap dish and yarn holder-ball, all c.1930

attraction, as is the case with simple thermoplastics like celluloid, or (2) by a strong, permanent, chemical

bonding called cross-linking. Cross-link bonding (‘spaghetti bowl’) characterizes the complex thermosetting

plastics like Bakelite…’

PRELUDE, THE 19TH CENTURY

Although based on earlier concepts, some going back a few thousand years, bakelite was a totally 20th Century

product and phenomenon because of its application, as I will discuss later on. In the 19th century, scientists and

chemical engineers were in a way comparable to the self made ‘thinkers’ of the Renaissance. In experiments they

continued to ‘plasticize’ materials which they found in nature. Amber and horn as well as lacquer were known

to be pliable after exposure to sunlight or other heat sources. Others were animal based materials like shellac,

an insect secretion, or bone and tortoiseshell. These materials could be ‘melted’ and spread out in a thin layer

n Adjustable table/desk lamps, made by ‘JUMO’, France, c.1945, black, white & brown, with chrome and copper arm

mechanisms. Good examples of streamlined design.
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which, after drying, would provide sheets of

material which could be used in a variety of

ways. Even papier mâché could be included.

There also was celluloid, based on plant fibers

which, after treatment with acids, produced a

moldable resin which had good qualities for

production by casting. 

The vulcanization of rubber in 1839, the presentation of Parkesine in 1862 by Alexander Parker at the Worlds

Fair in London, as well as the development of celluloid around 1869, were all steps that helped along the devel-

opment of a totally synthetic resin. Through trial and error a process was developed to liquefy or ‘plasticize’ these

materials so that they could be molded or shaped into desired forms.

It was the combination of heat and pressure which enabled scientists to process different materials and

mixtures of materials to the point where it became a moldable substance that could be set or formed into rigid

shapes. Bakelite was the first. It was not until 1928 when the next development, actually a variant on bakelite,

and also a synthetic, came to be discovered. This was Urea – Formaldehyde. This white mixture could be colored

in many different shades and was therefore ideally suited for the production of more artful, or colorful objects.

These two materials were produced on a large scale until well after World War II, and are still made today. 

However, since the development of petroleum based plastics the use of bakelite has greatly diminished.

FROM MR. BAEKELAND TO MR. BAK�LITE 

Léo Baekeland was born in 1863, in Ghent, Belgium. The son of a local shoemaker, he studied physics and chem-

istry at the University of Ghent, starting in 1880. It is here that he met Theodore Swarts, who had studied with

Adolf von Bayer under the famous chemist Auguste Kekulé.

As early as 1872, Von Bayer describes the ‘syrup’, which was the result of a reaction between Phenol and

formaldehyde. He, as well as many other scientists in the 19th Century, was looking for a synthetic coloring

agent.

In 1884 and 1886 the first experiments were carried out by Professor Ter Meer and Claus which led to the

development of a phenolic resin (phenol, formaldehyde and saltpeter). The trouble was that they could not find

a way to crystallize or harden this resin.

After graduating, Baekeland worked for Professor Swarts and repeated some of von Bayer’s experiments.

But, again, the lack of a process to crystallize the newly created phenolic resin eventually led to the abandon-

ment of the experiments.

Leo Baekeland had been a fan of photography ever since he saw his first photographs as a young man. In

1885 he began work on the development of a new kind of photographic plate which could be chemically devel-

oped. As part of his research he visited the United States in 1889. During this trip he was offered, and accept-

ed, a job at an American photography product company. 

After just a few years he decided to go into business for himself and developed and manufactured a new

kind of photo paper, which could be developed under artificial light. This came to the attention of the owners

of the Eastman Kodak Company and they offered him a deal to rent his patents, and so, aged 34, Baekeland

found himself very well off financially.

He already owned a house in Yonkers New York, and now had the funds to build a workshop cum labora-

tory right next door.

n A set of multicolored bakelite pool balls, each ball is inlaid with a black bakelite circle which in turn is inlaid with a white

number, probably American, c.1932.n A group of bakelite sockets. French, Dutch and Belgian, c.1920–1950
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One of his first projects was to return to the experiments of von Bayer

and try to crystallize the phenolic resin which he had helped develop. It

was not the development of the phenolic resin itself, but the control of

the reaction (enabling industrial production) which was Baekeland’s great-

est contribution. (See his patents, issued in 1907, for ‘Heat and Pressure’.) 

Between 1907 and 1909 numerous experiments brought him to apply

for yet another patent. This patent described how to make the resin,

which is soluble in powder form, and can be mixed with fillers so that it

can be molded into the shape of a usable object.

In 1909 Baekeland named his new product ‘Bakelite’, and described the three steps involved in the produc-

tion of the material.

(1)  The first stage mixture, in powdered form, is soluble in alcohol and acetone;

(2)  The second stage involves heating the mixture formed in the first stage;

(3)  The final stage requires additional heating to high temperatures. The end result is a moldable material

that after being pressed with enormous force into a mold, is fireproof, unchangeable by heat or pressure,

and can never be melted again.

According to Reyer Krass, on page 79 in: Bakelite, The material of a thousand uses ‘…The casting of bake-

lite powder in a mould under heavy pressure and at high temperature was the first true industrial and mechan-

ical process, because the product simply would not have been there without that machine and without that

industrial organization. Nor was there any craft tradition on which the process was based. Thus the novelty was

that the material coincided with the process of its manufacture, for both were developed in tandem. For this

reason, bakelite, like cast iron a century before, proved a key innovation in the industrial development of the

20th Century.’

PRODUCTS AND DESIGN

Because of its great strength and the fact that the material is a great insulator, bakelite was initially used exten-

sively in the manufacture of electrical parts like plugs, sockets, switches and connectors as well as for all kinds

of covers for electrical equipment and for the then emerging telephone. Low maintenance, no problems with

rust, made these items perfect candidates to be produced in this new and rather inexpensive material.
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n A group of bakelite electric plugs and switches, French, Belgian, Dutch, German and American, 1920–1940.

Other industrial applications included machine parts, like cog wheels and gears, which could replace certain

cast iron parts. Pretty soon the bulk of bakelite objects were produced although still for industry, but in a

completely new way. 

P A C K A G I N G  M A T E R I A L

Boxes, pots and jars, caps and screw tops were made for the production of rather “tight” containers which

would keep the contents dry. Therefore tobacco, cosmetics and creams as well as soaps and even foodstuffs

were packed and offered for sale in packaging made of bakelite. Often these products were sold in an elabo-

n ‘Pede’ bakelite coffee grinder. Made and designed by Peter Dienes, German, c.1920.
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rately designed container, and refills were available to the consumer. This

way the bakelite piece would be a ‘one-time purchase’, which one

would re-use. This meant that the initial contact with the product was,

in effect, with the packaging. Many manufacturers spend money and

effort on producing an eye-catching, usually modern designed package,

which would reflect on the product they were trying to sell. This

undoubtedly contributed to the appearance of the industrial designer in

the 20th Century as an important partner with the manufacturer.

Besides pieces straight out of the mold, some required hand finishing. Polishing and buffing, sometimes

carving and inlaying with bakelite or other materials, were not uncommon.

Not all bakelite pieces were made in the context of these categories. Thanks to its popularity with the public,

soon decorative objects and even ‘luxury goods’ began to appear.

Birthdays and other holidays provided the same dilemma as they do today: “What to get for the person who

has everything?”

The upscale gift – the luxury market provided us for instance with jewelry and even objets d’art, pool and

billiard balls, games with chips and dice, mah-jong, chess, checker and domino sets as well as other games. 

Bar accessories were another rich source of inspiration. Besides cocktail shakers, trays and ice buckets one

finds swizzle sticks, corkscrews and even champagne coolers.

The 1920s and 1930s were a time when it was fashionable to smoke. Needless to say bakelite was used in

the production of a wide variety of smoking articles such as ashtrays, cigarette lighters, cigarette cases boxes and

dispensers, cigar holders, clippers and humidors as well as pipes and tobacco pots. All were made in a wide vari-

ety of styles by a great number of manufacturers.

Records and record players, radios, amplifiers and loudspeakers, cameras, desk sets, clocks, thermometers

and barometers, candlesticks, fruit bowls, picture frames and even fishing reels, were made in different price

categories.

Bakelite was used in the production of existing products and because of its newness, was also used for the
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n Bakelite product packaging: ‘Korbes’ typewriter ribbon box, Austrian, c.1932; ‘Bebe Comfort’, French talcum powder

box, c.1930; cream container, Yugoslavia, c.1930; ‘Ofrex’ typewriter ribbon box, English, c.1925; ‘Pelican’, German type-

writer ribbon box, c.1930; ‘Teas’ tape dispenser, Germany, c.1930.

n A group of desk articles, consisting of seals, letter openers, pencil and inkwell, all French, c.1932.



first appeared in print in 1966 in Paris when there was a retrospective to commemorate the 50th anniversary of

the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes.

Later, in 1981, my dear Dutch friend Joost sent me, as a birthday present, the catalogue for the now famous

Bakeliet exhibition at the Museum Boymans van Beuningen in Rotterdam in the Netherlands.

Joost, being a flea market aficionado, had been helpful many times in locating and acquiring pieces for my

collection and had become excited about this material as well. 

After careful study of the contents and some salivating over the great collection of objects depicted on its

pages, I completely understood that bakelite was indeed, ‘a kind of plastic’. It was an early plastic, and also the

first to be totally man-made. 

The formation of a collection is a fantastic odyssey. If you have ever collected anything, and who has not,
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manufacture and introduction of brand new products.

This is one of the reasons why there is such a wealth of Bakelite objects in

the world. Its production was not a uniquely American phenomenon.              

For example, in my collection there are pieces made in Australia, Austria,

Belgium, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, England, France, Germany,

Holland, Italy, Japan, Luxemburg, Poland, Russia (USSR) and Spain.

COLLECTING

I have collected ever since my grandfather helped me start a stamp collection. I remember collecting Beatles

albums (or LP’s as they were called at the time), shopping bags, cigarette lighters and postcards. However,

nothing would compare with what would turn into my love affair with bakelite. It would also lead me to discover

the 1920s and 1930s, with its great Art Deco, Art Modern and American Modern design styles.

Bakelite was apparently used in the production of such a wide variety of objects that every trip to a flea

market would always bring more treasures and ‘finds’. Just as the glamour of the great Hollywood Movie

Productions from the 1930s showed an idealized version of life, so these objects, from a time which seemed so

much more glamorous and intriguing than the present day, created a link with the past.

These pieces were waiting to be re-discovered, desired and collected.  Around 1968 I started, although mod-

estly, to acquire objects at flea markets and house sales, all made out of this glorious material called bakelite.

The most amazing things, great looking and very stylized, seemed to be available in abundance.

So with just a few florins or francs I was able to find pieces I loved and yet could afford.

Whenever I visited an auction house, an antique fair or even a flea market, something started to churn inside

me. This strange but exciting sensation, which I can still experience even today, can only be described as ‘Hunting

Fever’. You cannot help it but you feel there just might be a great treasure out there waiting for you, and, if you

try hard enough, you will get lucky from time to time. There is always something new to see, learn and discover,

and that is part of the reward you get for pursuing your passion.

Partly because its production process used a mold, bakelite was perfectly suited for the clean lines of the

modern style. The designs I liked most were not described as Art Deco or even Art Modern at first. Older dealers

spoke of ‘the Style 1925’ or ‘Style 30’. It was not until 1972, when I found a book by Katherine M.

McClinton, entitled Art Deco, a guide for collectors, that the style I liked was given a name. The term ‘Art Deco’
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n A group of bakelite items consisting of: three piece salt, pepper and mustard set, English, c.1925; French safety funnel,

c.1925; water sprinkler for ironing, French, c.1930; Belgian pepper mill, c.1925; English orange press; French Champagne

cooler; French yoghurt maker, c.1925.n A bakelite time detector, by the Simplex Time Recorder Co. American, c.1935.



even if just for a little while, you know that you can become captivated,

fascinated, frustrated even obsessed by such an activity. But oooooh

those magic moments, when something completely new, unexpected

and exhilarating shows up for sale, right before your eyes. These

moments are in my opinion most precious, and make all the effort and

inconveniences seem worth it. 
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n A group of household articles, from left to right: two collapsible cups, English, c.1930; French tray, c.1925, American

plate c.1935; French yoyo, c.1930; French soap dish, c.1935; British sock darner, c.1935; English sugar sprinkler, c.1935;

two boxes, probably German, c.1935.

n A group of English boxes, an ashtray and ice bucket with an American pocketbook, all c.1935.
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