
THE STORY OF PLASTICS: 
WHERE IT CAME FROM, HOW IT CAME TO BE, EARLY USES THROUGH TO MODERN DAY USAGE

Plastics, or polymers, occur both naturally and synthetically; rubber from trees is a naturally occurring polymer. This has been utilised over the years by inventors to 
eventually reach the stage we are at in modern society where plastics, both natural and synthetic, are prevalent in modern life.   

TThe early polymers that led to plastic were to create sustainable alternatives to natural materials being used. They were a safeguard to decrease the use of ivory, wood and 
animal horn as the demand was beginning to outweigh the availability. These materials were also expensive and so a more affordable product was needed. While there was 

a lot of research into these materials, the real breakthroughs were from the mid-1800’s onwards, as seen below.

1862

Alexander Parkes invented 
Parkesine. Made with 
cellulose from plant 

matter, it could be created 
in a variety of colours 
(Science Museum, 2011). 
The production costs  and 
its fits fragile nature resulted 
in Parkesine being 
relatively short-lived.

1868

John Wesley Hyatt created 
Celluloid. This was also 
used in silent-movie lm 
and saw much more 
commercial success 
(Eschner, 2017). Yet by 
continuing to utilise 

nitnitrocellulose, the billiard 
balls were also known to 

explode!

1907

Leo Baekeland invented 
Bakelite. It is the beginning 
of fully synthetic plastics. It 
was mouldable, affordable, 
easily mass-produced, and 
highly resistant to heat 
and electricity, leading to 
incincredible commercial 
success. (Science Museum, 

2011)

1908

Jacques E. Brandenberger 
created cellophane. It 
revolutionised shopping 
and packaging as it now 
meant that goods were 
easily visible and more 
appealing. After further 
rening it became fully rening it became fully 
moisture-proof and was 
produced on a larger 
scale. (Barret, 2019)

1913

Friedrich Klatt patents 
Eugen Baumann’s 

polyvinyl chloride (PVC).  
Commercialised in 1926 
by Waldo Semon (Bellis, 
2019)., it is now the 
second most produced 
plastic in the plastic in the world!

1944

Hans von Pechmann’s 
invention of polyethylene 
is commercialised. The 
most mass-produced 
plastic in the world at 
approx. 80 million tonnes 
per year (Essential 

Chemical Chemical Industry, 2017), it 
was rened by Ziegler and 
Natta in 1956 to what we 
recognise today.

19451946

John Rex Whineld and 
James Tennant Dickson 
use Carothers research to 
patent polyester. Bought 
and developed by the 
DuPont Company (Bellis, 
2019), it was created as an 
alalternative material to 
clothes while cotton was 
harder to source.

Wallace H Carothers 
develops nylon with the 
DuPont Company. It is 
aimed at the military and 
women’s fashion and is 
successful in both, 

particularly fashion; ‘nylon 
riotriots’ were recorded when 
hundreds of women would 
line up to compete for 
hosiery! (Wolfe, 2008)

1949

Ralph Wiley’s 
polyvinylidene chloride 
(PVDC) is commercialised. 
Created whilst looking for 
a material to protect 
military aircraft (Plastics 
Historical Society, nd)., but 
found found to be more effective 
at protecting food, it is 
what we know as cling 

lm.

So where next? Plastic is an integral part of 
modern society, used in everything from food 
preparation to the medical industry, but it is 
notable that there have been no further 

breakthroughs in plastic technology since the 
1940’s, just further renement of existing 

processes.  Further research is still underway to 
make symake synthetics more environmentally sustainable 
now that we are at a point where plastic is 

negatively impacting the environment. However 
despite projects such as the Ocean Cleanup 

(Cooke, 2017) it is still unclear how we will proceed 
on a global level when plastic is irreplaceable for 
some industries, such as automotive and medicine.


