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Plasticity - A History of Plastics in Portugal is more than an exhibition catalog: it records the 
research developed during the project “The Triumph of Bakelite: Contribution to the History 
of Plastics in Portugal,” coordinated by Elvira Callapez, financed by the Portuguese national 
science foundation (FCT) between 2016 and 2018. The work presents an interdisciplinary 
analysis and a synthesis about the theme of plastics combining different approaches. The texts 
are signed by a vast team of researchers and consultants who participated in the project and 
entrepreneurs of the sector. Among them are the specialists Elvira Callapez, Paulina Mata, Ana 
Maria Ramos and Teresa Salomé Mota. Together the essays allow us to learn about the hitherto 
untold history of plastics in Portugal, beginning with the success of Bakelite, and presenting 
various manufacturing processes, evolution and industrialization of polymers throughout the 
decades of the twentieth century. 

The book appears in the wake of recent international publications dedicated to this material 
that update Robert Friedel’s pioneer project of 1988: “A Material World,” an exhibition at the 
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National Museum of American History-Smithsonian Institution. They were put out mainly 
by museums and foundations that seek to disseminate the scientific production on polymeric 
materials, and their design collections. To name just a few, there is Il Futuro del Contemporaneo: 
Conservazione e Restauro de Design (2015) by Fondazione Plart (Italy). The new material of the 
twentieth century, as controversial as it has become pervasive in human life, has triggered other 
reference works such as Plastic Matter by Heathe Davis (2022), and figures at the top of the 
museums’ agendas like the Design Museum of Brussels with the exhibition “The Plastic Design 
Collection” or Vitra Design Museum with the project “Plastic: remaking our world” at MAAT 
(Lisbon) in 2023.

The exhibition, to which this publication is the counterpart, was produced through the 
partnership between the research centre hosting the project, Centro Interuniversitário de 
História das Ciências e da Tecnologia (Faculdade de Ciências da Universidade de Lisboa/
NOVA School of Science and Technology), and the municipality of the city of Leiria, and was 
presented from 6 April 2019 to 31 December 2021. It received the “International Dibner Award 
for Excellence in Museum Exhibits,” attributed by the Society of History and Technology in 
2020, and, in the same year, the “Associação Portuguesa de Museologia” award in the category 
of  “Best Museology Work” and an honourable mention in the category “Conservation and 
Restoration” for the intervention in the collection.

Plasticity comprises both scientific research and documental records of the objects selected 
for this exhibition. It presents testimonies of a technical and social history that highlight the 
versatility, flexibility, low production cost, plasticity and design of plastic objects. Moreover, the 
book is a piece of graphic design itself, wrapped in translucid plastic, and with excellent quality 
colour photographs of the selected objects. The two parts are completed by chronologically 
ordered glimpses on crucial moments of the industry’s development, from the transformation 
of organic chemicals in the nineteenth century, the different polyurethanes of the twentieth 
century (Peter Morris, p. 29-30), (Susan Mossman, p. 31-2), to international cases such as the 
introduction of plastics in The Netherlands (Ernst Homburg, p. 33-4) , the principal moments 
of plastic from 1930-60 (Callapez, p. 35-6), and a synthesis about Hipoms and the science of 
polymers in Germany (Günter Lattermann, p. 37).

No doubt, the historiography of plastics is a strength of this catalogue, describing the 
patrimonial and economic value of plastics in the national economy, explained by José Dias 
Coelho (p. 59-69), Alda Mourão (p. 55-6), and Acácio Sousa (57-8). It is also illustrated by a 
set of excerpts that present manufacturing techniques, processes, and business stories, directly 
contributed by entrepreneurs and representatives of associations from the relevant sector in 
Portugal: chiefly APIP – Associação Portuguesa da Indústria dos Plásticos, Henrique Neto – 
Grupo Iberomoldes, AGI – Augusto Guimarães & Irmão, Manuel Oliveira – Cefamol, Nuno 
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Gomes – HASCO Portuguesa, Paulo Almeida – Plasgal, João  Cortez - Celoplás S.A., among 
others).

A central chapter of the work is dedicated to the analysis of plastic objects belonging to a 
material culture that shows the value of its design, the emotions generated by its uses, its mass 
production, or even the first designers and exhibitions in Portugal and beyond, with texts 
written by Penny Sparke, Susan Lambert, Stefan Poser, João Paulo Martins, Arnaud Bozzini 
(Brussels Design Museum), Alice Hansen (Fondazione Plart – Itália), Thea van Oosten, and 
others.

The case studies on the plastic objects lead us to the role of collectors and to the processes 
of valorisation and conservation, and subsequent incorporation into collections of thematic 
museums: museums of technology and industry, ethnology, transportation, toys etc. In 
accordance with the different perspectives and contexts these iconic objects, their shapes, 
colours, and typologies, are framed either by an industrial process or by artistic movements like 
pop art or arte povera (Thea van Oosten, “Piero Gilardi,” in PUR Facts, Amsterdam, 2011, 91-
107). The transfer of these objects to museums, on the one hand, created a record of stories and 
memories and give visibility to their protagonists, as Paula Mota Santos mentioned (p. 74), on 
the other hand it also triggered new challenges for preservation specialists. They would not only 
need to study the properties of different plastics, like resistance and aging processes, but also 
find means to prolong their life spans and define guidelines for their conservation, as Susana 
França de Sá, Sara Babo, Joana Silva, and Elia Roldão report (p. 97-100).

If past and present are mirrored in the first chapters, the chapter “The new applications” turns 
to the future of polymers. A key idea conveyed there is the environmental agenda promoting 
circular economy, recycling, and even digital technologies for the production of plastics. These 
topics are introduced by entrepreneurs of the sector Arnaldo Tomás (CIRES - Portugal), 
researchers of Bioplástico (Catarina S.S. Oliveira Chemistry department, FCT - NOVA) and 
Artur Mateus (Instituto Politécnico de Leiria) (p. 107-09).  

Another essential chapter in the book, one that could not be left out, is devoted to the 
environment, laying out the warnings of the sustainability movements that highlight the 
danger of plastics in the oceans (Ana Pêgo, p. 123 and Paula Sobral, p. 124-25). It brings 
up the importance of recent European Union directives that propelled efficient reutilization, 
recycling, recovery, and deposit of plastics, in a hierarchy of processes that aim to reach “zero 
plastic to the landfill,” to cite Carlos A. Bernardo (p. 115). The emergence and implementation 
of new methods of recycling, triage, and magnetic separation, developed through new research 
projects, are described by Elena Helerea (p. 119-22). 
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Preceding the final part with a sequence of the splendid images of the objects and exhibition 
modules, a small chapter presents the “City of Plastic,” that evokes the industry of Leiria 
and its actors. It shows how the museum collection became possible thanks to a collaborative 
process between the Museum of Leiria and many more protagonist: collectors, companies, 
research centres, and other museums, all of whom committed to contributing to the narrative 
of the exhibition. The illustrations comprise a set of over a hundred pictures of plastic objects 
presented in chronological order, showing the use of this material: the “alpergatas” (sandals) with 
rubber soles, the electric switches of bakelite, the polyethylene toys, polystyrene kitchenware, 
the Pluma gas bottle, and the aerospace capsule produced with a composite of resin, carbon 
fibre, and a cork and polymethacrylimide foam. Rounding out the catalogue, there are also two 
independent leaflets dedicated to works of contemporary art by Rita Gaspar Vieira and Ana 
Bonifácio. These artworks, displayed as part of the exhibition, explore concepts of the eternity 
of things and the need to “unplastify daily life.”

On the whole, this book combines technical and scientific approaches, reflections, and 
perspectives about a material that is as versatile as it is overwhelming and controversial and that 
still is a constant in daily life. The book may therefore be considered a landmark in scientific 
bibliography in Portugal, exploring the history of a material that has moulded and penetrated 
every area since the twentieth century until now: plastic. 
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