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The development of synthetic 
materials, commonly misunderstood as 
plastics, began alongside the 
production of oil as a fuel. In 1907, 
Bakelite, the first truly synthetic 
plastic, was invented.  Marketed as 
“the material of a thousand uses,” 
Bakelite could be shaped or molded 
into almost anything.  







In building construction today, we 
see plastics and bonding materials 
in many applications. They are in 
MEP installations, in all kinds of 
foils, in glues as bonding materials, 
or composite boards, in window and 
door frames, and in sheet materials, 
to name a few. Unlike in the ‘50s – 
‘70s period, synthetic materials are 
less embraced and researched as 
being a significant defining element 
of architecture. 
We will visit companies such as 
EMPA and 3M in Switzerland, that 
are focused on advanced fibers, 
polymer processing, and adhesive 
materials and foils, respectively.  







Through the theory of Gottfried 
Semper, we will look back at 
textiles in the pre-oil era, which 
were used as  a bonding material to 
string and bind, and as woven 
material to cover, to protect and to 
enclose.


