
48 ||| U P P E R C A S E

T H E  A M S T E R D A M  B A K E L I T E  
C O L L E C T I O N

T he Amsterdam Bakelite Collection was founded in 
1990 by Reindert Groot, a Dutch professional pro-
ducer and photographer, with a mission to “promote 
knowledge about one of the most miraculous mate-
rials ever invented: Bakelite, its history and that of its 
inventor Leo Baekeland ” Baekeland, a Belgian born 

in 1863, came to his plastic revolution by way of a photographic 
paper he invented called Velox  The sale of Velox to Kodak in 
1899 provided Baekeland with enough money to build his own 
laboratory, where he invented and patented the first all-synthetic 
material: phenol-formaldehyde resin, or Bakelite, in 1907  Besides 
Bakelite, urea-formaldehyde and melamine-formaldehyde resins, 
thermosetting plastics and other colourful materials are repre-
sented in the Amsterdam Bakelite Collection  Their activities in-
clude organizing exhibitions, including ones in the United States, 
Japan, China and the Netherlands 

In 1910 Baekeland joined with a German phenol supplier to es-
tablish the first factory to produce the new product: the Bakelite 
Gesellschaft mbH, in Erkner, near Berlin  In less than five months 
a second factory was set up in the United States: the General 
Bakelite Company in Perth Amboy, New Jersey, and in 1926 Ba-
kelite Limited in Great Britain  In these factories, workers pres-
sure moulded the plastic into different products  Because of its 
electrical resistance, Bakelite became the material of choice for 
encasing new consumer products like telephones and radios  
Baekeland himself appeared on the cover of Time magazine in 
September 1924 with the legend: “It will not burn  It will not melt ”

At the Amsterdam Bakelite Collection, Groot has some 4,000 
varied and variegated objects  Designer names linked to Bakelite 
include Raymond Loewy, who used Bakelite for his Purma Special 
camera in 1937, and Norman Bel Geddes, with his Patriot radio 
in 1939  From the 1920s to the 1940s, Bakelite was also used for 
jewellery production  One of the most iconic designs is the Radio 
Nurse, an early example of a baby phone  The Japanese-Amer-
ican sculptor Isamu Noguchi was commissioned to design the 
Radio Nurse’s receiver  It became an abstract face of a nanny, 
expressed in high-gloss, dark brown Bakelite 

But Bakelite is really a material of mass production, and we don’t 
really know how many things were ever made out of it  The thrill 
of the chase—to fill gaps in his collection—is what drives Groot  
His collector’s eye is always on the lookout for stylish, shiny and 
colourful Art Deco, Bauhaus or Streamline designs  
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highlights the importance of plastics to design means 
that students get a fabulous introduction to this most 
malleable and mutable of materials.

For those who cannot get to Bournemouth, clicking over 
to the MoDiP website is in order. With the website, the 
museum is much more than the sum of its (smallish) 
parts, and for a small museum to have such a developed 
digital hat is quite unusual. When Susan first arrived at 
MoDiP, they only had, as she says, “a rather irritating 
website,” piggybacking on some of the university’s learn-
ing pages. They applied for money to build their initial 
website and are about to redevelop it to make it more 
mobile friendly.

As the MoDiP staff gather around to show me a recent 
addition to their collection—some unassuming World 
War II restaurant tokens—the magic of museums hits 
me again. Objects like these are representative of so 
many of the plastics in the MoDiP collection. “Most 
plastic is anonymous,” Susan says. “We might not know 
what it is made of, how it is made, or even who designed 
it.” These particular tokens had been donated to MoDiP 
and gratefully received, but there was little information 
about them. How lovely it was to hear the questions the 
MoDiP team had about these small, unassuming objects, 
trying to piece together their story. They had already 
nestled the tokens in a custom-made grey archival box, 
as safe as anything made of plastic can be. The task of 
the day (and most days in a museum like this) was taking 
an everyday object and making it extraordinary.

Susan has stayed working in museums much longer 
than most—probably longer than she meant to. And yet 
she tells me, “It’s such a privilege to have been recreated 
at MoDiP.” There follows talk of further MoDiP expan-
sion, gaps in the collection to be filled, workshops and 
conferences to be held, and their next exhibition, en-
titled Picnic, to be finished. On a professional and per-
sonal level, Susan admits she has become well and truly 
obsessed with plastic. She even has, she wryly admits, 
two cats named Bandalasta and Bakelite. 
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Cast 
phenolic 
rods for 
jewellery 
production, 
United 
States, 
1930s. 
Courtesy 
Amsterdam 
Bakelite 
Collection.
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N Clock with kitchen  

timer, “Measured Time.”  
Design by Isamu  
Noguchi, United  
States, circa 1932.

Thermometer 
/ hygrometer, 
promotional 
product, United 
States, 1930s.

Table fan, French 
Art Deco, 1930s. 

Baby phone receiver 
“Radio Nurse.” 
Design by Isamu 
Noguchi, United 
States, 1937.

Sports car 
“Codeg”, Art 
Deco, England, 
1930s.




