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The story of human civilization can be read in the materials we have found, created, used or abused. 
Materials guide the course of history. They enabled revolutionary advances in how we live, work, fight and travel. 

Scarcity, Mother of Invention: Throughout history, shortages have driven innovation. The desperate search for new
sources of energy and new materials has frequently produced remarkable advances that no one could have

imagined when the shortage first became evident.

Stephen L. Sass
Department of Materials Science and Engineering, Cornell University
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COLOR must be understood as a 
historical phenomenon and technology

produced through disparate and 
intersecting people, places and events.

Color provides us with the opportunity
to explore important relationships

among science and art, creativity and 
marketing, entrepreneurship and 

innovation, commerce and culture, and 
subjectivity and objectivity.
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SYNTHETIC RUBBER

The production of synthetic 
rubber in the United States 
expanded during World War II 
as rubber was used in almost 
every war machine. 
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With the onset of World War II, aluminum became a key strategic metal. Primary 
uses of aluminum included the construction of aircraft frames, ship 
infrastructure, radar chaff and millions of mess kits. Critical materials, such as 
aluminum, magnesium, plastics, plasticizers, chemicals and drugs grew to 
become giant industries during and after the war. 
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1950s was a decade of prosperity, optimism and innovation. 
A rebirth after the war, it was built on fast growing

industrialization and mass-market manufacturing. All reflected in 
the pastel color palette that dominated most of the 50’s.



MEGATRENDS

POLYETHYLENE
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The 1950s were the age of the consumer. The post-war 
boom brought massive changes in the home. Open-plan 
living was introduced, and the fitted kitchen with its 
brand new appliances was the housewife's domain.
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The 1950s was a decade of infectious hope.                   
The new style of the time was known as 
“contemporary.” 
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FIBERGLASS

A growing number of American firms such as the Herman Miller Furniture Company and Knoll 
International began to build a reputation for manufacturing and marketing well-designed, high-
quality, inexpensive furniture made from new materials like fiberglass and plastics for the consumer 
market in the postwar years. 
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Materials shortages during the war had inspired new ways to 
make car bodies. Two different cars were introduced in 1953: 
one with a magnesium body and the other was plastic-
fiberglass.
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Materials shortages during the war had inspired new ways to make 
car bodies. Two different cars were introduced in 1953: one with a 
magnesium body and the other was plastic-fiberglass.



also known as Detroit Agate
or Motor City Agate

is old automotive paint which has 
hardened sufficiently to be cut and 
polished. It was formed from the 
buildup of layers of enamel paint 
slag on tracks on which cars were 
hand spray-painted. 

FORDITE
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Economic prosperity 
continued for most 
1960’s. Focus was on 
the individual. 
Swinging London was 
the center of youth 
culture and mod 
fashion. A decade of 
counterculture fueled 
by political 
awakenings, feminism, 
civil rights, and  
movements like free 
love!
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PVC
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PVC



Pantone chair 
became the first 
injection-molded 
plastic chair to be 
made from a single 
form and using a 
single material.
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GUN-CONCRETE
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GUN-CONCRETE




