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ABSTRACT  

 

Since the discovery of semi- and fully synthetic plastic materials at the end of the 19th century and 

their development in the 20th century, they have come to be considered one of the most notable 

materials created by the chemical industry. As a consequence, museums and galleries all over the 

world have and are acquiring growing collections of polymer-based materials (such as photography 

and motion picture film, every day objects and modern art), which they have a responsibility to 

preserve for the enjoyment and education of future generations.  In addition, polymer-based 

materials may also be associated with cultural heritage objects, in the form of adhesives, coatings, 

supports and storage materials. However as commercial products, these substances are not 

designed to last forever.  As a consequence, curators, conservators and collectors are faced with 

anew group of materials that appear to be deteriorating rapidly and also have the potential to 

compromise other items within a collection. Aging and failing adhesive polymer repairs provide 

further evidence of problems in this area.  In addition, a sub-group of malignant plastics (CN, CA, 

PVC, PU) have been identified.  These polymers not only deteriorate rapidly and cause damage to 

themselves but also to other surrounding materials and these are of particular interest.  

Commencing December 2016, the Australian Research Council has provided funding to support a 

nation-wide research linkage projectfor the next three years that aims to examine the types of 

plasticsheld in collections; where they are held; their overall condition; how they can best be 

identified; and how the deterioration of these materials can be analysed and managed. This paper 

examines how this project has been designed and delivered to deal with the issues raised by the 

ubiquitous and inherent nature of plastic deterioration in cultural heritage collections. 
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