The Background and Development of the Plastic exhibition
Raw plastic as the new consumer goods. That was the concept, discussed over dinner in
Maastricht in 2012, that started the research project on Plastic, resulting in an exhibition,
“Plastic, Promises of a homemade future,” at Het Nieuwe Instituut in 2015. Somehow, in what
was then three years of research in to the socio-political and economic potential of digital
fabrication, the question had never crystallized in this form. Yet, even though the relationship
with the new institute had formally started more than a year later, this question already started
to branch out into its inevitable sub questions, and the materials and approach of what would
later turn into the exhibition, already began to formulate.
Initial concept
While plastic was the title of this research, the subject has been so embedded in our culture, in
terms of its advantages as well as its downsides, that it seemed to have already been discussed
from every possible angle. So when the project kicked off in September 2013, it was essential to
come up with a contemporary question, and the one that was raised at the beginning of this text
seemed very relevant, not only in relation to the potential of digital manufacturing to influence
everyday life and consumption, but also in what turned out to be (first by educated intuition and
then by research) a striking resemblance to the way plastic played this role in its appeal to
consumers after World War II. The first building block of this argument was found in a specific
piece of material that formed the pivotal point towards this line of investigation into the
relationships and similarities between plastic and 3D printing and the potential they hold for
each other.
Footage of Dupont’s pavilion at the 1963 World Expo in New York featured a musical
performance that celebrated the qualities of plastic and the way it has encompassed our lives. It
is in this youtube film that the relationship between the plastic industry’s direct appeal to the
everyday consumer (and the question of style - a musical - is a testimony of that general
audience being targeted) and its trajectory of development started to become clear.
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The musical, alongside later adverts, commercial events and PR projects lead to the
understanding of plastic not as a material which has spontaneously emerged to take its place in
our lives, but rather as a material which was developed by industry, only to later have it
construct a market for it. Chemical companies used heavy marketing directed not only at
business, but at everyday consumers. The PR machine sold not a product, but the promise of
an industry, and tied it to an image of cleaner, easier, more colorful, better living.

Dupont Cellophane ad, 1955 (selling material rather than product)
These discoveries and others were examined in the light of research into the 3D printing
industry, and the knowledge of the way it itself has been propagated that took place over the
course of several years. This prism made the link between the two industries clear, as well as
created a sense of urgency. Because, while the plastic industry seemed to have fixed its image
and consequences in the minds of consumers, the 3D printing industry is one still in the
making. As such, we felt, it could still be influenced.
The key points of the story first presented to Het Nieuwe Instituut (HNI) were more or less
consistent with the final result. The research in to this new industry was categorized under the
three pivots of the economic machine, and perhaps the generic points of conflict of any new
industry - the image of an industry (which we called Propaganda), the business of it
(Monopoles) and its relationship with power (Policy). It has, of course, vastly adapted and
developed through the time and work with the institute, in the clarity of message, and in the notless-important formal and narrative quality it took.

Early exhibition scheme
Thematic focus
Whilst there is a large body of research and wide cultural interest in the plastic industry, the
cultural interest in digital fabrication is relatively young, So when the time came to select the
materials for this project a clear distinction was unavoidable in the type of materials presented in
each industry. This led to a decision to focus on the contemporary popular culture in the
discussion on 3D printing. We had also made a conscious choice to minimize the presence of
design artifacts throughout the exhibition (with the exception of the last section), so that the
focus would be on content rather than on design qualities. We could, of course, have made an
exhibition about plastic made entirely with chairs, but we feared this would shift the focus too
much on to design rather than drawing a broader picture of the system in which it exists.
Het Nieuwe Instituut has a research strand around the subject of conflict and innovation, and
strives to adopt a multidisciplinary approach. Therefore, the second reason for using popular
culture materials, was to appeal not only to design aficionados, but to a wider audience.
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Docubition

Another consideration was the designated exhibition space. The unique character of ZAAL 2,
constructed as a four-sided corridor, where one of the sides functions as a 200m2 gallery,
directs the visitor through the space in a linear fashion. This lent itself to a linear story. This
formed the basis of a narrative that broke down the research into four parts, each building on
top of the other. It was this linear narrative - opening wide, going into details and closing wide
again - that led HNI to think of it as a documentary, eventually leading to the concept of a
‘docubition’ - a documentary and exhibition in one.

Early exhibition scheme
This proved a complex task. Working with Geert Van de Wetering from Dutch media company
Submarine as the exhibition’s documentary maker, we struggled with the question of how to
create a documentary that is laid down in space rather than in time. While we wanted to
introduce the idea of the narrator as the leader of the story (also since the content itself was
quite dense and complex), we didn’t want to lose the qualities of visiting an exhibition, in which
the visitor himself/herself can be seen as editor of the content, choosing where to linger and for
how long. We also quickly ruled out the idea of the audio tour, feeling it would put off some
visitors. Eventually we decided to superposition the documentary on the exhibition, letting it take
over the space once every few minutes before returning to normal. While the narrative was now
directed and narrated, we still were determined to leave an escape route from that dictated
storyline.

Early exhibition scheme
Spatial Design

This change in atmosphere was made possible thanks to the spatial design by studio Daphna
Laurens. While early versions of the layout included a break down into different scenes (under
four major acts, which we kept), the introduction of the curtain screen by Daphna Laurens
allowed us to create a series of ‘cinema rooms’ within the space. Thus the spatial layout evolved
into four sectioned spaces, one for each act, with in each a dichotomic presentation of top-down
market forces vs. bottom-up social forces. But the curtain also facilitated interruption, and
allowed the visitor to demonstrably step out of the ‘cinema’ through the front door. Given the
nature of the conflict presented in the exhibition, we felt this was appropriate. This same notion
extended into the last space, the gallery, which we conceived of as the pre-scripted ‘stepping
out of the cinema’ moment, confronting the visitor with reality while the movie is still fresh in their
mind. It presented a different spatial design, and a different type of materials, which we hoped
the visitor would now view differently.
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Beyond Exhbition
While the points mentioned above deal with the intricacies of creating an exhibition, it was clear
to both sides and emphasized by HNI that an exhibition is a mere platform. Above all, it allows
you to carry out research, and this was the basis of this project (which was not always
necessarily intended as an exhibition). But from very early on, we also saw its potential to create
a proactive, cultural agenda transformation in the subjects it explores. We aimed to develop this
influence by not only constructing and exposing the specific conflictual take on the topic using
existing content, but by using the exhibition to generate new content around these issues: both
theoretical, through a series of documented and transcripted debates, made available alongside
all the other research materials online freely for any future researcher; and practical, by
generating a call for action with specific questions appealing to designers and other creative
professionals. This call was also put into direct use when we joined forces with the Rietveld
Academy. Students were asked to react to the issues raised in the exhibition. In addition we
organised a series of lectures in other academies and various events, provoking both students
and professionals with what we felt was an urgent issue.

Plastic - promises of a home made future was a unique challenge for us. In its experimental
form; the unique type of materials (many digital, many with no sources to be found) that required
unique care; the unique space it was presented in; and the dense and complex topic, touching
on issues ranging from the most detailed and technical to the political and ethical. Yet the
exhibition was not the climax of the project, but rather the pivot it circled around. The urgency
and relevance of the topic is still here. The need to deal with it and react to it still exists. We see
it as an opportunity we still need fulfil.
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