
 
    

Packaging and preserving 
 

Today, most of our food comes with some form of packaging, whether it’s 
paper and foil sweet wrapping or the elaborate plastic containers, films and 
labels used to package ready meals. Food packaging serves a number of 
purposes – it helps prevent food from being damaged during transportation; it 
protects foods from contamination; it extends the product’s life; it is used to 
market and sell goods and it contains information about ingredients, nutritional 
content, weight and price. 
 
Early days 
 
Although food packaging is closely associated with industrialisation and 
urbanisation, it also played an important role in pre-industrial society. Packaging 
was essential for storing food at home and transporting food from farm to 
market. Early examples of packaging include sacks used to transport cereals or 
flour, wooden boxes used to transport tea, wooden barrels used for storing beer 
or wine and glass bottles for storing oil. 
 
New inventions 
 
It was not until the end of the 1800s that disposable packaging became 
commonplace. The first commercial paper bags were manufactured in Bristol in 
1844, and the first bag-making machine was invented in 1852. The technique of 
preserving perishable foods in metal containers was first invented in France in 
the early 1800s after Napoleon Bonaparte offered 12,000 francs to anyone who 
could preserve food for his army. A Parisian chef, Nicholas Appert, was awarded 
this money after discovering that food sealed in tin containers and sterilized by 
boiling could be preserved for long periods. The following year in 1810, Peter 
Durand of Britain invented the cylindrical tin can. The first tin cans had to be 
soldered by hand and could only be produced at a rate of 60 per day. For some 
time, the cost of materials for packaging was more expensive that the food they 
contained. Technological innovations during the early twentieth century, 
however, meant that packaging material could be produced more cheaply. 
 
Although plastic packaging is commonplace today, it was not until the 1930s 
that cellophane was invented. Gradually, cellophane has been replaced by 
polyethylene and other forms of plastic. The invention of Tetra Pak in 1952 
enabled carton containers to package liquids such as milk and fruit juice. By the 
1950s, disposable food packaging was the norm, and with the increase in 
microwave cooking, takeaways and ready meals the use of plastics in food 
packaging in developed countries has continued to increase. 
 
Labels and brands 
 
Inseparable from the development of food packaging is the emergence of food 
labels and brands. Food products sell better if they are clearly and attractively 
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labelled. From the start of the nineteenth century, brands emerged as a way of 
associating a particular product with the quality standards associated with a 
particular manufacturer. The revolutionary shift in retailing from small, family-
run grocery shops to large supermarkets made food packaging an essential part 
of urban food culture but it has created problems in waste and environmental 
damage that require urgent attention.  
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