


SMART MATERIALS 
 

SUPERGLUE 
 

HOW DOES IT WORK? 

Superglue, one of the world’s most successful and effective 

adhesives, was actually discovered by accident. During World 

War II, scientists working for Kodak were trying to make a 

synthetic thread to replace spider silk in gun sights. They 

were experimenting with a group of chemicals known as 

cyanoacrylates (pronounced sigh-er-no-ack-ri-lates), but 

found that they were too sticky to work with, so they 

abandoned that idea and moved on to other things. 

In 1951, however, one of the team, Dr Harry Coover, 

working for Kodak in Kingsport, Tennessee, was researching 

suitable polymers to use in jet engines. He and the team 

were impressed by how well the cyanoacrylates stuck at low 

temperatures. It began to be sold it as a glue in 1948, under 

the not very exciting  name, ‘Eastman 910’. It was later 

repackaged as Super Glue, and everyone was much happier 

about that. 

Cyanoacrylate is an acrylic resin, which in liquid form, is 

made up of monomers. These are small molecules that, when 

they come into contact with water, they combine with it it to 

form long, strong molecules called polymers. If you look at 

these molecules under a microscope at this stage, you can 

see that they have formed into a tiny plastic mesh, which is 

very firmly bonded.  

Since there is water in the air, almost everything has at 

least a tiny amount of water on its surface to help the glue do 



its work. This means that when the chemicals in the glue join 

up with the water molecules on both surfaces to be stuck, 

everything joins together. It also works incredibly fast, which 

is why it’s best to avoid getting it on your skin, which 

contains a lot of moisture. 

 

SURGICAL DRESSINGS 

During the Vietnam War, doctors had discovered that 

cyanoacrylates could be useful in surgery, and made a spray, 

which, when applied to open wounds would stop bleeding 

quickly and act as a temporary dressing until proper 

treatment could be carried out. 

With most glues, any moisture on the surface creates a 

barrier between the glue and the things that are to be stuck, 

which means that they have to be dried before the glue will 

work. The way that cyanoacrylates bonds is ideal for working 

with wounds, as it uses the moisture in the wound to stick, 

which also helps to stop the blood. Because the glue has used 

as much water as it needs in order to set, coming into 

contact with any more has no effect, which also makes the 

dressings waterproof and acts as a barrier against bacteria. 

With most glues, any moisture on the surface creates a 

barrier between the glue and the things that are to be stuck, 

which means that they everything has to be dry before the 

glue will work. Cyanoacrylate glue actually needs the surface 

moisture in order to bond, so it is ideal for working with 

wounds. The dressings are also waterproof, because the glue 

has used as much water as it needs in order to set, ao 

coming into contact with any more has no effect on it. 



This is now in commercial use, in products such as 

Dermabond, which can be used as a dressing to cover cuts 

and grazes, or to holding the edges of the wound together, 

instead of using stitches. As the wound heals, the dermabond 

is shed along with the skin. It is therefore very low-

maintenance. 

It is usually applied in two  layers, and takes about a 

minute to harden, and a further minute to reach full strength. 

As the skin is replaced by new cells from underneath, the 

cells on the surface are shed, and anything that is stuck to 

them comes off with them. By the time the Dermabond is 

shed, the wound underneath has had plenty of time to heal. 

So when you come apart, your doctor can literally stick you 

back together. 

It is not used around the eyes! 

 

[BOX] 

STICKY FINGERS 

If you ever get your fingers stuck together with Super Glue, 

there are three ways that you can deal with this. The first is 

to wait several days for the top layers of skin to shed, and lift 

the glue. This is not the best way, however, as it is not only 

inconvenient, but also embarrassing.  

An even less efficient way would be to put your hand in a 

freezer for several hours, as the structure of the glue’s 

molecules become weak at low temperatures. We would 

definitely not recommend this. What you can do instead is to 

apply a little acetone, or nail varnish remover, which reacts 

with the glue and dissolves it. 



However, if you are unlucky enough – or dumb enough – 

to get some stuck to your eyelids, do not even think of using 

acetone. Get to the hospital – and quick. What they will do is 

put a gauze patch over the eye, and after about four days, 

the eyelid will gradually open of its own accord. Then you 

need not tell your friends how it happened – you can tell 

them you were involved in a duel or something.  

Even if the glue does get on to your eyeball, it wilL only 

stay stuck for a few hours. In fact, there have been no cases 

ever recorded in which someone’s eye has been permanently 

damaged by contact with one of these adhesives.  

All the same, unless this you’re stuck in the desert or the 

Antarctic when this happens to you, best get to hospital, we 

feel… 

 

[BOX] 

KEEPING DABS ON THE BAD GUYS 

Super Glue is cleverly used in criminal investigations to find 

invisible fingerprints. The object that is to be tested the prints 

is put into an airtight container with some Super Glue, then 

heated until the glue evaporates. It is gently blown by a fan 

all around the inside of the container. When the glue comes 

into contact with the hidden prints, it sticks to them and 

reacts with the chemicals – such as amino acids and glucose 

– which turns them into visible solids.  

 



[BOX] 

BET YOU NEVER KNEW 

A patch of Super Glue measuring an area of one inch can 

hold a ton weight. This makes it very useful for sticking 

elephants together. 

 

[BOX] 

REMEMBER THIS 

The formula for methyl-2-cyanoacrylate, or Super Glue 

is C5H5NO2.. Remember that. You never know when you 

might be asked for it. 

 

[BOX] 

DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME 

You should not use ordinary Super Glue for medical purposes, 

as the ingredients are slightly different from the type that has 

been developed for dressings, and it could cause irritation. 

The polymerization process can also make it get very hot, 

and may even burn the skin if used over large areas. Best to 

stick to the doctor. 

 

 


