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Cork has a remarkable combination of properties that are exploited in a wide range of
applications. Its low stiffness and small Poisson's ratio, combined with its impermeability and
chemical stability, make it an ideal material for stoppers for bottles and for gaskets in everything
from woodwind instruments to automobile engines. Its resiliency and high coefficient of friction
make it ideal for the soles of shoes and for flooring. It also is an outstanding thermal and acoustic
insulator.

Cork is obtained from the bark of the cork oak tree in Mediterranean regions. Its cells are
roughly hexagonal prisms with corrugated walls along the axis of the prism. The cell walls are
covered with a layer of suberin, an unsaturated fatty acid, and waxes, which make them
impervious to air and water, and resistant to acids. Here, we describe the cellular structure of
cork and relate its mechanical properties to the mechanisms by which it deforms. We conclude
with a discussion of the way in which the properties are exploited in a variety of applications.
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