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a special experience for you to listen to the story of a
button that held a splendid or perhaps modest posi-
tion in someone’s clothing.
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French Costume as Image
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Wearing clothes is a personal act, but also a com-
plex act that reflects society’s institutions, norms,
and values in a broad sense. Looking at costume
culture is a review of the innermost minds of peo-
ple in the past, and a reflection of the most essen-
tial meaning of an era. These paintings are an ex-
pression of French society from the end of the 17th
century to the 1950s, and show the atmosphere of
the times and the flow of the costumes. They also
provide a new look at the meaning of “buttons” in
decoration. These buttons can never be separated
from the clothes they were hanging on. In both
men's and women's clothing, the location and us-
age of the buttons reflect the tastes and styles of
each era. For this reason, buttons are considered
to be very important artifacts representing the
French modern culture of costume. During the
18th century, buttons were used as precious dec-
orations of court attire, or as a political message
containing the slogans of revolution. In the 19th
century, buttons became an important ornament
for the norms of the bourgeois society. During the
20th century, buttons were born as a new artwork
that brought out the clothes from the hands of
artists and designers. The use of the button itself
shows the definition of the clothes. The social sta-
tus and role of the wearer, as well as the numerous
voices that an era pursued, are contained in these
buttons. With these little buttons, we would like to
unbutton the meaning of an era.
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The Golden Age of Buttons
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During the 17th and 18th centuries, France
led Europe with strong political power. The
language of France had become an essential
language of the European nobility, and the
culture of the French court had become the
norm and taste of European monarchs. The
Enlightenment that started in France provided
an important framework for the formation
of modern civil society and spread through-
out Europe. Historically, the 18th century in
France was a period of upheaval leading from
absolute monarchy to the French Revolu-
tion. The changes in this period are especially
prominent in the costume culture. Interest-
ingly, the button appears at the center of this
costume culture. First introduced to the West
through the Crusades (11th—14th centuries),
the original function of the button weakened
and was now used as a splendid decoration.
The precious buttons that were competitively
ordered and produced to show wealth and
power were traded and valued more than ex-
pensive clothes.

The 18th century was a time when many kinds
of buttons were produced; this era was called
“The Golden Age of Buttons.” Some examples
were miniature buttons(including portraits,
genre and satire), Buffon buttons(containing
minerals, plants, and insects), symbolic phrase
buttons(with riddles and proverbs), picture
buttons(including obscene pictures and hi-
eroglyphics), and belief buttons(including
the French Revolution and the liberation of
slaves). The shapes, materials, patterns and
fabrication techniques of these buttons go
beyond our imagination. The 18th-century
button that pleased the viewer, provided in-
spiration to critics and sometimes expressed
one’s beliefs. The button was the smallest
world that embraced individuals and society.
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The Button that Became the Norm of the Age
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tial manners for most men, even if they were
not dandies. The custom of wearing a shirt or
jacket with a button at all times, and in partic-
ular for important occasions, is by no means
independent of the 19th century dress code.
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Buttons with Art
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From the 1890s until the First World War
(1914-1918), France welcomed the “Belle
Epoque” era, which means “beautiful times”.
At the beginning of the 20th century, a new
culture of freedom and fascination flourished
in all areas of art, music, literature, and fash-
ion, especially in Paris. The visual and colorful,
simple and abstract ‘modern’ art was popular,
and the proliferation of these popular tastes
as commercial posters reflected the recent
European economic boom. On the other
hand, the beginning of the 20th century is
considered to be an uncertain age, filled with
anxiety regarding the end of the century. In a
material civilization that developed at a speed
faster than human consciousness, people
wandered around feeling anxiety and fatigue.

The two world wars that broke out in this at-
mosphere completely changed the appear-
ance of society. The first thing that reflected
the atmosphere of the era was costume cul-
ture, and every daring attempt was possible
in the field of fashion. In particular, women's
clothing changed more rapidly than men’'s,
but active and positive women'’s clothing
emphasized not only design but also but-
tons. Secondly, men'’s clothing changed in a
practical and simple way. In modern garment
designs, buttons have became an important
component to emphasize or balance the
silhouette. Artists and designers considered
buttons a very attractive material and invest-
ed time and energy to create artistic buttons.
Buttons became a medium of expression that
reflected the nature and thought of artists.
These artistic buttons also provide an im-
portant foundation for creating the modern
values of personal freedom and creativity.
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A Button of Life
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In 1894, the Dreyfus Affair shook French his-
tory. As a Jewish officer who was framed as a
spy, the first sentence upheld against to Drey-
fus, was the deprivation of a military button
and a rank. The act of forcibly removing the
button was a most humiliating punishment.
Although the conviction was eventually lifted
after the protest of intellectuals and many
others, Dreyfus’ button has become a his-
torical button that symbolizes human rights
and freedom to this day. On the back of this
gorgeous button, there are historical scars
and lessons. Buttons become the mirrors of
the times and reflect the light and shadow of
history and the joy and sorrow of life. Looking
at these little buttons seriously is an interest-
ing way to challenge us to look at ordinary life
differently. It can be a thrilling experience to
encounter the life of someone who created
or had a button. The story of a collector who
is still exploring to discover the buttons of life
allows us to think about our own a button of
life hidden in our lives.



