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Materials and Technics
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While buttons appear to be familiar and seemingly insignificant
small objects, they also act as the memory of the development
of savoir-faire and illustrate a diversity of techniques available in
all fields. Buttons can be made from just about anything, from
elephant skin to raffia, via jet and the corozo nut, soft-paste por-
celain and cut steel. They may even be shaped from shells. There
are also a variety of button making techniques. At different peri-
ods, the most sophisticated techniques such as verre eglomise,
papier mache inlaid with mother-of-pearl, or silk passementerie
have been used for making this accessory whose role and posi-
tion on clothing has far outstripped the purely functional.



18A7] Th= MR ZE

Buttonmakers’' Guilds
in the 18th Century
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During the 18th century, l'habit a la francise, made up of a coat
or “habit”, a waistcoat and breeches, was the ultimate form of
menswear. Buttons and buttonholes, whether functional or oth-
erwise, were arranged in keeping with a strict code that clearly
indicated one’s social status. Their production was highly con-
trolled, divided between the different crafts depending on the
materials and techniques used. Bone buttons were made by the
patenotriers(rosary makers), while the button makers(or butners)
of wooden and metal blanks were responsible for making the
forms that the passementiers then covered with thread, metallic
strips or purl. Only goldsmiths and silversmiths were permitted to
use precious materials such as gold, silver, and jewelry.
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Embroiderers’ Buttons
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Embroidery as used in men'’s clothing in the 18th century was
a delicate art. Artisans perfected the satin stitch or split filling
stitch for subtlety, French knot stitch or stem stitch for lightness
of detail, or gold, silver, spangles and sequins for sparkle. Their
arrangement on different parts of the garment was carried out
by the embroiderer prior to cutting, who then traced a pattern
of flowers, branches, and other interlaced designs onto facon-
né silks. The compositions for edging, collars, pockets, facing,
tails, and buttons were laid out by the embroiderer on the fabric
widths like a pattern and were referred to as “en pieces”(‘in piec-
es’). The buttons echoed the garment’s main pattern in miniature,
and were therefore an integral part of its design.
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Anglomania and Buttons
in Women'’s Clothing
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Buttons were largely absent from women’s wardrobes through-
out most of the 18th century. A resurgence in usage began to ap-
pear in in English fashion, as women sought inspiration in men's
clothing, notably with the dress known as the redingote. “Despite
the large number of redingotes we have given, otherwise known
as Franco-anglomanesdresses, we are obliged to give yet more.
Our Ladies have almost no other clothing”, stated the Magasin
des modes nouvelles in 1787. The female version of this type of
dress, reserved for riding on the other side of the Channel, was
usually worn over a simple white linen underskirt and adopted
not only the cut and sobriety of the fabrics used at this time, but
also the code of its button arrangement.
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Buttons as Pictures
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In the 18th century, the subjects depicted on buttons echoed the
preoccupations of the Enlightenment, taking into account social
upheaval and technical novelties. Topical subjects such as the
French Revolution, the abolition of slavery, the taste for Nature
or the invention of aerostation(the science of operating lighter-
than-aircraft) were all pretexts for adorning buttons. This was a
masculine fashion—men changing buttons at a whim—depicting
political themes, messages of love, animals, views of monuments,
and so forth. Buttons were like miniature pictures, protected by
glass and made in series. The materials and techniques used were
as varied as for the decorative arts at the end of the century: gri-
saille miniatures, fixed beneath glass, carved ivory, Wedgwood
style porcelain, feathers, butterfly wings, and minute plant matter.
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Adornment for Coats
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As soon as buttons appeared in Western garments, they ignored
their primary role as functional objects in favor of a new decora-
tive role as objects of luxury. Henceforth, silversmiths and jewelers
designed sets of precious buttons, using the same materials and
techniques as for jewelery-making. In the 17th century, buttons
were such costly objects that the edicts and sumptuary laws pro-
mulgated by the kings of France attempted, on several occasions,
to limit their number and use. At the end of the 18th century, a
man'’s coat was typically adorned with a set of 18 buttons. These
were arranged in a highly codified and symmetrical manner that
always followed the same pattern: ten down the front, two on
each cuff, two at waist level on the back, and the last two hidden
in the fold of the tails. Others were sometimes found under the
pocket flaps, barely visible and without any other purpose than to
adorn and reinforce the cut, like most buttons. Only two or three
were really functional and had slit buttonholes.
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Between Balance and Moderation
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During the Second Empire, button-fastening reflected the de-
portment imposed on women by the rules of decorum. Buttons
were positioned in a line down the middle of the front giving a
marked symmetry to the female silhouette, synonymous with
balance and moderation. At this time, buttons were mostly plain
and made of small convex blanks of wood or cardboard covered
with fabric. They tended to be either the same color as the dress
or of a darker color, matching the trimming or braiding that en-
hanced the cut of the garment. On bodices, horizontal button-
holes provided several millimeters leeway for ease of movement.
On skirts, supported by impressive crinolines, real and false but-
tons allowed for touches of fantasy.
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Fastening and Adorning
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By the 1880s, the bodice had returned with vengeance to hold
women'’s bodies firmly in place. The tight rows of dome-shaped
buttons down the front underlined the rigidity of the chest and
enabled close-fitting bodices to shut firmly. While this allowed
women to dress themselves, the buttons were sometimes po-
sitioned down the back, especially for wedding gowns. This
arrangement, which implied the presence of a third party or a
chambermaid, was strictly reserved for women and gave clothing
a special character.
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Button Industry and Its Expansion
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The button industry really took off in the 19th century. In 1878, in
France, it employed over 30,000 people, playing an active part in
the Industrial Revolution. The town of Méru, in the Oise depar-
tement north of Paris, became Europe’s most important center
for making mother-of-pearl buttons, while Briare in the Loiret
departement south of Paris specialized in buttons made of glazed
ceramic. The department stores had haberdashery catalogues
displaying all available shapes and sizes of industrially produced
buttons. At the same time, having become a permanent part of
the female universe, buttons were used for many of the latest re-
finements of women's toilette, from gloves to boots and even on
underwear.
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Japonaiserie and Art Nouveau
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During the second half of the 19th century, buttons echoed the
art movements that had left their marks upon the creative output
of the West, especially in the area of the decorative arts. The in-
fluence of Japanese art, generally referred to as japonaiserie, fol-
lowed by that of Art Nouveau, was found in all fields, from furni-
ture to jewelery via fabrics and, of course, buttons. In their search
for new aesthetic inspiration or as a reaction against styles of the
past, artists and craftsmen adopted a stylistic approach that fa-
vored sinuous forms, stylized motifs, and a rejection of anything
sculptural. Silversmiths and jewelers therefore created buttons
in metal openwork that was chiseled and even enameled. They
were sometimes presented in jewelery cases, like precious gifts,
as if they were sets of jewelery for adorning daytime clothes.
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Buttons and Masculine Style
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During the 19th century, men’s clothing became increasingly so-
ber, doing away with color and superfluity seen as overly ostenta-
tious. While buttons also went the same way, they nonetheless re-
tained an essential role, becoming a mark of understated elegance
and a code for all men of distinction. In the first half of the century,
English dandies, followed by the French, modelled themselves on
George Brummell(1778—-1840), arbiter of all matters of style. While
men'’s clothes were expected to be sober, they were sometimes
brightened by the presence of gold buttons, the sole exception to
the rule. On waistcoats, the cut of which was continually chang-
ing, buttons were used to reinforce the garment'’s line and add to
the outward expression of its sophistication.
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The first decade of the 20th century marked a turning point in
women's fashion. The female silhouette, which, until then, had
been shaped and constrained by corsets, became more linear.
This new silhouette was emphasized by many tiny buttons placed
along the seams with false buttonholes or small loops of braid,
referred to as “"en soutane”. Paul Poiret(1879-1944), the first
French designer to liberate women from the corset, was one
of the first couturiers to give buttons pride of place in his de-
signs. They were the highpoint of his compositions, frequently
inseparable from them and with no other purpose than to give
them unity. Henceforth, the role of buttons was no longer solely
dictated by decorum linked to the codes of male elegance or of
jewellery.
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With the surge of freedom that typified the 1920s, women's fash-
ion opted for simple, flowing lines that liberated their bodies. Sim-
plified cuts did away with shapeliness, conferring an androgynous
appearance referred to as ‘garconne’ or flapper. Buttons struc-
tured the proportions of this new silhouette, and were arranged
in vertical lines. With the seemingly inexhaustible enthusiasm for
the Orient, they were arranged on the side, Chinese style or as on
Russian peasants’ shirts. New materials were also used, like galalith
or celluloid, considered to be the first form of plastic. Their bright-
ness and infinite possibilities, notably of color choice, were used in
a game of contrasts to enhance the line of garments.
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The various currents that typified the Art Deco movement were
echoed in all fields of the decorative arts. Creators from all hori-
zons, artists and decorators, turned to designing fabrics for the
world of fashion, breaking down the barriers between the disci-
plines. For some of them, flowers became a stylistic exercise, while
for Jean Dunand(1877-1942) and Sonia Delaunay(1885-1979),
geometric motifs perfectly matched the forms of the new female
silhouette. As for Raoul Dufy, he designed exotic prints for the silk
manufacturer Bianchini-Férier(1877—1953). Fine jewelery makers
and accessory producers, in turn, appropriated these themes and
currents. The embroiderer Rébé, for example, combined the sim-
plest but most appropriate materials in order to accentuate color
contrasts, while the Lepant firm created equally colorful accesso-
ries and buttons.
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These beautiful buttons come from the workshop of the art-
ist-decorator Henri Hamm(1871-1961), also known as a ‘tableti-
er'(maker of games and decorative pieces). In 1919, the magazine
Art et Décoration referred to him as being known to all stylish Pa-
risian women “who prided themselves on being au fait with the art
scene”. His buttons illustrate his taste for a wide range of materials
from wood to mother-of-pearl, via horn, galalith, and ceramic.
Their decoration is uncluttered but technically skillful, with signif-
icant sculptural and chisel work that displays a love of motifs in-
spired by flora and fauna which he stylized to the point of retaining
nothing other than their very essence.



19304ALH: 7|5kt XHEL, =4+

The 1930s: Geometry, Cut
and Abstraction
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In the 1930s, couturiers favored line and material rather than
decoration. Dresses and coats displayed an apparent simplicity,
their uncluttered style being based on skilled cuts. Buttons of the
period were designed, like small sculptures with pure forms, and
played an important role on daytime outfits. On those designed
by Madeleine Vionnet(1876—-1975), the buttons were arranged in
oblique lines and dark accents, echoing her flowing, light colored
crepes cut on the bias, and reinforcing the overall asymmetry. To
round off the harmony, some couturiers chose to call upon art-
ists. In 1938, the ceramicist Guidette Carbonell(1910-2008) de-
signed a series of buttons for Jacques Heim(1899-1967) in tones
and patterns that were perfectly balanced by the play of the cou-
turier’s classical striped fabrics.



ol M| e =oi&Z2AL,
@At A7 |OHzHAE

Elsa Schiaparelli
1890-1973

O|Ef2|of E4Al9| C|XIO[L] X} ﬁ?lorﬁrﬂ"alf T AR
(1883~1971)2} €tH| 19304CH mt2| MAE F=5tASLICE

Fa3
=]
Fo|Xt2t 220, EEst —’.‘—I1I°| HeLZ F

o MAe| =34

ZtS LIEtRSL IEf a7H dEsE M2, Hds, L] S92
FHl= Al ZiMAl0fl M 0§ off| =2l Zdolﬁ’iél—llif FOIMF
O|=RH PSS YL, OFEIIZE o|=7H=1) e uetst
L49| CIXfRI2 BEE KIS =E0(7 JHSLIC

Aozt E 2Y2 27(|0HERE I AP L +=X| =
SeHH0|1 ZYHRI HES S USUSLICL F EEHIEAT:
JHE flsl ofLIES A2 522 BY thRE NEASL

Ct A7|0tutEz]= OF2|=0f 2[== HFE F/U=MH, HHE 2

Elsa Schiaparelli(1890-1973) from Italy is a designer who led
the Paris fashion world in the 1930s with Coco Chanel. In the
late 1930s, Elsa Schiaparelli, who is called surrealist in fashion,
distinguished herself from other couturiers by having themed
shows. Her choice of subjects—the circus world, astrology, or
butterflies—revealed her rather unusual personality for the fash-
ion world. Her designs, especially those inspired by the Surre-
alist movement or those created alongside avant-garde artists
like Salvador Dali(1904-1989), Jean Cocteau(1889-1963), and
Jean-Michel Frank(1895-1941), gave particular importance to
precious details and buttons. Jean Clément(1900-1949) invent-
ed fanciful figures and impulsive motifs for her in ceramic that
were glazed and in resin, while Jean Schlumberger(1907-1987)
produced jewellery buttons in enameled metal especially for her.
At this time, Schiaparelli was the only designer to use buttons,
which were frequently outsize, on evening wear.



1930 ACH2| mz{2|of
Paruriers of the 1930s

£ E(haute couture)7} LEhotM A, THF|2|0f|S2 Of AEOICH
CIXOIHE S flet ME22 HMES MERISLICH ZAIE HE
Xiet CIXto[LS2| 2ITst fU2 0|2t wRo|M HIREIE
LICt S~1EHCHE CIXI0| & 3017t el SFHdES 2
0 xX=3en], A7|otuE|7 1 F|E O|}SELICE 0|52
mtE[2|oo| Al =S FEF =0, THE2|of ZtAt= XofCte|
AEMUN M55t ATE 71X J}SLICE 71 S8t T
T S 7120 ST F52|(Rousselet= X7 THEE H|=
Mo, 2 Of2AkLe Marchand)2 7} Z0j|7F M20|%i1, 2
H| M|Of0tRoger Scemama)= HAO Z Ol QY=L Ol
2 o|&8 HAMO| NA|2} tHFIF oA HAEM=XIE = 2

OELICt

For as long as haute couture has existed, embroiderers, feather
craftsmen, pleat-makers, bootmakers and buttoners—craftsmen
whose skills are grouped under the general title of ‘parurier’(fine
jewellery-maker and accessory producers’'—have created collec-
tions every season which they offer to couturiers. Close collabo-
rations have resulted from these exchanges. More than any other
couturier, Paul Poiret, followed by Elsa Schiaparelli, sought and
provoked originality with regard to buttons, thereby calling upon
the services of paruriers. Each accessory producer had his/her
style and favorite materials: Rousselet, one of the most import-
ant firms working with pearls, made mother-of-pearl buttons, Le
Marchand specialized in leatherwork, and Roger Scemama, best
known for his jewellery, exemplified the complicity between but-
tons and the world of costume jewellery.
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“Buttons are the make-up of dresses”, pronounced the magazine
Modes et Travaux in 1941. During that time of penury in 1940s,
buttons served to adorn simple dresses, with matching belts, in
an attempt to add a touch of gaiety or individuality. They were
often placed on pockets, highlighting the curve of the hips which
were artificially rounded by padding. Sometimes they were made
in the same material as the garment they served to close; they
were also frequently made in ceramic, as seen in the output of
firms of the period such as Tessier, Ardor, Rhodi, or Elektra.
Meanwhile, throughout the Second World War, buttons were a
way of expressing one’s convictions; at the time of the Liberation,
they were decked with the French colors.
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Francois Hugo
1899-1981
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Francois Hugo(1899-1981), known as the “Silversmith to the
Artists”, is one of the most outstanding jewelers. He is also a de-
scendant of Victor Hugo, a well known writer of Les Misérables.
From the 1950s, he worked closely with Pablo Picasso for whom
he created large silver dishes with repousse work and gold jew-
elry, which he also did for Jean Arp, Roberto Matta, Jean Lurcat,
Max Ernst, André Derain, and Jean Cocteau. Between 1939 and
1955, he made buttons for haute couture. The earliest were made
from simple brass wire, normally used for electricity, which he
bent, braided and squeezed. These were followed by ones made
of enamel and polished wood, or others imitating 18th century
buttons with paintings. The most extravagant were those made
for Elsa Schiaparelli, like these large mounted stones resembling
precious stones. Christian Dior, Chanel, and Jacques Fath all
called upon Hugo's skills for their collections.
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The Meaning of Buttons in 1950s
and the Golden Age of Paruriers
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After the War, women wanted to forget the years of penury and
restriction, longing for more sophisticated fashions that would
once again allow them to make the most of their femininity. But-
tons played an important role in meeting these desires. They em-
phasized women's figures and added a note of refinement. Entire
articles were written about them in fashion magazines. The 1950s
became the golden age for ‘paruriers’(makers of fine jewelery
and accessories). Many new workshops were opened to cater
for the growing needs of new couturiers. The creations of Roger
Jean-Pierre and Francis Winter adorned the dresses of Christian
Dior. The Gripoix firm designed countless buttons, notably for
Chanel. Having originally worked exclusively for Madeleine Vion-
net, Georges Desrues subsequently undertook commissions for
Balenciaga, Jacques Fath, and Hubert de Givenchy. The buttons
from this period illustrate an astonishing range of materials and
techniques, designed as if costume jewelery for clothes.
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Artists’ Buttons
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Buttons have always been a treasure trove of creativity. While it
might appear quite normal for jewelry designers, silversmiths and
makers of games and decorative pieces to turn their hand, and
their savoir-faire, to making buttons, it is rather more surprising
to find craftsmen of wrought iron, ceramicists, and glass-makers
who sometimes make monumental objects, involved in making
this small fashion accessory. It is even more surprising to find that
artists, sculptors, and painters took an interest in this modest, ev-
eryday object. Many of them, however, by focusing on a subject
several millimeters in diameter, endowed buttons with a status
and an artistic dimension far beyond any common preconception
of them.



