
Designing Masculinity in 1920s Paris: A
Journey into the Fluid and Contested Nature
of Male Identity
: Unveiling the Layers of Masculinity

The roaring twenties, an era often associated with flappers, jazz, and
economic prosperity, witnessed a profound transformation in the social
fabric of Paris. Amidst this cultural upheaval, the concept of masculinity
underwent a subtle yet significant evolution. 'Designing Masculinity in
1920s Paris: Studies in Design and Material Culture' delves into this
fascinating period, exploring how design and material culture played a
pivotal role in shaping and reshaping male identity.
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Traditionally, masculinity has been perceived as a monolithic construct,
defined by strength, dominance, and rationality. However, the book
challenges this simplistic view, arguing that masculinity is a fluid and
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contested concept, constantly negotiated and redefined through cultural
and social practices. By examining a wide range of everyday objects, from
fashion and architecture to personal grooming products and advertising
imagery, the authors reveal the complex and often contradictory ways in
which masculinity was expressed and experienced in 1920s Paris.

Chapter 1: Fashioning the Modern Man
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The opening chapter focuses on the transformative impact of fashion on
male identity. The tailored suit emerged as a dominant sartorial statement,
projecting an image of sophistication and urban modernity. Fashion
designers such as Coco Chanel and Paul Poiret challenged traditional
notions of masculine attire, introducing softer fabrics and more fluid
silhouettes. These shifts in fashion reflected a growing emphasis on
comfort and individual expression, signaling a departure from the rigid and
formal dress codes of the past.

Chapter 2: Architecture and the Masculine Landscape



Fig. 2: Art Deco architecture, characterized by its bold geometric forms and
verticality, reflected the masculine ideals of power and ambition.

Moving beyond fashion, the book examines how architecture played a role
in shaping the masculine landscape of Paris. The rise of Art Deco
architecture, with its emphasis on verticality, sharp angles, and geometric
forms, mirrored the aspirations of a generation eager to embrace modernity
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and progress. Buildings like the Chrysler Building in New York City became
symbols of masculine power and ambition, reflecting the desire to conquer
new heights and leave an enduring legacy.

Chapter 3: Everyday Objects and Masculine Practices

The book also delves into the realm of everyday objects, exploring how
mundane items like safety razors, shaving brushes, and hair pomades
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contributed to the construction of masculine identity. Personal grooming
practices became increasingly important, as men sought to maintain a
clean-shaven face and well-groomed appearance. These rituals reinforced
the notion that masculinity was not merely a natural attribute but something
that required constant maintenance and attention.

Chapter 4: Advertising and the Creation of Masculine Desires
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Fig. 4: Advertisements played a significant role in shaping masculine desires by
promoting ideals of physical fitness, athleticism, and material success.

Advertising played a pivotal role in shaping masculine desires and
aspirations. Advertisements depicted images of muscular men using fitness
machines and promoting the latest gadgets, reinforcing the idea that
masculinity was linked to physical prowess, athleticism, and material
success. These images tapped into the anxieties and aspirations of men,
encouraging them to consume products and engage in activities that would
enhance their masculine status.

Chapter 5: Masculinity in Crisis and Transformation



The final chapter explores the complexities and contradictions that
emerged within the concept of masculinity during the 1920s. The post-war
era brought with it a sense of existential angst and uncertainty, leading to a
questioning of traditional masculine ideals. Writers and artists began to
explore alternative forms of masculinity, challenging the dominant
narratives of strength and dominance. This period of transition and
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transformation laid the groundwork for new understandings of masculinity
that would continue to evolve in the decades that followed.

: Embracing the Nuances of Masculinity

'Designing Masculinity in 1920s Paris' concludes by highlighting the
importance of recognizing the fluidity and diversity of masculine identities.
By examining the material culture of the period, the book uncovers the
complex and often contradictory ways in which masculinity was expressed
and experienced. It challenges simplistic notions of masculinity as a fixed
and unchanging concept, instead embracing its multifaceted nature.

This groundbreaking work offers a valuable contribution to the
understanding of gender and social history, demonstrating how design and
material culture have played a significant role in shaping the contours of
masculinity. By delving into the complexities of male identity in 1920s Paris,
the book provides a rich and nuanced perspective on this transformative
era.
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