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Gemma Redmond explains the ever increasing 
popularity of vintage plastic costume jewellery

PLASTIC
FANTASTIC

INTAGE COSTUME jewellery 
has moved from the niche 
to the mainstream within 
the collecting world. For this 
rise to prominence we can 
thank influential experts, 
such as Judith Miller, for 

their singular publications on this subject. We 
can credit TV programmes, such as Mad Men, 
with igniting a nostalgia for dress from the past; 
we can be grateful to fashion magazines, such 
as Vogue, for incorporating the archives of 
designer brands into their shoots; and we can 
applaud personalities, such as Iris Apfel, for 
showing us how to wear with flare! 

Early plastics are an aspect of the vintage 
costume jewellery world that have become 
especially popular and it’s easy to understand 
why. Plastic jewellery provides an excellent 
window into the past. Pieces are highly 
evocative of the social climates that prevailed 
at the time of their manufacture and, therefore, 
cater for our desire to learn more about the last 
century. 

The Celluloid jewellery of the 1910s 
is illustrative of the need for affordable 
accessories during a decade marked by the 

First World War. The Bakelite pieces of the 
Art Deco era symbolise the revolutionary 
engineering being pioneered at the time. 
The mass-produced plastic patriotic pins 
demonstrate the Second World War sentiments 
that prevailed and bright Lucite accessories 
show the uplifting transformations in popular 
culture during the 1950s. 

A further reason for the increase in plastic 
enthusiasts is the joy that this humble material 
can bring – many pieces featuring whimsical 
and colourful motifs. Indeed, as plastic was so 
cheap to produce, designers could afford to 
be experimental and meet fast moving trends, 
spreading cheer through jewellery! Additionally, 
early plastics are a very budget friendly way 
to join the vintage costume jewellery party; for 
example, 1950s Lucite earrings and 1930s 
Celluloid brooches can be picked up at very 
little expense and are therefore perfect entry 
level pieces for novice collectors. 

Another major positive for collecting early 
plastic jewellery is that it’s such a diverse 
market. With so many different types available, 
it will provide an endless source of fascination 
for the collector. Three key examples of plastic 
jewellery to look out for are described overleaf.

V
Above: 1950s Confetti Lucite bangle 
Below: Lea Stein cellulose 
acetate fox pin c.1950
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Celluloid
In 1869, John Wesley Hyatt created Celluloid. The material was 
advantageous because it could be twisted and molded into intricate 
shapes, such as cameo designs and flowers (not to mention billiard 
balls, false teeth and piano keys!). Hyatt’s wondrous invention could 
be coloured and etched too. It could also be made to imitate ivory, 
tortoiseshell, amber and ebony. These properties were perfect for the 
French jewellery and hair accessory manufacturer Auguste Bonaz, 
whose early 20th century creations are some of the most celebrated 
examples of Celluloid jewellery. The popularity of Celluloid waned 
because it had a tendency to become brittle over time and, being 
highly flammable, was dangerous to manufacture. 

Bakelite
In 1908, Dr. Leo Hendrik Baekeland created Bakelite. This 
revolutionary material gradually replaced Celluloid in jewellery 
production, being much more hardwearing and safer to produce. It 
was also advocated by costume jewellery creators because a highly 
lustrous polish could be achieved and it could be carved too. Indeed, 
carved Bakelite bangles stacked together in a variety of shades was a 
popular trend. This look was especially advocated in the 1930s USA 
where large swathes of the material were incorporated into pieces and 
looks. In Europe, Bakelite was used as more of an accent, combined 
with chrome in the work of designers, such as Jakob Bengel. 

Lucite
An acrylic plastic was developed under the trade name Lucite in 
the 1930s. This material could be faceted and resembled the look 
of crystal. The clarity that could be achieved with Lucite meant that 
it was possible to paint the reverse with a pattern or embed it with 
flecks of glitter. This proved immensely commercial during the dawn 
of the Pop Art culture, with the American company Coro producing 
many confetti Lucite pieces in the 1950s. 

With such a rich history of pioneering technology and design, you may 
be tempted to join the increasing league of aficionados who agree that 
plastic is fantastic. So, here are my Top Five Tips for collecting:

1 Source Establish relationships with dealers you can trust to buy 
from and ask for their advice. 

2 Read Increase your knowledge of plastic jewellery by reading 
books by key experts. Recommended titles include:
• Plastic Jewelry by Lyngerda Kelly and Nancy Schiffer
• 20th Century Plastic Jewelry by Roseann Ettinger
• Mid-Century Plastic Jewelry by Susan Maxine Klein
• Bakelite Jewelry by Donna Wassertrom and Leslie Piña

3 Identify Learn how to distinguish the different types of plastics 
available. This will help you to know if pricing is fair and how to 
date your piece. Bakelite is notoriously difficult to identify and is 
increasingly imitated. Use your reading to help you to navigate 
this minefield, but a favourite test is to rub the back of a piece of 
suspected Bakelite with Simichrome polish on a cotton wool bud. 
If the bud turns yellow, it is Bakelite. 

4 Care Look after your plastics by storing pieces in boxes. Clean 
items with a soft cloth, not water, and be sure to avoid contact with 
perfume or hairspray.

5 Wear Get the most out of your collection by wearing and enjoying 
your pieces. Indeed, early plastic jewellery is a great way to guarantee 
a unique look.ve

1. 1930s Celluloid and gilt metal 
necklace
2. 1920s Celluloid and rhinestone 
snake bangle
3. 1920s Auguste Bonaz etched 
and hand painted Celluloid earrings
4. 1930s hand painted celluloid 
tiger brooch
5. 1930s Celluloid and wood 
necklace Bakelite

Lucite

Vintage costume jewellery specialist, Gemma Redmond, is the owner 
of the online boutique www.gemmaredmondvintage.com and also 
sells at antiques and vintage fairs across the UK

Celluloid

1. 1940s carved Bakelite earrings
2. 1930s Bakelite and gilt metal necklace
3. 1940s carved Bakelite and gilt metal bangle
4. 1930s Bakelite mahjong bracelet
5. 1940s carved Bakelite and rhinestone bangle
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1. 1960s Lisner Lucite 
and rhinestone bracelet
2. Confetti Lucite 
earrings, late 1940s
3. 1950s pink confetti 
Lucite earrings
4. 1950s confetti 
Lucite bypass bangle
5. 1950s confetti 
Lucite earrings
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