
1920's high society
1920's high society was a distinctive and influential segment of American and European culture
during the Roaring Twenties. This era, marked by economic prosperity, social change, and cultural
dynamism, saw the emergence of a glamorous elite who shaped fashion, entertainment, and social
norms. The 1920s high society was characterized by lavish parties, extravagant lifestyles, and a
strong emphasis on status and appearance. This article explores the defining features of 1920's high
society, including its lifestyle, fashion, influential figures, and cultural impact. Understanding this
segment of history provides insight into the social dynamics and cultural shifts of the decade. The
following sections will delve into the social structure, lifestyle, notable personalities, and lasting
legacy of 1920's high society.
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Social Structure and Class Dynamics
The social structure of 1920's high society was deeply influenced by wealth, heritage, and social
connections. This class was predominantly composed of old money families, industrial magnates, and
newly wealthy entrepreneurs who capitalized on the economic boom following World War I. The
aristocratic elite often maintained their status through exclusive clubs, social registers, and carefully
curated social events. The concept of "old money" versus "new money" was significant, as established
families sometimes viewed the nouveau riche with skepticism despite their wealth.

Old Money vs. New Money
Old money families traced their wealth back several generations and prided themselves on tradition,
social etiquette, and philanthropy. In contrast, new money individuals were often self-made
businessmen or entertainers who acquired wealth rapidly during the 1920s economic expansion. This
division influenced social acceptance and the dynamics within high society circles.

Role of Social Registers and Clubs
Social registers and exclusive clubs played a critical role in maintaining the boundaries of high
society. These institutions controlled access to the elite, dictating who was considered socially
acceptable. Membership in elite clubs, such as the Knickerbocker Club in New York, was a symbol of



status and influence. These venues hosted social events where networking and social positioning
occurred.

Lifestyle and Social Activities
The lifestyle of 1920's high society was defined by opulence, leisure, and public display of wealth.
Members of this class engaged in extravagant social activities, including lavish parties, horse racing
events, and exclusive vacations. The era’s economic prosperity allowed for unprecedented spending
on luxury goods and entertainment. Social calendars were filled with galas, charity balls, and private
gatherings that reinforced social hierarchies.

Lavish Parties and Social Gatherings
One hallmark of 1920's high society was the grand party, often characterized by jazz music, dancing,
and elaborate themes. These events were not only social occasions but also opportunities to
demonstrate wealth and influence. The parties hosted by individuals such as William K. Vanderbilt and
Alva Belmont were legendary, attracting celebrities, artists, and political figures alike.

Leisure and Recreation
Recreational activities popular among the elite included polo, yachting, and golf. Seasonal migration
to summer homes in places like Newport, Rhode Island, and Palm Beach, Florida, was common. These
retreats served as social hubs where high society mingled away from the public eye.

Typical Social Calendar Events

Annual society balls and debutante events

Horse racing events such as the Belmont Stakes

Charity galas and fundraisers

Exclusive art exhibitions and theatre openings

Summer and winter resort gatherings

Fashion and Style Trends
Fashion in 1920's high society was a powerful expression of identity and status. The decade ushered
in revolutionary changes in style, reflecting broader social transformations. High society women
adopted flapper dresses, cloche hats, and bobbed hairstyles, symbolizing newfound freedom and
modernity. Men’s fashion also evolved, favoring tailored suits, tuxedos, and bold accessories.



Women's Fashion
Women in 1920’s high society embraced styles that broke from Victorian conventions. The flapper
dress, often adorned with beads and fringe, became a symbol of youthful rebellion and social
liberation. Accessories such as long pearl necklaces, feathered headbands, and silk gloves
complemented the ensembles. Makeup, including dark lipstick and kohl-rimmed eyes, was more
pronounced, reflecting the decade’s exuberance.

Men's Fashion
Men favored classic, elegant attire that emphasized sharp tailoring and sophistication. Pinstriped
suits, double-breasted jackets, and two-tone shoes were fashionable among the elite. Ties and pocket
squares added color and personality to outfits. Formal occasions required tuxedos and accessories
like cufflinks and pocket watches, signifying affluence and attention to detail.

Influence of Designers and Fashion Icons
Renowned designers such as Coco Chanel and Jean Patou influenced the styles embraced by high
society. Their innovative designs combined comfort with elegance, appealing to the modern
sensibilities of the time. Society figures like Zelda Fitzgerald and the Duchess of Windsor became
style icons, inspiring trends across continents.

Prominent Figures of 1920's High Society
Several individuals and families defined the character and visibility of 1920's high society. These
figures were not only wealthy but also involved in philanthropy, arts, politics, and cultural
movements. Their lifestyles and public personas captured the imagination of the era and continue to
be subjects of historical interest.

The Astor Family
The Astors were among America’s most prominent old money families, known for their real estate
empire and social influence. Members of the family hosted grand events and were patrons of the arts,
embodying the elegance and tradition of high society.

Zelda and F. Scott Fitzgerald
The Fitzgeralds symbolized the Jazz Age’s glamour and decadence. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s novels
captured the spirit of the 1920s, while Zelda’s flamboyant lifestyle epitomized the flapper image.
Their lives intertwined with other members of high society and the artistic community.



Wallis Simpson and the Duke of Windsor
Wallis Simpson, an American socialite, became a figure of intrigue and controversy through her
relationship with King Edward VIII. Their story reflects the intersection of high society with royal and
political drama, highlighting the international dimension of elite social circles during the 1920s.

Other Notable Names

William K. Vanderbilt II

Consuelo Vanderbilt

Alva Belmont

Cole Porter

Josephine Baker

Cultural Impact and Legacy
The influence of 1920's high society extended beyond its immediate social sphere, shaping broader
cultural trends and societal attitudes. The era’s emphasis on modernity, luxury, and social freedom
contributed to lasting changes in fashion, entertainment, and social behavior. High society’s
patronage of the arts helped foster the Jazz Age and the Harlem Renaissance, enriching cultural
history.

Contribution to Arts and Entertainment
Members of 1920’s high society supported artists, writers, and musicians, facilitating a vibrant
cultural scene. Jazz music flourished in speakeasies and private clubs, while literature and visual arts
reflected the complexities of the time. The patronage of high society was instrumental in bringing
avant-garde and modernist movements to prominence.

Social Changes and Modernization
The decade’s social transformations, including women’s suffrage and changing gender roles, were
mirrored in high society’s evolving norms. The flapper lifestyle challenged traditional expectations,
and social mobility increased as new money gained acceptance. These shifts contributed to a more
dynamic and open social environment.



Enduring Fascination in Popular Culture
The mystique of 1920's high society continues to capture popular imagination through literature, film,
and fashion retrospectives. Iconic portrayals in works such as "The Great Gatsby" have cemented the
era’s image as a symbol of glamour, excess, and social complexity. This enduring fascination
underscores the significant cultural legacy of the decade’s elite class.

Frequently Asked Questions

What defined the lifestyle of 1920's high society?
The lifestyle of 1920's high society was defined by opulence, extravagant parties, lavish fashion, and
a focus on social status, often characterized by glamorous events such as gala dinners, jazz clubs,
and exclusive gatherings.

Who were some prominent figures in 1920's high society?
Prominent figures in 1920's high society included socialites like Zelda and F. Scott Fitzgerald, business
magnates like the Vanderbilts and Rockefellers, and cultural icons such as Coco Chanel and the Duke
and Duchess of Windsor.

How did the Roaring Twenties influence high society fashion?
The Roaring Twenties introduced bold fashion changes in high society, including flapper dresses,
shorter hemlines, bobbed hair, and lavish accessories, reflecting a shift towards more liberated and
expressive styles.

What role did Prohibition play in 1920's high society culture?
Prohibition led to the rise of speakeasies and underground clubs where high society mingled and
enjoyed illegal alcohol, fostering a culture of secrecy, rebellion, and extravagant parties despite the
ban on alcohol.

How did high society in the 1920s contribute to the arts and
culture?
High society in the 1920s were major patrons of the arts, supporting jazz music, literature, and visual
arts, often hosting salons and gatherings that promoted the Harlem Renaissance and avant-garde
movements.

What impact did the Great Depression have on 1920's high
society?
The Great Depression, starting in 1929, drastically affected 1920's high society by diminishing
fortunes, leading to a decline in extravagant spending and changing social dynamics as many wealthy
families faced financial hardships.



Additional Resources
1. The Glittering Age
Set in the roaring 1920s, this novel explores the lives of New York’s elite as they navigate opulent
parties, secret romances, and looming financial uncertainty. The story centers on a young debutante
trying to secure her place in high society while confronting the era’s shifting social norms. Rich in
historical detail, it captures the glamour and underlying tension of an age defined by excess.

2. Whispers of the Jazz Ball
Amid the backdrop of speakeasies and jazz clubs, this tale follows a wealthy socialite who becomes
entangled with a mysterious musician. Their forbidden relationship challenges the rigid class
structures of the time. The novel delves into the cultural clashes and the intoxicating allure of the Jazz
Age’s underground world.

3. Champagne and Secrets
In this gripping drama, a group of affluent families in 1920s Paris mask their scandals behind lavish
soirées and sparkling champagne. As old alliances crumble and new rivalries form, secrets threaten to
unravel the carefully crafted facades. The narrative shines a light on the fragility of reputation in an
era obsessed with appearances.

4. The Emerald Heiress
This story follows an American heiress who arrives in London during the 1920s, eager to claim her
place among the British aristocracy. Amidst ballrooms and country estates, she grapples with
expectations, forbidden love, and the pressure to maintain her family’s legacy. The novel paints a
vivid portrait of transatlantic high society and its intricate power dynamics.

5. Speakeasy Serenade
Centered on a glamorous flapper who leads a double life as a jazz singer in a secret speakeasy, this
novel captures the spirit of rebellion and freedom. Her nights are filled with music and danger, while
her days are dominated by societal expectations and family obligations. The story highlights the
contrasts between public appearance and private desires in the 1920s.

6. Gilded Shadows
This evocative tale delves into the darker side of 1920s high society, where wealth and privilege
conceal betrayal, ambition, and moral ambiguity. Following a charismatic socialite who manipulates
his way through elite circles, the novel explores themes of power, corruption, and the cost of
maintaining a perfect image. The narrative is rich with suspense and period atmosphere.

7. Moonlight Over Manhattan
Set against the dazzling skyline of 1920s Manhattan, this romance chronicles the love affair between
a newspaper columnist and a wealthy industrialist’s daughter. Their relationship defies social
conventions and threatens to expose family secrets. The book captures the excitement and
contradictions of an era marked by both innovation and tradition.

8. The Duchess’s Diary
Presented as the personal journal of a British duchess, this book offers an intimate glimpse into
aristocratic life during the 1920s. It reveals her struggles with duty, desire, and the rapidly changing
world around her. Through candid entries, readers experience the joys and sorrows behind the grand
facade of nobility.

9. Velvet and Vice



This provocative novel explores the intertwined lives of high society figures indulging in the pleasures
and scandals of the Jazz Age. From decadent parties to secret liaisons, the characters confront the
limits of morality and the consequences of their choices. The story is a compelling mix of glamour,
intrigue, and human vulnerability.
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