
What Is Costume Jewelry? Meaning, History, Types & 
Value Guide 

 

Jewelry has long been used as a way to express personality, style, and status. While 
fine jewelry made from precious metals and gemstones often represents luxury and 
long-term value. There is another category that focuses primarily on fashion and 
creativity, costume jewelry. 

Costume jewelry is widely popular because it allows people to enjoy stylish 
accessories without the high cost associated with diamonds, gold, or other precious 
materials. From bold statement necklaces to sparkling rhinestone earrings, these 
pieces are designed to complement outfits and follow changing fashion trends. 

Today, costume jewelry plays a major role in everyday fashion. It is commonly 
worn for casual styling, special events, and even professional settings, giving 
people the freedom to experiment with different looks. Because of its affordability 
and variety, it has become a staple accessory in modern wardrobes. 

What Is Costume Jewelry? 



 

Costume jewelry refers to decorative jewelry made from non-precious metals and 
imitation gemstones rather than valuable materials like solid gold, platinum, or 
natural diamonds. It is designed primarily to enhance an outfit or create a 
fashionable look rather than serve as a financial investment. 

Most costume jewelry pieces are crafted using materials such as brass, copper, 
stainless steel, or zinc alloys. These metals are often coated with thin layers of gold 
or silver plating to give them the appearance of fine jewelry. Instead of natural 
gemstones, designers commonly use synthetic alternatives like cubic zirconia, 
glass crystals, rhinestones, acrylic stones, or imitation pearls. 

Another defining feature of costume jewelry is its focus on fashion trends and 
creative designs. Designers often experiment with bold shapes, bright colors, 
oversized pieces, and artistic styles that might be impractical or too expensive to 
produce using precious materials. 

Because of these characteristics, costume jewelry is typically more affordable than 
fine jewelry and is widely available through fashion retailers, jewelry brands, and 
online stores. It allows people to build a large collection of accessories and change 
their style frequently without making a significant financial investment. 



History of Costume Jewelry 

The origins of costume jewelry can be traced back to the early 20th century, when 
jewelry designers began creating affordable pieces specifically intended to 
complement fashionable clothing rather than serve as valuable heirlooms. 

One of the earliest influences came from the theater and film industries, where 
actors needed eye-catching jewelry to complete elaborate costumes. Using real 
diamonds and precious metals for stage productions or movie sets would have been 
expensive and risky, so designers created decorative pieces that looked luxurious 
but were made from inexpensive materials. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, costume jewelry gained significant popularity as 
fashion designers started incorporating it into mainstream fashion. The Art Deco 
era, known for its bold geometric patterns and glamorous style, encouraged the use 
of colorful crystals, rhinestones, and dramatic designs. 

Hollywood also played a major role in the rise of costume jewelry. Famous film 
stars wore sparkling accessories on screen, inspiring audiences to adopt similar 
styles in their everyday fashion. Jewelry brands began producing affordable 
versions of these glamorous designs so that everyday consumers could recreate the 
same fashionable looks. 

Throughout the mid-20th century, costume jewelry continued to evolve alongside 
fashion trends. Designers experimented with new materials, innovative techniques, 
and larger statement pieces. Today, it remains an essential part of the fashion 
industry, offering stylish accessories that combine creativity, affordability, and 
accessibility. 

Materials Used in Costume Jewelry 



 

One of the defining features of costume jewelry is the variety of materials used to 
create visually appealing designs at an affordable price. Instead of precious metals 
and natural gemstones, designers use alternative materials that mimic the 
appearance of luxury jewelry while remaining accessible to a wider audience. 

Common Metals 

Costume jewelry typically uses base metals that are easy to shape, lightweight, and 
cost-effective. These metals are often coated with plating to achieve the appearance 
of gold or silver. 

Common metals include: 

●​ Brass: Widely used because it is durable and easy to plate 
●​ Copper: Flexible and commonly used in decorative designs 
●​ Zinc alloy: Lightweight and frequently used in mass-produced jewelry 
●​ Stainless steel: More durable and resistant to tarnishing 
●​ Gold or silver plating: A thin coating applied over base metals to create a 

luxurious look 



While these materials help keep jewelry affordable, plating may fade over time 
depending on wear and exposure to moisture or chemicals. 

Decorative Stones and Elements 

Instead of natural gemstones, costume jewelry often features synthetic or imitation 
materials that replicate sparkle and color. 

Common decorative elements include: 

●​ Cubic zirconia: A popular diamond alternative 
●​ Rhinestones: Glass crystals designed to mimic gemstones 
●​ Glass crystals: Used for shine and clarity 
●​ Acrylic stones: Lightweight and colorful 
●​ Synthetic pearls: Imitation pearls made from glass or plastic 
●​ Resin and enamel: Used for artistic colors and patterns 

These materials allow designers to create bold, creative pieces that would be much 
more expensive if made with genuine gemstones. 

Types of Costume Jewelry 

Costume jewelry comes in many forms, covering nearly every category of 
traditional jewelry. The difference lies mainly in the materials and the emphasis on 
fashion-forward designs. 



 

Necklaces 

Costume necklaces are often bold and eye-catching. They may include chunky 
chains, layered designs, large pendants, or colorful gemstone imitations that add 
personality to an outfit. 

Earrings 

Earrings are one of the most popular types of costume jewelry. Styles range from 
simple studs to large hoops, drop earrings, chandelier designs, and statement pieces 
featuring crystals or decorative elements. 

Bracelets 

Bracelets made from costume materials may include bangles, charm bracelets, 
chain bracelets, or stacked designs. These pieces are often layered together to 
create a fashionable look. 

Rings 



Costume rings are typically designed to stand out. Cocktail rings with oversized 
stones, intricate settings, and decorative patterns are common examples. 

Brooches and Pins 

Brooches were especially popular in vintage costume jewelry collections. They are 
often decorated with rhinestones, crystals, or enamel and are used to accessorize 
clothing, scarves, or bags. 

Costume Jewelry vs Fine Jewelry 

Understanding the difference between costume jewelry and fine jewelry helps 
consumers make informed purchasing decisions. While both serve decorative 
purposes, they differ significantly in materials, price, durability, and long-term 
value. 

Materials 

Fine jewelry is crafted from precious metals such as gold, platinum, or sterling 
silver and usually includes natural gemstones like diamonds, rubies, sapphires, or 
emeralds. Costume jewelry, on the other hand, uses base metals and synthetic or 
imitation stones. 

Price 

Because of the materials used, fine jewelry tends to be significantly more 
expensive. Costume jewelry is designed to be affordable, making it accessible to a 
larger number of people. 

Durability 

Fine jewelry is typically made to last for many years and can often be repaired or 
resized. Costume jewelry may have a shorter lifespan, especially if the plating 
wears off or materials degrade over time. 

Purpose 



Fine jewelry is often purchased for long-term value, sentimental meaning, or 
investment. Costume jewelry focuses primarily on style, fashion trends, and 
versatility, allowing people to change accessories frequently without a large 
financial commitment. 

Is Costume Jewelry Valuable? 

In most cases, costume jewelry is not considered valuable in terms of precious 
materials, since it is made from base metals and imitation stones rather than gold, 
platinum, or natural gemstones. Its main value lies in fashion appeal and design 
rather than intrinsic material worth. 

However, some pieces of costume jewelry can still hold significant value in the 
collector’s market. Certain vintage pieces, especially those produced by 
well-known designers or during specific fashion eras, may become highly 
collectible over time. 

Several factors can influence the value of costume jewelry: 

●​ Age and rarity: Older pieces, particularly those from the early or mid-20th 
century, may be more desirable to collectors. 

●​ Brand or designer: Jewelry created by famous costume jewelry brands or 
designers is often more valuable than generic pieces. 

●​ Condition: Items in excellent condition with intact stones, minimal wear, 
and original components tend to command higher prices. 

●​ Unique design: Unusual designs, artistic craftsmanship, or limited 
production pieces may also increase collectible value. 

How to Identify Costume Jewelry 

Distinguishing costume jewelry from fine jewelry can usually be done by 
examining a few key features. While some pieces are designed to closely resemble 
real gold or gemstone jewelry, certain details reveal the materials used. 

Check for Metal Stamps 



Fine jewelry often includes purity stamps such as 10K, 14K, 18K, 925, or PT to 
indicate gold, sterling silver, or platinum content. Costume jewelry usually lacks 
these stamps or may include markings like “GP” (gold plated), “GF” (gold filled), 
or “Fashion Jewelry.” 

Examine the Weight 

Precious metals like gold and platinum are relatively heavy. Costume jewelry is 
often lighter because it uses base metals or alloys. 

Look at the Stones 

Natural gemstones typically show slight imperfections and depth. Imitation stones 
such as rhinestones or acrylic gems often appear very uniform and overly perfect, 
with less brilliance than real gemstones. 

Check for Signs of Plating 

If jewelry shows areas where the color has worn away, revealing a different metal 
underneath, it is likely plated, a common characteristic of costume jewelry. 

Pros and Cons of Costume Jewelry 

Costume jewelry offers many advantages for fashion lovers, but it also has a few 
limitations compared to fine jewelry. Understanding both can help people decide 
when and how to incorporate it into their style. 

Pros of Wearing Costume Jewelry  

●​ Affordable: Costume jewelry is significantly less expensive than fine 
jewelry, making it accessible for most budgets. 

●​ Variety of styles: Because materials are inexpensive, designers can create 
bold, creative, and trendy designs. 

●​ Easy to experiment with fashion: People can try different looks, colors, 
and statement pieces without committing to expensive purchases. 

●​ Large collections are possible: Many people build extensive jewelry 
collections by mixing and matching affordable pieces. 



Cons of Wearing Costume Jewelry 

●​ Less durable: Plated metals may fade or tarnish over time, especially with 
frequent wear. 

●​ Sensitive to moisture and chemicals: Water, perfumes, and lotions can 
damage certain materials. 

●​ Limited long-term value: Most costume jewelry does not retain resale 
value unless it becomes collectible. 

How to Care for Costume Jewelry 

 

Proper care can significantly extend the life of costume jewelry. Because these 
pieces are often made from plated metals and imitation stones, they require more 
gentle handling than fine jewelry. 

Keep Jewelry Away From Moisture 

Water can cause plated metals to tarnish or fade over time. It’s best to remove 
costume jewelry before: 

●​ Showering 



●​ Swimming 
●​ Washing hands 
●​ Exercising 

Moisture and sweat can slowly damage the plating and adhesives that hold 
decorative stones in place. 

Avoid Chemicals 

Perfumes, lotions, hairsprays, and cleaning products may react with jewelry 
materials and cause discoloration. A good rule is to apply cosmetics first and put 
jewelry on last. 

Store Jewelry Properly 

Storage plays a major role in preserving costume jewelry. To prevent scratches and 
tarnishing: 

●​ Store pieces in a dry jewelry box or pouch 
●​ Keep items separated to avoid tangling 
●​ Use anti-tarnish strips if available 

Clean Gently 

Costume jewelry should only be cleaned with a soft cloth. Avoid soaking it in 
water or using harsh jewelry cleaners designed for precious metals. 

Is Costume Jewelry Worth Buying? 

For many people, costume jewelry is absolutely worth buying because it offers a 
balance between style, affordability, and versatility. 

Unlike fine jewelry, which can be expensive and often reserved for special 
occasions, costume jewelry allows people to experiment with different looks 
without making a large financial commitment. 

Ideal for Fashion Experimentation 



Because it is affordable, costume jewelry makes it easy to try: 

●​ Bold statement pieces 
●​ Trendy designs 
●​ Seasonal styles 
●​ Colorful accessories 

You can update your jewelry collection regularly without spending large amounts 
of money. 

Perfect for Everyday Styling 

Many people prefer wearing costume jewelry for everyday activities since losing 
or damaging a piece does not carry the same financial risk as fine jewelry. 

Mixing With Fine Jewelry 

Modern fashion trends often combine both types of jewelry. For example, someone 
might wear: 

●​ A real gold necklace 
●​ Costume jewelry earrings 
●​ A statement cocktail ring 

This mix creates a stylish and personalized look while maintaining affordability. 

Conclusion 

Costume jewelry has become an essential part of modern fashion because it makes 
stylish accessories affordable, versatile, and easy to experiment with. Unlike fine 
jewelry, which focuses on precious materials and long-term value, costume jewelry 
allows people to explore different trends, colors, and statement pieces without a 
large financial investment. 

From its origins in theater and Hollywood to its place in today’s fashion industry, 
costume jewelry has evolved into a popular choice for everyday styling. Whether 
you prefer bold statement necklaces, sparkling earrings, or vintage-inspired 
brooches, these pieces provide a creative way to enhance any outfit. 



Most importantly, costume jewelry gives you the freedom to build a diverse 
jewelry collection and change your look whenever you want. With proper care and 
storage, many pieces can stay beautiful and wearable for years. If you’d like a 
quick reference you can save or share, download our complete Costume Jewelry 
Guide.  

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

What is costume jewelry in simple terms? 

Costume jewelry is decorative jewelry made from non-precious metals and 
imitation stones instead of real gold, silver, or natural gemstones. It is designed 
mainly for fashion and styling rather than investment value. 

Is costume jewelry the same as fashion jewelry? 

Yes, the terms costume jewelry and fashion jewelry are often used interchangeably. 
Both refer to jewelry made with affordable materials that follow current fashion 
trends rather than using precious metals or gemstones. 

Is costume jewelry considered fake jewelry? 

Costume jewelry is sometimes called imitation jewelry, but it is not necessarily 
“fake.” It is simply jewelry made from alternative materials designed to look 
stylish and affordable rather than valuable. 

Can costume jewelry look like real jewelry? 

Yes. Many costume jewelry pieces are designed to closely resemble fine jewelry. 
Gold plating, cubic zirconia, and glass crystals can create a similar appearance to 
real gold and diamonds at a much lower cost. 

How long does costume jewelry last? 



The lifespan of costume jewelry depends on material quality and how well it is 
cared for. With proper storage and minimal exposure to water or chemicals, many 
pieces can last several years. 

Can you wear costume jewelry every day? 

Yes, costume jewelry can be worn daily. However, it’s best to remove it before 
showering, swimming, or exercising to protect the plating and prevent tarnishing. 

Is vintage costume jewelry valuable? 

Some vintage costume jewelry pieces can be valuable, especially those from 
well-known designers or unique historical periods. Collectors often look for rare 
designs, good condition, and recognizable brand markings. 
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