Boots: The Height of Fashion examines how boots emerged as a modern
fashion phenomenon over the course of the last century and evolved to
become a staple of the fashionable woman’s wardrobe. As Valerie Steele
writes: “In feudal societies . . . the man on horseback was also the aristocrat,
the knight, literally the chevalier. Thus, the boot implicitly symbolized both
power and high status.” Boots have also been worn as part of military attire,
and for labor, closely aligning them with masculine strength. While originally
intended as protection for the foot and leg, today a woman’s boot can
express sexuality, make rebellious fashion statements, or symbolize wealth
and status.

Beginning with a Jack Jacobus boot, circa 1900, the exhibition encompasses
three themes—sex, rebellion, and status. The section entitled “Sex” displays
five pairs of boots that highlight or enhance a woman’s sexuality. “Rebellion”
explores boots that challenge mainstream fashion. The “Status” section
includes boots by Gucci and Manolo Blahnik, and examines how high-end
footwear conveys the importance of designer and wearer alike. Boots: The
Height of Fashion ends with a special section that reveals methods used by
conservators to prepare objects for exhibition.
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