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Styling by the Sea
140 Years of Beachwear

1940s 1950s 

Introduction – 1950s 

The photographs presented to the right illustrate the 
significant changes that occurred in women’s clothing styles 
between the war years of the 1940s and the 1950s.  The 
conservative, tailored, sobriety of the earlier decade gave way 
to a lush glamour in the later one.   

This was largely due to the influence of the French 
 couturier Christian Dior whose fashion house helped to put Paris  
firmly back at the center of the fashion world in the post-war years  
beginning in 1947 with the introduction of his first collection Corolle, 
or the botanical term “corolla”, translated as a “circlet of flower  
petals” in English. Dubbed the “New Look” by Carmel Snow  
editor-in-chief of Harper’s Bazaar magazine Dior’s silhouettes  
captured the imaginations of fashionable women.  Although there was initial push 
back from some segments of the market, i.e. those women who preferred shorter 
skirts and fewer strictures in styling, Dior’s ultra-feminine, wasp-waisted, 
voluptuous designs came to define the world of women’s fashions for much of the 
1950s. 

As in previous decades, styles of swimwear followed trends in streetwear.  
The New Look dresses employed lots of body shaping features, boned bustier-style 
bodices, corseting, and padding to emphasize the “right” curves, and these found 
their way into women’s bathing suits in one way or another.  Built-in bras, ruching 
and shirring of stretchy material helped to add support and define the figure.   

Although two-piece suits continued to be worn on 
America’s beaches, there was a definite resurgence of 
the one-piece.  Even the swimsuit presented in the 
photograph to the left, from the Metropolitan Museum’s 
Costume Institute Collection, was influenced by 
prevailing trends.  The strapless top has round-wired 
cups to shape the bust into the desired 1950s silhouette. 

The photographs of Marilyn Monroe to the right 
date from the 1940s (top) and the 1950s (bottom).  As 
one of the great sex symbols and movie stars of the era, 
her adoption of the one-piece strapless bathing suit 
helped to foster the trend.  While we might initially 
imagine that swimwear became more subdued and 
conservation with the shift to the one-piece there are 
plenty of examples of sexy bathing suits dating from the 
1950s.  
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 The photographs appearing here are from magazines and advertisements by swimwear 
makers in the 1950s.  One thing that stands out in all them.  A refined, healthy, American version 
of glamour.  Even in the two instances associated with Seventeen Magazine, and the one related 
to Jet, the young women display a poised, confident, alluring womanly appearance.  They   

 

do not look like the adolescents the magazine was oriented toward.  Part of the reason for this is 
that a distinct “teen” culture was just evolving at the time.  Many girls in their adolescent years in 
the 1950s wanted be seen as women, and to have the liberty to adopt sexier, more provocative 
styles.  The Jantzen Swimwear advertisement above entitled “glimmer for glamour” is interesting in 
that it not only makes the bling the subject of the copy, but shape-insurance a key factor in 
selecting the suit.  The “water-star” design with make believe diamonds features a miracle bra 
interlining that “molds and holds a lovely bustline forever” and “gives a nice waistline deduction and 
assures a dividend of glamorous curves all summer.”  Having a good figure was an asset, but not a 
requirement when selecting one of these very structured swimsuits.  Other makers probably  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
produced similar ads, but Jantzen’s marketing efforts were clearly focused on convincing women 
that their suits would transform them.  In another advertisement from the 1950s the introductory 
statement at the top is that “bathing beauties grow on trees...”, then less boldly, “thanks to  
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Jantzen”.  The ad then goes on to tell the potential buyer that 
Jantzen’s “Shapemakery” can do the trick for them.  After the 
relatively relaxed, largely unstructured swimwear of the 1930s 
and 1940s, the pressure to conform to the ideal silhouette of 
the 1950s must have been intimidating.  
 

Men’s Swimwear  
 

 In the 1950s men’s swimwear became much more colorful 
and playful than it had been in the 1940s.  Trunks in solids, 
plaids, stripes and patterns were common.  In terms of fit, the 
waist line of bathing suits, which had been high dropped to just 
below the navel during the decade.  Legs in some cases were 
cut high to expose the upper part of the thigh.  The 
advertisement reproduced to the right illustrates just how much men’s 
swimming trunks had changed. 
 
 A particularly fun pair of sporty trunks are shown in the photographs 
to the right.  Sold by Catalina the tag on the inside includes the company’s 
slogan, “Styled for the Stars of Hollywood”.  They are decorated with a 

school of brown and orange colored sharks that encircle the right side of the 
suit from the rear to the front.  This slim, form fitting bathing suit, which also 
includes elastic at the leg openings, would have been worn to greatest 
effect by an athletic man with a fine physique   
 
 In 1952 Jantzen introduced a groundbreaking new style swimsuit for 
men.  The advertisement to the left shows how the company coordinated its 
marketing of women’s and men’s swimwear to re-enforce its message and 
maximize the impact of its marketing dollars.  The tag line for this ad, “it’s 
you!”, is followed in small print with the message, “it’s true...it’s what 
Jantzen figure-shaping genius will do...”  The men’s suit made from figure 
contouring “Latex-powered faille”, was named the “daredevil”.  It featured 
openings between the waist and the legs on each side at the hips.  The 

front and back of the trunks were held together 
by bands of fabric in a crisscross pattern.  This 
bathing suit certainly made a statement, but I do 
not know how many men were brave enough to 
be daredevils. 

 
 A far more popular arrival on the beach 

during the decade was the men’s “cabana set” 
named for temporary largely open structures 
found along the shores on tropical islands.  
These matched ensembles included trunks 
and a shirt or light jacket.  They were 
frequently printed in bright floral patterns, but 
were also produced in a variety of stripes, 
plaids, and paisleys.  Different  
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manufacturers called them by a number of names.  McGregor 
marketed them as “sun sets”, Catalina called them “sport sets”.  
Jantzen used “cabana set” and teamed them up with matching 
swimwear for women.  its tag line in ads that featured 
coordinated men’s and women’s ensembles was “for 
glamour...and l’amour...there is nothing like a Jantzen”.  An 
example appears below. 

By the Sea 
 
 Before talking about other topics, I thought it would be enjoyable to relax for a moment and 
enjoy the view, do a little people watching, and just imagine what life was like during the sunny, 
prosperous, optimistic summers of the 1950s. The photographs in this section are a selection of 
images that include pictures of movie stars and regular folks enjoying a day at the beach.  Most of 
the celebrities are easily identifiable, but one may be a little harder to pick out.  Why not spend a 
couple minutes and see if you can identify the mystery person. 
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Accessories - Hats 
 

The photograph to the left shows of 
some of the types of sun hats that were 
popular on America’s beaches in the 
1950s.  The variety was much wider than 
the earlier decades of the century.  They 
include the casual “beachcomber” type 
woven out of rough straw, an Asian rice 
gatherer’s known as a coolie hat, and two 
Breton hats with wide, upturned brims.  
Another form worn by many women was 
the “mushroom” shaped hat.  The May 
1959 cover of the French fashion 

magazine Elle presents the image of beautiful model who just could not get 
enough of them.   

 
Sunglasses 

 
 The style of women’s sunglasses that most people associate with the 
1950s are “cat-eye” shaped like the ones in the Foster Grant and Ray•Ban 
print ads that appear below.   Although they were the style that many women 
selected, a review of advertising from the decade indicates that there were a 
great many other shapes in a variety of materials and colors.  The quality of 
the lenses also ranged from simple tinted plastic to American Optical’s “Cool 
Ray” and Bausch & Lomb’s “Ray•Ban” that blocked the sun’s harmful rays.  
Sunglasses had come a long way since Sam Foster starting selling his 

“Foster Grants” on Atlantic City’s 
boardwalk in 1929.  Many new 
companies had entered the 
market to nab their segment of 
the sales of this flourishing 
consumer product.  Fashion 
designers like Elsa Schiaparelli 
introduced her own line of 
sunglasses presaging the 
explosion of designer sunglasses 
that would appear in the 1970s 
and 1980s. 

 
One of the most interesting joint marketing campaigns that 

began at this time was conducted by Ray•Ban and Lilly Daché, a 
highly successful, high-end hat designer.  An advertisement from it 
appears to the right.  The target was multi-generational and included 
“mother and daughter” hats by Daché that were coordinated with 
selected Ray•Ban sun glasses.  There seems to have been no stone 
that was left unturned by makers in the quest to capitalize on the 
public’s interest in expressing its sense of style through this fashion 
accessory. 
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The most popular styles of sun 
glasses for men during the 
decade were the aviator and the 
new “wayfarer” created by 
Ray•Ban, Baush & Lomb.  
According to Kirsten Nunez, of  
liveaboutdotcom, wayfarers have 
been cited as the most popular 
selling sunglasses in history 
although, she notes, that some 
historians believe this honor 
belongs to the classic aviator 
style.  Wayfarers were created by 
optical designer Raymond 
Stegeman in 1952.  At the time of 
their inception, they were seen as 
a radical design that rivaled the 
Cadillac's tail fin, which in the  
1950s was big stuff.  The English design critic Stephen Bayley,  

 
says the "distinctive trapezoidal frame spoke a non-verbal language that hinted at unstable 
dangerousness, but one nicely tempered by the sturdy arms which, according to the advertising, gave the 
frames a 'masculine look." They wayfarer also ushered in the trend of glasses made of plastic and not 
wire or metal.  

 
Footwear 

 
Women’s beach footwear became simpler, more sleek, and elegant 

than it had been in the 1940s.   In contrast to the early part of the century 
women wore foot coverings less frequently when they were on the sand 
than they did on the way to and from the beach.  Sandals that buckled on 
the side, by the heel, or around the ankle were popular as were “mules” 
(shoes without a back or a constraint around the foot's heel) were popular.  
The variety offered by manufacturers provided people with plenty of 
options in terms of style. 

 
In photographs and advertisements men are rarely shown as wearing 
shoes at the beach.  Like women, once they reached the sand they took 
them off.  Some men continued to wear huaraches, but no particular style 
that pre-dominated. 

  

 
 
 
 
 
  

 
  

“Wayfarers” by Ray•Ban Wayfarer by Ray•Ban 

Detail from a 1960s Levi’s Casuals advertisement 
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Towels and All the Rest 
 
 The cover art from the August 16, 1958 issue of The Saturday 
Evening Post that appears to the left provides a good snap shot of a 
slightly comic “All American Couple” on the beach toward the end of the 
decade.  He is doing everything he can to avoid exposure to the sun, 
while she is working on a beautiful golden tan.   
 
 Some items that appear in the illustration 
were becoming common on the beach for the 
first time in the 1950s.  These include the 
portable radio, thermoses, and, of course bags 
and totes of all kinds.  These items could be 
used to convey subtle messages about style, 
taste, financial prosperity, and the owner’s 

interests.  Those in the know would know which things were 
the most up-to-date and desirable. 
 

Beach towels in the 1950s still did not provide many 
opportunities for self-expression.  The Cannon Towels 
advertisement to the right from 1953 and the Dundee Towels 
advertisement reproduced on the left show that there 
continued to be a preponderance of stripes and solid colors.  
Consumers, however, were beginning to see more options in 
the market such as the new designs that appear behind the 
woman in the Dundee ad, and in the 1953 advertisement from 
Sears that features their “six gay novelty patterns”. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Magazine Covers 

    
Unlike in the early decades of the 20th-century, general interest 

publications less frequently employed beach themes on their covers 
in the 1950s.  One reason for this is that photographs were used 
rather than drawn illustrations.  The drawings offered greater 
opportunities to capture human foibles, or see relations between the 
sexes in a humorous way.  Photographs were more limited in their 
ability to tell a story.  One classic cover, however, appeared on 
American Weekly in the early 1950s.  Caught in a rain storm, a 
confident, beautiful woman is in command.  She runs along the sand 
shielding herself from the rain with a beach umbrella.  Her companion 
dashes behind her lugging their beach blanket and picnic hamper 
while getting drenched.  Men were always presented as somewhat 
hapless characters on the covers.    
 

 


