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Introduction – The 1970s 

The 1970s were a time of significant societal change in 
America. The upheaval that began in the 1960s continued through 
the 1970s.  Baby Boomers, reacted to the status quo and conformity 
of their parent’s generation in which the decisions of corporate and 
governmental leaders were accepted without question. They 
embraced rock music, sexual freedom, experimented with drugs, and 
led alternative lifestyles in unprecedented numbers.   

Their choices in clothing and grooming, both on the street and 
at the beach defied traditional norms.  “The Bare Look” as shown on 
LIFE magazine’s cover from July 28, 1972 spotlights this major 
generational change.  Ecology, the peace movement, communes, 
hippies, and a revived interest in hand crafts were among the trends 
that bloomed in the 1970s.   

For the most part the average family enjoying a beach vacation 
in Galveston in the early 1970s selected swimwear that fell in a 
middle range veering away from any extremes.  Colors were bright, 
the cuts of the bathing suits worn by both men and women were 
moderate, and patterns were  
similar to those found on the 
sand in the 1960s.   The decade 
would however usher in a 
number of new styles for both 
men and women that left their 
distinct mark on the 1970s. 

Women’s Swimwear 

Overwhelmingly fashionable beachwear in the 1970s trended toward unabashedly sexier, 
more revealing designs, especially as the decade progressed.  Although innocent looking one-piece 
swimsuits, like the one worn by super model Christie Brinkley for Sports Illustrated, on page 2 were 
found everywhere, along with modest swim dress and two-piece bathing suits, and bikinis like the  
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ones worn by the young women in the fashion photograph from Seventeen 
magazine in 1974 below, the decade witnessed the arrival of some shocking new 
styles.  

 One of these was the thong, an import from 
South America, that washed up on the United 
States’ shores in the 1970s.  These bikinis, which 
covered only the most essential parts of the body to 
retain a minimum amount of modesty, featured 
bottoms cut low in the front that were reduced to 
just a thin strip of elastic material running between 
the wearer’s “cheeks” in the rear.   Brinkley modeled 
a thong one in another photo for Sports Illustrated 
later in the decade.  These bikinis, which left almost 

nothing to the imagination, were not the kind of thing worn by the faint of heart.  
For women who were tall, athletically built, svelte, curvy, and confident in their 
body image the thong provided an opportunity to show off, but the market for 
them was somewhat limited by conservative tastes in the United States.  The 
male version of the thong barely appeared on the nation’s shores at all.  

Another swimwear style introduced to America in the 1970s was the 
“sheer” bathing suit.  These swimsuits had varying levels of transparency ranging 
from “see through” to models that only revealed the basic physical shape of the 
wearer.  In some cases, sheer bathing suits were only entirely transparent when 
wet.  In others they were through when dry.  A photograph of another famous  
model, Cheryl Tiegs, in a white mesh version of a sheer bathing suit, which 
appeared in Sports Illustrated during the decade, is reproduced to the right.  The 
sheer suit, in this instance covers the body, but the loose weave of the fabric 
presented an explicit view of Tiegs’s form.   

The string bikini, which became widely 
popular on Americas shores in the 1970s, was 
among the most popular beach fashions of the 
century.  A decade earlier this very low-waisted 
two-piece with skinny shoulder straps and 
slender ties at the hips to secure the bottom in 
place, would have been shocking.  In the 1970s 
these bikinis were viewed as acceptable beach 
attire especially when compared to thongs and 
sheer bathing suits. 

In a long tradition, extending back into at least the early 
1930s when Butterick Publishing Company provided women with the 
opportunity to make copies of the swimsuit worn by the movie star 
Bette Davis in the movie The Working Man of 1933 (a copy is on 
display in Styling by the Sea), the corporation published sewing 
patterns for women who decided to make their own string bikinis.  A 

photograph of models wearing three versions of Butterick’s designs appear to the left. 
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Another popular alternative on the two-piece swimwear theme, 
with a Hippie vide, was the crocheted bikini.  Frequently made by the women 
who wore them crocheted  bathing suits were one expression of the revival of 
handcrafts during the decade.  Other instances included the stringing of (love) 
beads, needlepoint, knitting, macrame, and tie-dying.  As a natural 
consequence of being crocheted these bikinis shared an important 
characteristic with sheer bathing suits in that they were somewhat transparent. 
This “see through” feature varied depending on the stitches used in making 
them and the preferences of the wearer.  In many instances they were suited 
better for sun bathing than swimming.   

Among the many bright 
patterns and colors that were 
used in making bathing suits in 
the 1970s the most expressive 
and individual were by the Italian clothing designer 
Emilio Pucci.   His abstract florals and swooping 
patterns were instantly identifiable.  Examples of 
1970s designs in a Pucci patterns, from the Augusta 
Auctions website, appears to the left.  Dresses made 
from fabrics printed with Pucci designs originally 
became fashionable among stylish women in the 
1960s and were worn by the movie stars Sofia Loren 

and Marilyn Monroe.  Swimwear in Pucci patterns started to appear on America’s beaches in the 
1960s and was seen at all the nation’s major resort locations in the 1970s.   

Although new styles and variations on old ones found their way to the 
beach during the decade, elegant simple swimwear continued to attract an 
important segment of the U.S. market.  Bathing suits like the ageless refined 
micro polka dot one-piece design, photographed for Vogue magazine in 
1977 appearing to the right, is classic example of a chic swimsuit by women 
during the decade. 

By far the most popular and widely 
reproduced image of a woman in a bathing suit 
taken in the 1970s was the work of the 
photographer Bruce McBroom and his 
incomparable 29 year old model Farrah Fawcett, 
a native of Corpus Christi, Texas. In 1976 the still 
largely unknown Fawcett, who would become a 
star that year, and receive a Golden Globe nomination for her work on the 
series Charlie’s Angels, was committed by contract to pose for a poster to 
be produced by Pro Arts, Inc.  She did her own hair and make-up and, after 
many costume changes, put on a flattering red bathing suit, (she was 
supposed to wear a bikini, but did not own one).  Just before McBroom ran 
out of color film, she posed against a background made from a Mexican 
blanket the photographer had in his car.  The rest is history.  Fawcett was 
sexy but exuded an All-American Girl charm.  According to McBroom her 
personality was as lovely as her appearance.  Her radiant smile, beauty, 
and marvelous hair were an unbeatable combination.  The poster went on 
sale in 1976 and was an instant success.  By March of 1977 five million 

Farrah Fawcett 1976 
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copies had been purchased.  Ultimately, 12 million would be sold worldwide making Fawcett an icon 
and this the best-selling poster of all time. 

Men’s Swimwear 

Beachwear for men in the 1970s 
encompassed several of distinctly different 
styles.  Older, more mature guys continued to 
wear traditional bathing suits, like the plaid 
trunks on display in the exhibition.  Classic in 
pattern and cut they were introduced to the 
U.S. market in the 1950s and continued to be 
popular.  Cabana sets, were also commonly 
seen on America’s beaches although their 
popularity was waining by the 1970s.  One 
shared featured of men’s swimwear was the 
length of trunks.  Short shorts were found both 
on and off the beach and dominated the 
market throughout the decade.  The were 

were adapted for regular casual wear, and were found on basketball and tennis courts, and were 
worn by joggers.   

The biggest development in men’s 
bathing suits was the appearance of ever 
more brief swimming trunks.  The first 
noteworthy instance of an American wearing 
a low rise, tight fitting suit occurred in 1972 
when American olympic swimmer Marc Spitz 
won seven gold medals.  His handsome 
looks and fine physique prompted men to 
Many now hugged the hips and it was not 
long before the classic Speedo appeared on 
America’s beaches.  Versions of this 
revealing new style it were sold by major 
manufacturers like Jantzen that introduced its 
new “Bodyworks” line of swimwear that 
claimed to “own the beach”.   

Movie stars like Sylvestor 
Stallone and Harrison Ford, 
pictured to the right, were among 
the men who adopted the new 
style which was particularly 
flattering on the buff physiques 
that were becoming increasing 
common in the 1970s as larger 
numbers of American males went 
to gyms on a regular basis.   

Marc Spitz sporting his seven gold 
Olympic medals 1972 
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Although a lot of men were embracing new fashion swimsuits, there was a large contingent of 
the population that chose to hit the beach in what would become classic counter-culture garb, cut-off 
jeans.  They were worn by just about every young man and many young women (as a cover up) at 
one time or another during the decade.  They were an anti-fashion statement.  In their way they were 
to Hard Rock, what Speedos were to Disco music in the 1970s. 

ACCESSORIES 

When it came to accessories the groovy, hippie style that took hold in the 1960s remained a 
strong factor in fashion decisions in the 1970s.   

Sunglasses 

By far the most iconic shades of the decade were the ones worn by one of the former 
members of The Beatles, John Lennon, These wire-framed, tinted “teashades” with oval lenses 
resembling sunglasses from the 1930s and 40s, were like a part of the uniform of the of the 1970s 
psychedelic counter-culture set.   

Mainstream sunglasses during the decade, as 
seen in the Riviera advertisement to the right, 
remained large with frames in various shapes for 
women.  Those worn by men tended to conform to 
the traditional aviator shape with wire frames or the 
wayfarer style that had gained popularity in the 
1950s and 60s.  

Sandals and Hats 

One thing that becomes immediately 
evident in the 1970s is that the division between 

the types of sandals and hats that were worn by women and men became  
less distinct.  Floppy bohemian straw hats, frequently with unfinished edges, 

John Lennon, photograph by 
George Konig/Rex Features/ 
Everett Collection 
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or like the one in the photograph to the right, with a headband 
advertising Olympia Beer were common.  Bucket hats also continued 
to be popular.  Many times they were in single colors with a 
contrasting band, but sometimes they would be made from fabric 
printed with a mod or psychedelic pattern like the one in the picture 
presented here.   

Since this was the era when dark, rich suntans were 
considered essential for any serious visitor to the beach many people 
dispensed with headgear altogether during the decade.   

Flip flops in plastic, leather, and macrame were all popular forms  
of beach footwear in the 1970s.  Function played a larger role than 
fashion.  Several popular styles are illustrated below.  

All the Rest 

Beach towels from the 1970s on were all over the board in terms of subject matter, design, 
color, and price.  Manufacturers and consumer product companies caught on to the idea that they 
were ideal vehicles for advertising everything from cartoon characters to rock bands, movies, sports 
teams, beer, schools, popular sayings, flowers, and sunsets.  The variety of subjects that could be 
printed on them was nearly endless.  The towels provided beach goers with a tremendous number of 
options for expressing their interests and sense of style at affordable prices.  Since towels naturally 
wore out during the summer, and needed to be replaced seasonally the design and production of 
them presented manufacturers with opportunities galore to cash in on this necessity ever since. 

Small transistor radios manufactured both domestically and abroad were commonplace on the 
beach in the 1970s.  There does not appear to have been a particular hierarchy in terms of prestige 
although some producers such as Panasonic became popular.  Novelty radios, however, were a 
craze in the 1970s that caught the imagination of the public. They were manufactured to look like 
everything from a large order of French fries, like the one on display in Styling by the Sea, to other 
types of food, including, hamburgers, mustard, evaporated milk, and soda, Disney and Sesame 
Street characters,  vehicles of various kinds, toilet bowls, gas pumps, Elvis, batteries, dice, football 
helmets, the list is nearly endless, and the appetite for them during the decade must have been too. 

The cameras of choice changed as the decade progressed.  The Kodak pocket Instamatic was 
the leader in the early 1970s, but it was ultimately replaced by more sophisticated products by Canon, 
Nikon, and Minolta.  Ease of use remained a key factor in consumer choice.  While it ultimately 
passed out of favor, Kodak’s Instamatic line of cameras, which included over 40 models, held 
significant market share from its introduction in the 1960s to well into the 1980s. 


