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Swimwear fashion split into two camps in this 
designer-obsessed decade.  One was ostentatiously 
glamorous, heavy on gold satin and logos.  The other 
focused on minimalist clean lines.  The photographs to 
the right present the super model Naomi Campbell in 
examples selected from each camp.  The first is drawn 
from Chanel’s 1994 swimwear collection, the second is 
a bathing suit by Hermès2. 

Competition among designer labels in the 1990s 
had to take into account the population’s interest in and 

1 Top-rated Vacation Destinations in North America, Lily Rogers, May 10, 2018, Expedia.com, https://viewfinder.expedia.com/top-rated-vacation-
destinations-in-north-america/  
2 See How Swimsuits Have Evolved Through the Ages, Andrea Cheng, Updated May 19, 2016,   InStyle.com,  
https://www.instyle.com/fashion/history-of-swimsuits-evolution-bathing-suits?slide=e88d7ca5-957a-4565-916f-a42e51450008#e88d7ca5-957a-4565-
916f-a42e51450008 
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Introduction 

How can we sum up the 1990s and the blend of factors that in some form filtered their way 
down to influence style and fashion on the beach during the decade?  How representative of the 
tastes of the United States’ population in general were the garments, accessories, and other 
paraphernalia that people brought to coastal resorts?  The answer to this question is complex, but a 
few key facts can help us make a good guess.   

To begin, the 1990s were years when the pace of life started to speed up radically.  
Unprecedented globalization resulting from the rapid development of the World Wide Web, and 
common access to media like cable television, made the sharing of images and data in the Western 
world simpler and faster.  These facts were not lost on companies in the swimwear and related 
businesses.  They took advantage of them to promote their brands.   

Historically some of the most popular leisure time destinations in the United States have been 
the country’s beaches.   Coney Island, Atlantic City, Miami Beach, San Diego, and Galveston have 
attracted vacationers for over 100 years.  A 2018 study conducted by Expedia.com1 of the top-rated 
vacation destinations in North America found that 30% of the of them were coastal resorts.  This 
figure does not take into account the portion of the population that maintains homes in beach 
communities.  The historic and continuing popularity of beaches with a large percentage of the 
population provides support to the idea that the bathing suits and accessories that appear on the 
country’s shores are among the most prevalent designs selected by Americans nationwide.  

Women’s Swimwear 
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desire for swimwear that resembled what was worn by 
celebrities.  The television series Baywatch had an  
unprecedented impact on the market.  Running from 1989 
through 1999 in its original format it became, through 
syndication, the most-watched television show in the world, 
with an estimated weekly audience of 1.1 billion viewers.  
The swimsuit that served as the star Pamela Anderson’s 
costume inspired  innumerable copies that were worn by 
women everywhere.  Anderson’s suit also helped to revive 
the market for one-piece swimwear, 
which had waned since the 1960s. 

 
The most important  innovation in the design women’s bathing suits in 

the 1990s was the invention of the “tankini”.  Introduced by Anne Cole, whose 
father, Fred Cole, was the founder of Cole of California, one of the leading 
companies in the swimwear industry, Anne offered the tankini under her own 
label Anne Cole Swimwear. Tankinis combined a tank top, mostly made of 
spandex-and-cotton or Lycra-and-nylon, and a bikini bottom.  They were hailed 
as a breakthrough providing women the freedom of a bikini with the more 
modest coverage of a one-piece bathing suit.  Sales of tankinis quickly 
captured nearly a third of the swimwear market.3 

 

Toward the end of the decade a 
major new trend started to gain 
popularity among women on America’s beaches.  This was 
the mix-and-match movement that would continue to shape 
the market in the early 2000s.  Separate tops and bottoms 
offered by manufacturers in coordinating colors and patterns 
provided women with the opportunity to expand their 
swimsuit wardrobes through different combinations.  Mix-
and-match also made it possible to select separates in 
different sizes.  This was  great for women whose figures 
were difficult fit in traditionally sized two-piece bathing suits.  

 
 Technological changes in the fibers and materials used in the production of 

swimwear over the past 100 years have resulted in bathing suits that has become 
lighter, faster drying, more form fitting, and capable of improving the speed with 
which competitive swimmers are able to move through water.  In the 1990s 
another innovation was added to the list.  This was the invention of “tan-thru” 
fabrics.   These textiles enabled sunworshippers to tan evenly without exposing 
their nude bodies publicly. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
3 Laura Avery, Newsmakers '07: Cumulation page 117, Thomson Gale, 2007, ISBN 0-7876-8091-5 
 

Vintage Tankini by 
Anne Cole Swimwear 

Solar Brand vintage 
“Tan-Thru” bathing suit 
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Men’s Swimwear 
 
 The bathing suits worn by men on the beach in the 1990s, and pretty much ever since, have 
fallen into three categories based on their length and how snuggly they fit.  This first is the form-fitting, 
low waisted, high-cut leg style the public associates with the Speedo brand.  The second is the 
traditional swim trunk.  These could be made from knit synthetic fabrics, cotton, or blends.  
Sometimes they have flies, waists are drawstring or fitted, certain types have pockets either inside, or 
outside of the suit, but the characteristic they all share is their moderate length.  The legs are 
generally cut in a straight line at the upper thigh.  Board shorts make up the third category.  They vary 
in length from mid-thigh to below the knee.  They were largely loose and baggy.  
 

There are underlying historic reasons, based on the specific activity for which they were 
designed, which drove the development of different swimwear profiles, i.e. competitive swimming 
versus surfing, but most men by the 1990s selected their bathing trunks for comfort and the image 
they wanted to convey.  Surely  all the guys at the beach in board shorts could not be serious surfers.  
They just liked the lengths and patterns of various designs.  As an aside, it is interesting to note, 
when it comes to long swimming trunks, Americans are at odds with Europeans.  Baggy, long, board 
shorts worn by guys in the United States are simply not accepted as appropriate swimwear by men in 
Europe. 

 
 The small, fitted, athletic-cut men’s 
swimming suits that were popular during the 
1970s and 1980s retreated from the nation’s 
beaches in the 1990s.  Most men during the 
decade selected either traditional bathing 
trunks, which were available in a variety of 
styles, like those illustrated in the photographs 
to the right, or opted to wear surfer/board 
shorts while spending time at the shore.   
 

The 1990s witnessed the widespread 
appearance of knee-length board shorts on 
American coasts.  Abercrombie Fitch, one of 
the most successful retailers of the decade, 
featured them in its advertisements.  Although 
the brightly patterned mid-thigh designs popular 
in the 1980s continued to appeal to a segment 
of the market, AF’s new knee-length 
monochromatic board shorts, trimmed with horizontal bands above the 
knees or vertical stripes down the sides, became the new fashion.  A 
hybrid of the two styles, which incorporated a band of a “Hawaiian” floral 
pattern around the middle of the thigh, was a popular alternative.   Board 
shorts during the decade were made of polyester and sometimes, but not 
always, they had a mesh lining.  In the 1990s this type of swimwear was 
generally worn low on the hips.  In this important way they were unlike 
the ones that were originally designed to meet the requirements of 
surfers who wanted to ensure that their shorts were securely fastened at 
the waist.   

 
 

 

RustyZipper.com, Vintage  
Men’s 1990s Swim Shorts 
 

Business Insider, August 7, 2015 
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ACCESSORIES 
 
 Once again, for both men and women, the accessory that defined the wearer’s sense of style 
at the beach was the pair of sunglasses they chose.  If the photographs of the celebrities included 
below tell us anything it is that fashionable sunglasses in the 1990s shifted away from the sorts that 
had been popular in the previous decade.  Asymmetrically shaped frames, sunglasses with a 
futuristic appearance, shutter designs, oversized versions, and even traditional models like the 
wayfarer and aviator, largely gave way to shades with oval lenses in various shapes held together 
with metal or plastic frames.  Cat-eye shaped  
sunglasses also made a comeback.  Although a 
number of famous names including Oakley and 
Oliver Peoples were responsible for the designs of 
glasses selected by certain celebrities, the most 
famous ones were those worn by the Grunge rock 
star Kurt Cobain, the front man for the band 
Nirvana.  They were  designed by Christian Roth.  
Cobain committed suicide at the age of 27 in 1994.  

Viewed as a spokesman by 
members of  Generation X he 
took on iconic status after his 
tragic death.  Copies of his 
sunglasses, like the ones on 
display in Styling by the Sea, 
remain popular and are readily 
available on the market.  
 

Other accessories such as 
sandals and sunhats changed  
little from those worn in the  

     1980s.   
 
Beach Towels 
 
 In the 1990s cartoon and Disney characters were favorites among the many subjects that 
appeared on beach towels.  Among others they included Garfield, Scooby Doo, The Little Mermaid, 
the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and Space Jam Michael Jordan and the Retro Looney Tunes 
Characters.  
 
 

  Justin Timberlake                    Brad Pitt       Janet Jackson 

Brook Shields 

    Eddie Murphy             Drew Barrymore        Kurt Cobain 



 5 

Cameras 
 
 The 1990s witnessed a proliferation in the array of 
compact 35mm cameras available on the market.   
Physically they were all similar in size, and appearance.  The 
functions incorporated into them varied as did their quality 
and price.  These cameras were designed to meet the 
requirements of casual users whose major interest was in 
recording gatherings with friends and family in clear, well lit 
photographs.  Given differences in the budgets of beach 
goers, their expectations, and the frequency with which new 
models of cameras reached the market, it is difficult to 
isolate a small number that were preferred nationwide in the 
1990s.    
  
Digital cameras were under development by numerous major companies during the decade, but it is 
highly unlikely that many of them made their way to the beach.  The first practical consumer models 
were priced at about $1,500. 
 
 
Music 
 
 The options available for listening to music, or for catching up on the news among more 
serious beach goers, expanded in the 1990s.  The boombox craze of the previous decade, which 
naturally commanded the attention of people who enjoyed the sound, or tried to escape it, gave way 
to small personal devices. 
 
 Transistor radios, which had ruled on America’s beaches as the 
primary source of musical entertainment since the mid-1950s, continued to 
be used. They were small and many were inexpensive.  Cassette players, in 
various sizes integrated with radios, offered consumers the option of playing 
their own single artist or specially crafted compilation tapes while also 
providing them with access to AM and FM stations.  They were popular but 
faced strong competition in the 1990s from newer devices.   
 

The Sony Walkman and Discman made significant headway in 
securing segments of the market.  They were viewed as status symbols.  
Sales of Sony’s compact disc player really took off in 1997 when Electronic  
Skip Protection made them practical in rough-and-tumble settings like the 
shore.  The Sony products signaled a sea change in how people listened to 
recorded music.  Although many transistor radios included jacks for 
earphones, they could still be played for a group of friends.  The exuberant 
boomboxes of the 1980s were designed specifically to increase the size of 
the listening circle.  In contrast, Sony’s devices were intended for use by a 
single person.  Private versus communal enjoyment was the result.  Both on 
and off the beach this has set into play a reduction in human interactions.  
  
 Toward the end of the decade the first MP3 player was launched by an 
obscure South Korean company named SaeHan.  Their product, the MPMan 
reached the market in March of 1998 more than three years ahead of the 
iPod.  Its capabilities for the storage of data were limited, but it set into play  
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technological changes that would result in tiny devices able to hold and play back 
hundreds of musical selections.  Although we mention the MPMan here it is highly 
unlikely that anyone enjoying a day of sun and sand in Galveston would have 
brought one to the beach.  They cost $1,500. 
 
 
 


