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Historical reviews suggest that tanning first became fashionable
in the 1920s or 1930s. To quantitatively and qualitatively examine
changes in tanning attitudes portrayed in the popular women’s
press during the early 20th century, we reviewed summer issues of
Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar for the years 1920, 1927, 1928, and
1929. We examined these issues for articles and advertisements
promoting skin tanning or skin bleaching and protection. We found
that articles and advertisements promoting the fashionable aspects
of tanned skin were more numerous in 1928 and 1929 than in
1927 and 1920, whereas those promoting pale skin (by bleaching or
protection) were less numerous. These findings demonstrate a clear
shift in attitudes toward tanned skin during this period. (Am J Public
Health. 2009;99:2140-2146. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2008.144352)

NUMEROUS STUDIES HAVE
linked exposure to ultraviolet
(UV) light to both melanoma' ™
and nonmelanoma skin can-
cers.”™* The incidence of skin
cancers has risen dramatically
over the past century,”” and this
is largely attributed to increased
exposure to UV light from the
sun. Despite public education ini-
tiatives aimed at preventing skin
cancer,® many individuals con-
tinue to tan, citing such reasons
as the relationship between tan-
ning and physical and emotional
health, an active lifestyle, and
physical beauty.”
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From a historical perspective,
tanning as a fashion trend is a
relatively new phenomenon, first
noted in the 20th century. Ear-
lier, pale skin was often perceived
as a mark of beauty, wealth, and
refinement, whereas tanned skin
was considered to be typical of
manual laborers.'® In the early
20th century, European and
American women took precau-
tions to maintain a light skin
tone. Parasols and large hats
were considered essential sum-
mer accessories.!! Magazines in
the early 20th century advertised
powders that would conceal a tan
as well as numerous bleach treat-
ments, such as Bleachine Cream,
which was featured in an adver-
tisement by Elizabeth Arden in
the July 1, 1920, issue of Vogue
as “A mild but effective prepara-
tion for removing tan. Nourishing
as well as whitening. Excellent
for the hands.”* Toxic lead-based
cosmetics, which date back to an-
cient Roman society, and other
types of body powders were
commonly used to lighten and

augment fair skin during this
era o1

Although it is well-known that
social attitudes changed from sun
protection to sun seeking during
the first half of the 20th century,
the exact year for such a cultural
shift has remained obscure. Pre-
vious reviews on this subject sug-
gest that the trend began in the
late 1920s or early 1930s.'%"
Magazines from the late 1920s
reflect a clear shift in attitude, as
illustrated in an article from a
1929 issue of Harper’s Bazaar:
“Shall We Gild the Lily? There Is
a Technique to a Good Tan—
Whether by Fair Means or Fake!”"®

MAGAZINE REVIEW

To pinpoint the timing of this
dramatic cultural shift, we exam-
ined the subject matter of all arti-
cles and advertisements in multi-
ple 1920s issues of 2 fashion-
oriented women’s magazines,
Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar, that
targeted populations with high
disposable incomes. Several
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parameters were quantified, in-
cluding the number of articles
that promoted or discussed the
benefits of tanned versus pale
skin. In addition, advertisements
for tanning products versus skin
lighteners were counted.

Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar
were selected for analysis be-
cause of their subject matter
(women’s fashion), popular distri-
bution, and influence in the
1920s. We chose the May, June,
and July issues for the years
1920, 1927, 1928, and 1929
because they were most likely to
address such seasonal topics as
summer fashions, tanning, and
protection from the sun. We re-
viewed each magazine in its en-
tirety and counted articles or ad-
vertisements related to tanning,
sun protection, skin lightening, or
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bleaching. In total, we analyzed

24 issues of Vogue (which was
published semimonthly) and 12
issues of Harper’s Bazaar (pub-
lished monthly).

All magazines were examined
in their entirety to identify all ar-
ticles (Figure 1) and advertise-
ments (Figure 2) that favorably
described tanned or sunburned
skin. These articles and advertise-
ments were categorized as pro-
moting tanned or dark skin. Fea-
ture articles written in favor of
the fashionable aspects of tanned
skin, such as those discussing the
new popularity of tanning or the
fashions and makeup to wear with
tanned skin, were tallied as “arti-
cles written specifically about
tanned skin,” whereas articles about
other subjects with brief mention
of the favorable attributes of
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tanned skin were categorized
separately. These 2 counts were
then added together to provide
the total number of articles pro-
moting tanned skin (Figure 1).
Advertisements for apparel
were recorded as “protanning” if
the advertisement promoted sun-
seeking behavior rather than
sun-protective behavior. (This in-
terpretation was based on the
text of the advertisement; those
that depicted individuals in the
sun but did not describe protan-
ning behavior were not in-
cluded.) Advertisements that cau-
tioned against sunburn but
favored tanning were also in-
cluded as protanning messages.
Likewise, advertisements for
products intended to mimic or
accentuate tans, such as tan-
toned stockings or powders, were

Jantzen swimsuit advertisement from
(a) 1927 showing models with sun
protection, including shawls, para-
sols, and wide-brimmed hats, and (b)
1929 depicting models in similar
bathing suits, but now frolicking in
the sun without sun protection.

lllustrations by Frank Clark.
Reprinted with permission of Jantzen.
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included as protanning advertise-
ments.

All articles and advertisements
promoting lightening of the skin
through whitening or bleaching
were also recorded, as were those
promoting pale skin and sunlight
protection (Figure 3).* Articles
and advertisements promoting
treatments of specific pigmented

1920

1928 1929
Year

FIGURE 1—Number of articles advocating skin tanning in the May,
June, and July issues of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar for the years

1920, 1927, 1928, and 1929.
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FIGURE 2—Number of advertisements promoting a tanned
appearance in the May, June, and July issues of Vogue and Harper’s
Bazaar for the years 1920, 1927, 1928, and 1929.
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dermatologic conditions that are
likely to be localized, such as
melasma (chloasma) or dyschro-
mia, were excluded.

Differences between raw data
are compared in Table 1 (avail-
able as a supplement to the on-
line version of this article at
http://www.ajph.org) and in Fig-
ures 1—4. The raw data are
clearly and easily presented, and
because of the low counts of
some of the data, statistical com-
parisons would have been diffi-
cult and potentially misleading.

TRENDS IN TANNING
ADVERTISEMENTS AND
ARTICLES

Beginning in 1928, the num-
ber of both articles and advertise-
ments promoting tanning dramat-
ically increased. In the May, June,
and July issues for the years
1920 and 1927, the 2 magazines
published a total of 3 protanning
articles and 2 protanning adver-
tisements; by contrast, in the
May, June, and July issues for
1928 and 1929, 30 articles and
99 advertisements were pub-
lished (Figures 1 and 2).

Over the same period, there
was a sharp decrease in the num-
ber of articles and advertisements
promoting bleached or lightened
skin. In May, June, and July of
1920 and 1927, the magazines
published 6 articles on skin
bleaching as opposed to only 1
during 1928 and 1929. During
the same years, collectively, the
number of advertisements de-
creased from 44 to 22. In the
magazines examined, there was
no single corporate advertiser ac-
countable for this shift in focus
(data not shown).

In the May, June, and July
1920 issues of Vogue, there were
no articles dedicated to the bene-
fits of tanning, although 2 fashion

articles on other subjects briefly
mentioned such benefits. Simi-
larly, in the May, June, and July
1927 issues, no articles published
in Vogue focused on tanning and
only 1 briefly mentioned tanning.
By contrast, 2 Vogue feature arti-
cles were devoted to the attri-
butes of tanning in 1928, and in
the same year, 8 additional Vogue
articles had brief mentions of the
attributes of tanning (Table 1).
The 1928 feature articles encour-
aged women to tan and described
how to dress appropriately to
both acquire and display tanned
skin. In 1929, eight feature arti-
cles were devoted to tanning and
5 articles made reference to fash-
ionable skin tanning. These arti-
cles discussed topics such as ap-
propriate cosmetics and attire for
tanned skin and instructions for
achieving a tan without develop-
ing a painful burn.

In the May, June, and July is-
sues of Harper’s Bazaar for 1920
and 1927, there were no articles
that discussed tanned skin or the
benefits of tanning (Table 1). In
1928, there were 2 brief men-
tions of the new popularity of
tanning among fashionable
women. In 1929, there was 1
feature article on the proper tech-
niques for achieving a good tan
and 2 articles that described
fashionable attire for tanning.

There were no advertisements
promoting a tanned appearance
in 1920 in either Vogue or Harp-
er’s Bazaar; in 1927, there were
2 in Vogue but still none in Harp-
er’s Bazaar (Figure 2). The num-
ber of advertisements promoting
a tanned appearance increased
notably in 1928, with 11 pub-
lished in Vogue and 11 in Harp-
er’s Bazaar, the number contin-
ued to increase in 1929, with 49
appearing in Vogue and 29 in
Harper’s Bazaar. In 1929, ho-
siery companies frequently
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advertised stockings that
matched or mimicked tanned
skin. Cosmetics companies pro-
moted makeup for tanned skin as
well as products that imitated a
natural tan. In contrast to earlier
trends, by 1929 sportswear and
swimsuit companies advertised
clothes that allowed for an active
lifestyle and exposed skin to the
sun for tanning (Figure 2). As an
example of the changing attitude
demonstrated by advertisements,
illustrations from a 1927 advertise-
ment for Jantzen swimsuits fea-
tured models protected by
shawls, parasols, and hats (Image
1a), whereas in 1929, in a similar
scene depicted by the same illus-
trator, models were exposed to the
sun, out from under the protective
parasols, exposing their skin to
sunlight (Image 1b).

Between the years 1920 and
1929, there was a concomitant
trend of decreasing numbers of
articles and advertisements on the
fashionable benefits of bleached
skin. In Vogue, 3 feature articles
discussed skin bleaching in 1920
and 2 in 1927, whereas only 1
such article appeared in 1928
and none in 1929 (Figure 3). In
Harper’s Bazaar, the sole article
on bleaching in the 1920s ap-
peared in 1927. A similar decline
was observed in advertisements
promoting bleaching. Vogue pub-
lished 23 advertisements promot-
ing skin bleaching products in
1920 but only 7 in 1927, 7 in
1928, and 5 in 1929 (Figure 4).
Harper’s Bazaar published 8 such
advertisements in 1920, 3 in
1927, 6 in 1928, and 3 in 1929.

DISCUSSION

The quantitative analysis of ar-
ticles and advertisements pub-
lished in the May, June, and July
issues of Vogue and Harper’s
Bazaar magazines in the 1920s
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strongly suggests that a marked
cultural shift favoring tanning oc-
curred during the period 1927 to
1928. Our data show that there
was a sharp increase in the num-
ber of articles and advertisements
promoting sun tanning or sun-
seeking behavior, along with a
concomitant decrease in the
number of articles advocating
sun protection and skin-lightening
agents featured in these popular
magazines.

In Vogue, only 2 articles about
tanning were published in 1920
and 1 in 1927; none were pub-
lished in Harper’s Bazaar during
these years. By contrast, in 1928,
10 articles favorably discussed
tanning in Vogue and 3 in Harp-
er’s Bazaar, and in 1929, there
were 13 such articles in Vogue and
4 in Harper’s Bazaar (Figure 1).

This trend toward more tan-
ning articles and advertisements
in these 2 beauty magazines indi-
cates a cultural shift between
1927 and 1928 favoring sun ex-
posure for the upper middle class
and wealthy, fair-skinned White
population, the same population
that is particularly susceptible to
developing skin cancer.*®” The
late 1920s precedes the increase
in the incidence of melanoma
during the mid-20th century (Fig-
ure 5; available as a supplement
to the online version of this article
at http://www.ajph.org), with the
increase continuing throughout
the second half of the century.”®
Nonmelanoma skin cancer be-
came the most common cancer in
the world during the 20th cen-
tury®® Our analysis supports the
hypothesis that a change in popu-
lar attitude in favor of tanning pre-
ceded the melanoma (Figure 5)
and nonmelanoma skin cancer
epidemic in fair-skinned popula-
tions.

For centuries prior to this
change in attitude regarding
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tanned skin, fair skin was consid-
ered a mark of beauty and wealth
in Western countries. In Euro-
pean literature, references to the
beauty of fair skin are myriad,
found in tales of “fair maidens”
and in the pale skin of painted
beauties, including Venus in
Botticelli's The Birth of Venus."®
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FIGURE 3—Number of articles promoting skin bleaching in the May,
June, and July issues of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar for the years
1920, 1927, 1928, and 1929.
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FIGURE 4—Number of advertisements for bleaching products in the
May, June, and July issues of Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar for the years
1920, 1927, 1928, and 1929.
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Literature repeatedly scorned
sun-darkened skin, as does Bea-
trice in Shakespeare’s Much Ado
about Nothing: “1 am sunburnt;
may sit in a corner and cry
heigh-ho for a husband!”*"#2*)
This perception of fair skin as a
sign of affluence and beauty per-
sisted into the early 20th century,
when, for reasons of fashion,
women were careful to avoid ex-
cessive sun exposure and pre-
served their fair complexions with
parasols, hats, protective clothing,
and bleaching products.'®*?

Two 1928 Vogue articles spe-
cifically addressed the departure

We found no evidence of a focused fashion
or corporate marketing effort related to any
one product to explain the sudden change
in attitude. As suggested by Segrave,lo in
the early 20th century, the medical and
scientific communities had started to
appreciate the role of sunlight in the
treatment of tuberculosis and rickets:

from sun protection to the new
protanning fashion: “The Sun”
and “Vogue’s Eye View of the
Mode.” These articles specifically
described the “baked beaches”
that were “black with the recum-
bent figures of the new sun-wor-
shippers.”?**! Tn 1929, the popu-
larity of tanning increased
further. An article in Vogue titled
“Back to Sunburn With the
Mode” promoted tanning in a
4-page spread that described
fashion, makeup, and accessories
intended to optimally show off
tanned skin: “From a chic note,
sunburn became a trend, then an
established fashion, and now the
entire feminine world is sunburn
conscious!”*?

Similarly, in the June 1929
Harper’s Bazaar issue, “Shall We
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Gild the Lily?” begins a discus-
sion on tanning trends with the
statement, “There is no doubt
about it. If you haven't a tanned
look about you, you aren’t part of
the rage of the moment.”’® Along
with the appearance of occasional
advertisements for tanning prod-
ucts,*® the content of these arti-
cles supports the conclusion that
tanning became a new fashion in
1928.

We found no evidence of a fo-
cused fashion or corporate mar-
keting effort related to any one
product to explain the sudden
change in attitude. As suggested
by Segrave,'? in the early 20th
century, the medical and scien-
tific communities had started to
appreciate the role of sunlight in
the treatment of tuberculosis and
rickets. It is worth noting that in
1903, Niels Finsen received the
Nobel Prize in Medicine®* for his
treatment of lupus vulgaris (a
form of cutaneous tuberculosis)
with heliotherapy. Also in 1903,
Auguste Rollier opened the first
hospital to treat tuberculosis with
sun exposure in Leysin, Switzer-
land®®; heliotherapy remained
the most popular treatment of tu-
berculosis until medicinal tuber-
culostatic agents became avail-
able in 1946.%° %" By 1919,
phototherapy had become an es-
tablished treatment of rickets,
and the role of UV light in vita-
min D synthesis was discovered
during the early 1920s. The
1928 Nobel Prize in Chemistry
was given to Adolf Windaus®® for
his studies of the structural chem-
istry of sterols, which contributed
to our understanding of vitamin
D in treating rickets.

With these discoveries, the
medical community of the early
20th century began to promote
the use of sunlight as a preventa-
tive as well as a therapeutic
health measure. Sunlight was

thought to prevent tuberculosis in
at-risk patients; children were
often sent to “preventoriums,” in-
stitutions that provided care to
sick children in the form of fresh
air, food, and exposure to sun-
light.*° UV light therapy became
widespread both in the United
States and Europe, and some
physicians began to advocate the
use of UV light in treating a di-
verse array of illnesses, including
cardiovascular, oncologic, endo-
crinologic, atopic, gastrointestinal,
rheumatologic, and gynecologic
diseases, among others.*°

Notably, however, in its 1928
review of the book Ultra-Violet
Rays in the Treatment and Cure of
Disease, which made some of
these claims,® the editorial staff
of the New England Journal of
Medicine stated that the book was
“an excellent advertising medium
for the manufacturers of ultra-vi-
olet ray apparatus” and con-
cluded by hoping that the book
“does not reach the laity.”** The
editors’ hopes were apparently
not realized, however, as re-
flected in Vogue's “The Burning
Question of the Summer,” pub-
lished in 1928:

As a substitute [for the sun]
there are the ultra-violet ray
lamps that have so cleverly de-
cided to muffle their heat rays
and give us only the rays that
tan. In addition to these pleas-
antly modish toasting properties,
actinic rays are said to stir up a
sluggish skin and do all sorts of
desirable things to one’s internal
functions—reducing colds, stimu-
lating glands, even improving
the condition of such totally un-
expected things as teeth.”

Although concern was ex-
pressed over the role of UV irra-
diation in skin cancer,** it was
largely ignored at the time. The
potential medical benefits of sun-
light in the treatment of these dis-
eases appears to have been well-
publicized in the popular press
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and led to the endorsement of
sunlight or UV light as a means to
treat and prevent a broad range
of diseases. It therefore seems ap-
parent that in this era, tanned skin
was promoted as a sign of both
good health and beauty.

Despite current initiatives to
educate the public on skin cancer
prevention, substantial numbers
of people continue to believe that
their appearance is improved with
a tan.*>*% A recent study by
Knight et al.*” determined that
more than 90% of tanning-bed
users were knowledgeable of the
risks of premature aging and skin
cancer but continued to tan for
cosmetic reasons. Advertisements
continue to promote tanning,
even in high school newspapers,*®
despite substantial scientific evi-
dence that tanning-bed use corre-
lates with skin cancer.***°

It is intriguing that the new fa-
vorable attitude toward sun tan-
ning occurred shortly before the
increases in melanoma incidence
(Figure 5). Although the etiologic
role of sunlight is not well estab-
lished for melanoma, its role is
clear in nonmelanoma skin can-
cer, one of the most costly can-
cers for Medicare and widely be-
lieved to be the most common
cancer in the world.**** We be-
lieve that this change in attitude
may have materially contributed
to the dramatic increase in skin
cancer rates.

Given the clear scientific evi-
dence regarding the causal role
of UV light in nonmelanoma skin
cancer and its increasing inci-
dence, there is a need to educate
the public regarding the proper
amounts of UV light in the con-
text of necessary protective mea-
sures. Almost 100 years after the
discovery of the attributes of sun-
light, health care providers and
scientists still dispute whether vi-
tamin D supplementation or UV
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light exposure is best for proper
nutrition and the prevention of
rickets.**~*°> Mounting evidence,
however, indicates that nutri-
tional supplements and dietary
intake can provide adequate lev-
els of vitamin D while minimizing
the carcinogenic risks associated
with UV light exposure.*®*” In
2008, the American Academy of
Dermatology issued a statement
in support of nutritional sources
rather than UV light radiation for
adequate levels of vitamin D.*®

Medical societies need to col-
laborate on a unified statement
with recommendations on nutri-
tion, vitamin D supplementation,
and UV prevention; these societ-
ies could include the American
Medical Association, the Ameri-
can Academy of Dermatology,
the American Academy of Pediat-
rics, the Endocrine Society, and
the American Society for Nutri-
tion. Such consortium statements
and recommendations have pre-
viously been used to guide other
important health care policies,
such as exposure to tobacco
smoke.*®*® After 100 years of
conflicting messages sent from
various specialties within the
medical community and from
the media, it is time to focus
rigorous attention on UV
light 34550

Our quantitative analysis
shows that cultural attitudes
shifted dramatically to favor skin
tanning for cosmetic reasons dur-
ing 1928 and that tanning has
been a cultural norm in the
United States for approximately 4
generations. Unlike 100 years
ago, it is now well-established
that UV light causes skin cancer.
Skin cancer is a major public
health concern,® and proper
health care initiatives and policies
must be in place to protect future
generations from such risks.
Understanding the long-term
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underpinnings of current social
attitudes toward sun exposure
can facilitate the development of
effective public health education
initiatives. M
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