The swimsuil, through is radical, siylisie
transitions, has parallelsd women’s evolving
sacielal rales amd changing ideals, In the
early 1900s, Coco Chanel led the departure
[ruen the corseted Yietenian ideal o a new
fernile form. Poaching fabric from her bovers
warclrube and tnspiratsen for o more prac-
tical amd shoarter bathing costume for wamen,
her knee-skimming, shart-sleeyved wrap
dre=ss — over Bloomers amd stockings — was a

richical departure from (e constocting
capes, Moor-dusting skims amd heaey woul
prelticoels wonen had 1w hike and dog ot

the: water before.

From then an, the battle lines etween fbric
and {besh bepan to advanee eloser amd closer,
clashing with public mosality until that,

bens, found the cowrage 1 give wiay, The mee
Lifrerute the skin wias only @ matter of tine,

il seemed, I§ public nudily was perceived as the
abwyss, then the ever-shrinking swimsuil was

U5 paleway.

Su leet’s just fast-forwand amd drop the g, In
1937, men won the right w po shi-foee.
Even after regulations were rescimded from
beaches and posls, men's tnenks hid w
cover the mavel. Sull, the newly bared chests
elieited little negative reaction.

But when Germion desagner Budi Gernreich

s U first topless bathing suit for women
in 1904, 1t was mel with maxed reviews af

shoek and disappoinimeant. Against a backdrnop

of expanding sexual freedoms, e presented
an auatere, Black woel knit mallot that stapped
just beneath the breasts amd was held vp by thin
suspenders that sphit the middle of the chest.

The suit was a bust with the medin, who haed
anticipated 8 more innevative, lulunstae design
this whiat was, i fwet, o dead onger of the
“Hunnette’™ model (pmued by Jantzen for voung
Bioys am the: early 30s.)

The Yatiean gpress, of course, denowncesd the
affending owtfit as the by-product of the “indus-
trticl-erotic-adventure” which “negates. mocal
sense,” Sane depariment stores that had placed
arders censed shipments amd ondered they be
given Lo the poor,

But what women wanted twld a different story:
Whitle the sl hid been intended only as

& pratatyge, i1 was rushed o production when
arders wround the world powred n, Inothe

el monme 3000 were sold, though the press
stunt ullimately did litle w further Germretch's
“call ol the wild!' The wgless movenent the
monel polive feared wis wndone by the same
American contradictivns that make Jane
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[t would be another len years belome Gernrech,
ance apain, agtated the public amd press by
pushing the two-piece Wois vamshing punt with
the thong.

A slow striplease inevery sense, the evalution
al swimwenr in Amenca has simply reposa-
tonesd the erstie focal point untl the curlain
wis fully rwised.

Bemember your first mude sunbathing expen-
ence? Inthe privacy of vour backyand ar on
sormie distant shore¥ The unfetensd swimming,
ar Uhe breeze sweetly prazng the mpples while
the warmth of the sun cupped the relaxed
breasts? Sensvality amivesd nol an semething
i wore, but whal vou chese not .

Bt we iwre g country stuck in perpetual acoles-
cenee on matbers of concealiment, We anll besep
aul curses on flm wnd television, shielding our
teermdeer ears and eyes, To explore 12 1o sing and
the: same van be said of the leg of war betwesn
provecation and pretense that has produced the
porwierful swimwesr industioy,

“With the exceplion of a few brosds, whal we
are left with today 15 less about foem and
fashion amd maore alsool exposure,” says Wensdy
Hanson, senor pattermmaker for Tika and a
{reelance patternmaker for Dary]l K and Donna
Earen “Bul truly sophisticated swimwear

14 mere about accentuating the postbives and
leaving smnething o the imagination.”

St alesipn aside, the Sponts Hlustrated swim-
sl pssae did mone o bring nipgles wnd
endless hips into Amercan comscousness than
even Larry Flynt could have imagined. Since
its chebal an 1906k, the saue’s annoal foray 1o
exalie shares did a2 muoch w lawneh the careers
af Elle MacPherson and Kathy Ireland as the
bungled adolescence of teenage boys across the
coundry. The pages made accessible the female
form, neither haly, nor entirely verboten,

Theough all this tactile develution, cedain
trisths emmerge: we love our budies and, ke ouar
(areco- Roman forbearers, sspecially love these
thiat remimd us of perfection,

Perhags no other element of histony illustrates
thas exgliosive poinl as well s the nome ik,

Taken lrom an atol] ameong the slands of the
Sauth Pacific, whers the atamne bumbs was
tesled, Uee “hikina' tore the Did off of sexzalily
for good; st as i soaght o mallify the plous
by allowing us o keep scenething an. As
contradictions go, it doesn't get moch more
cormbustible than that.
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