

  CHAPTER ONE


  RED COATS OF ANOTHER SORT The Colonies to the Civil War




   Shades of the Decade


  Martha Washington’s Finest Lip Salve in the World Rouge




  Let’s start with the legend: according to the corporate mythology, in 19121 the iconic cosmetics impresario Elizabeth Arden handed out red lipstick to suffragettes as they marched down Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue demanding the vote. They instantly took to the bold pop of color and added a bright lip to their look. Thus, freed from the constraints of its association with sex workers, fancy feminist ladies rebranded lipstick as a glamorous form of rebellion, making lip color essential for every woman, and the rest is beauty history.


  Except when it isn’t. It’s a great story and it does have some threads of truth to it (Arden did march in at least one parade), but it’s not the whole story of how we came to be one nation under gloss. However, the subject being American history, you have to start somewhere, and generally speaking we like to start with one big event: “the shot heard round the world”; “now he belongs to the ages”; “a day that will live in infamy.” Unfortunately, in addressing the question of lipstick and its place in American history, there’s no one bright flash of inspiration. Instead it’s a long winding chain of events, personalities, and inventions intertwined with race, class, commerce, media, and gender that starts before America was even these United States; indeed, before lipstick was even in stick form.


  Lipstick, or lip color, in the 1700s and 1800s would have been known as lip rouge or just rouge in its earliest, all-purpose form and wouldn’t come in a stick shape until the late nineteenth century and the metal tube that we’re familiar with until 1917. It was available in two formulas: rouge in powder—just what it sounds like—or pomatum or salve, which mixed a red dye with some sort of emollient. Thus, the name rouge from the French word for red. The color was limited to the red family and derived from either vegetable dyes or, more commonly, carmine (also known as cochineal), which is ground beetle shells. Using it was less about personal expression or following trends and more about trying to re-create or enhance the natural blush of youth. Use of color occurred but probably sparingly for most American women due to the fact that the country was still something of a frontier, and there was little call for it in rural areas and work-a-day life.


  Little but not none. For example, in 1766—the same year that the English parliament passed the American Colonies Act, which formalized its full governmental sovereignty over the upstart backwater on the other side of the Atlantic—one “Ann Pearson, Milliner,” took out an advertisement in Benjamin Franklin’s Pennsylvania Gazette to offer the consumers of Philadelphia imported “rouge” and “lip salve,”2 in addition to other dainties. The fact that those toiletry items share a page with advertising for “fine Liverpool beer,” “almanacks” with a “ladies’ form of prayer for a husband,” a horse race, and a $3 reward for the return of a runaway “negro wench”3 places cosmetics firmly in the swirl of timeless American interests.


  Ms. Pearson’s offerings, though perhaps the height of chic for eighteenth-century Philadelphia, were not even particularly novel in the scheme of things. Adornment being a natural instinct, painting the body as an act of vanity or worship is probably one of the oldest forms of grooming. From the Egyptians, who buried their dead of both sexes with makeup palettes, to Queen Elizabeth I, who spackled over her smallpox scars with a white lead paste, coloring our skin has long been part of our lives. Held up as holy, denounced as profane, like every human habit, color cosmetics would arrive along with Europeans sooner or later. (That is, for the purpose of this discussion, putting aside the long-established painting rituals and practices of the indigenous societies who were already here. That’s a separate story worthy of its own scholarship.)


  It’s hard to say exactly when cosmetics hit the shores of the Colonies, but it’s safe to say they didn’t arrive on the Mayflower with the Pilgrims. Nor did they hold much interest for the Puritans, who were so famously persnickety and fashion averse that simplicity of style was a matter of law. The Massachusetts Bay Colony enacted in its laws a literal fashion police clause forbidding “the great, superfluous, and unnecessary expenses occasioned by reason of new and immodest fashions.”4 Although legislators specified that fancy hatbands, long wigs, and “great sleeves” could land you in front of a judge, oddly there’s no mention of cosmetics. It’s hard to specifically say why this is; it’s unlikely that the elders were okay with a bright pop of color paired with your understated black ensemble. It is possible it just hadn’t come up yet. Makeup (which was expressly forbidden to their counterparts in Europe) was a highly impractical and luxurious contraband item for members of a religious sect trying to carve out its subsistence from an inhospitable wilderness wherein every last consumer item had to be grown, made, hunted, or imported at great expense.


  As a lifestyle, however, basic black and stringent self-denial only goes so far for so many people. The Colonies, as a living, growing experiment in capitalism, religious freedom, and politics, would have to expand and adapt if they were to survive. To cut a long story short for the purpose of expediency, it’s necessary only to know that during the intervening couple decades in American history, cities grew, farmland was tilled, a truly impressive victory was eked out against the British Empire, and a whole new set of rules was established that were concerned less with the size of its citizens’ hatband and more with the lofty natural law ideals of the Enlightenment. (In theory, anyway.)


  Though still a minor player in most women’s dressing rituals, lip color boasts some early celebrity endorsements.


  The original first lady Martha Washington had a recipe for what she immodestly described as “the finest lip salve in the world” that you could conceivably whip up on your own stove.



   Take 2 ozs of Virgin Wax, 2 ozs best Hog’s Lard, 1/2 an oz of Spermacetti [sic], 10 oz Oil of Sweet Almonds, 2 drachmas Balsam of Peru, 2 drachmas Alkanet Root, cut small, 6 new raisins of the sun dried small, a little fine sugar—simmer them all a little while, then strain it off in little cups or ointment boxes of china.5
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  The first First Lady. Mrs. Washington was one of the countless American women who had her own homespun recipe for tinted lip balm. NYPL Collection


  The result is a tinted lip balm containing humectants like spermaceti, a waxy substance harvested from whales’ heads, and lard, sweetener, plus a sheer reddish coloring from the alkanet root. Primitive perhaps but entirely workable (not unlike the fledgling nation itself).


  So lip color was available commercially and domestically, but how widespread was its use? In the absence of marketing data, it’s hard to say exactly but enough that the popular press of the time (i.e., books, newspapers, and magazines) seemed split as to whether painting oneself was a good thing or a bad thing. In his Letters to a Young Lady, Reverend John Bennett advised against it as a form of deception, warning that “Blush, my dear girl, is such an unseemly practice. Be content to be what God and nature intended you: appear in your true colors, abhor any thing like deceit in your appearance as well as your character.”6 On the other hand, books of household hints like The Compleat Toilet* also gave their own recipes for “Rouge in Powder”7 for the trendy housewife in much the same way that modern fashion magazines offer beauty tips. There are several factors that fueled the mixed messaging here: social standing, religious conviction, financial aspiration, and gender roles—put another way, some of what would come to be America’s greatest pop culture hits.


  At the dawn of the American experiment, Abigail Adams admonished her husband, the future president John Adams, to “remember the ladies” and followed up with a powerful warning that “If particular care and attention is not paid to the ladies we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice, or representation.”8 Mr. Adams largely ignored her threats and the new republic lurched forward without women in government but not without their voices in popular culture. Attitudes about gender roles and what it was to be a woman in public—and in private—were forming in a way that would echo loudly through the following centuries.


  An ingenue player on the world stage during the years between the British surrender in 1781 and the Civil War in 1860, America dedicated a lot of energy finding its feet as an independent cultural force. It had its first best-selling books, an ascendent free press, and even a teensy-weensy spot for women in the realm of public discourse. Tiny but present with writings aimed at women that tended to take the form of bodice-ripper “seduction novels” that offered romance but warned of the consequences of sex outside marriage (shame, death, ripping your best bodice) and housekeeping guides. There were, of course, women like poet Judith Sargent Murray asking if there was more to occupy the female mind than domestic tasks. Her 1790 essay “On the Equality of the Sexes” mused about the inherent cleverness of women and asked readers, “Is the needle and kitchen sufficient to employ the operations a soul such organized?”9 It was a fair question but unfortunately not one that would get much traction the next century and a half or so. The main options offered to women would remain harlot or housewife.


  On the housewife front, a white, working- and middle-class army of domesticity was being assembled. Hearth and home would be posited as the number one priority, and an endless number of cookbooks, household hints, magazines, and parenting guides would be put forth to help generations of women achieve the ideal. Even here women received mixed messages. There were both recipes for do-it-yourself lip salve, rouge, skin care, and the like, and missives against using cosmetics at all.


  The arguments against makeup fell into two basic categories: (1) moral arguments (e.g., it’s deceptive, un-American, unnatural, blasphemous, what have you) and (2) practical objections (e.g., it’s bad for your skin; you aren’t fooling anyone; it’s poisonous). The latter had some merit in the century before the Food and Drug Administration was created. In the early part of the nineteenth century, the country hadn’t exactly hit upon Manifest Destiny yet, and the beauty industry was already a proverbial Wild West of ingredients and promises. Lead, arsenic, and ethanol (then known as “spirit of wine”) were chief among them, but without oversight and industry standards, there’s no telling what other caustic ingredients made their way into the pots and boxes of color cosmetics and skin care; hog’s lard and raisins might have been the best-case scenario.


  Even as the federal government expanded its powers and commercial science rose to meet the cresting tide of the industrial revolution, there seemed to be no rush to protect female consumers from the perils and poisons of beauty. In 1839, the year of the Amistad uprising and the Trail of Tears, an editorial in the Graham Journal of Health and Longevity took the position that the regulation called for by a medical textbook was unnecessary on moral grounds and sexist notions about the foolishness of vanity.



   We differ from [Dr. Smith’s Anatomical Class Book] when it calls for police regulation for the suppression of paint and cosmetics. Such regulations would cost more than enlighten the dupes of cosmetic follies. . . . No, no, it is useless to these insane follies they are the result of ignorance, or the vanity of ignorance, and proper physiological education, under the guidance of a moral sense, lofty and expansive with beauty, is the only prevention and cure.10




  Already, the popular press was linking morality, purity, and self-determination with health and beauty. Even the trade press, like the American Agriculturist, decried the corrosive effects of commonly used beauty-industry ingredients, but instead of reform declared that “the best beautifiers are health, exercise, and good temper.”11


  The missive that was already being sold to women was that if you were not happy with your looks, that’s on you—you’re simply not working hard enough at it. This has long been an easy sell in a country born in religion, revolution, and free trade. White, Protestant, American popular culture has always fetishized the concept of “self-made.” The thought being that with enough hard work, moxie, and discipline, a person could better his or her lot. It’s a pure and lofty notion and one that works out for some but also one that conveniently ignores the extra hurdles long placed in the way of women, the poor, people of color, and everyone otherwise outside the mainstream model. This sky’s-the-limit notion of prosperity was soon adapted to rigors of womanhood by removing the economic element and replacing it with the idea that good looks weren’t just some genetic fluke, but something you controlled through virtuousness, modesty, and diligence.


  Women’s general-interest magazines, which offered wholesome amusements from embroidery patterns to sheet music, were often dotted with little dictums and satirical bits about avoiding makeup. Port-Folio offered, for example, a joke ad for “Dr. Moral’s Celebrated Attracting Lip Salve,” which supposedly consisted of “the genuine Gum Moderate, the essence of Kindness, dulcified Sugar of Gentleness, and Sweet Oil of Condescension.”†12 The Guardian and Monitor also had its own recipe, suggesting that the only “approved cosmetic” could be made as such: “To one full measure of piety, add ten grains recollection, also of conscious three scruples.”13 In addition to recommending moral rigor, the Guardian and Monitor was way ahead of the curve on the health and fitness craze, suggesting that in addition to a good dose of prayer, working out (“in the morning, before breakfast, a walk of a mile or more”14) and eating carefully could take the place of lipstick and powder.


  The other ever-present element in who-can-wear-what is class. America, for all of its Enlightenment aspirations toward “liberty, fraternity, equality,” has always trusted its rich, white, male citizens just a little bit more, as evidenced by those who first got the vote (i.e., white, male landowners). To some extent, this blind faith is extended to the wives and daughters of prosperous men of the upper class who were, therefore, allowed to play by their own set of rules when it came to makeup. For people who had the disposable income for style and society (or the inclination and price of a magazine to read about it), cosmetics seemed to be not an issue of moral fiber or hard work but one of fashion. In 1802, the year of Martha Washington’s death, a nationally syndicated column breathlessly detailed the activities of the Washington, D.C., social season.



   Our belles are making the most spirited exertions for the ensuing campaign: hitherto, this season has been marked by gaiety, but this, it is intended, shall surpass in brilliance and elegance any that have been witnessed in the metropolis. . . . Corsets, stays, busks, puffs, paints, patches, powders, pastes, essences, rouge waters, etc., are all flowing in to us almost to inundation.15




  Who appears tasteful in makeup and who appears deceptive was becoming increasingly attached to income level in the popular press. This warning was, of course, squarely aimed at women of the lower classes. You could risk it if you were not well-to-do, but nothing less than your free time and immortal soul were at stake. The Boston Olive Branch (a paper “devoted to Christianity, mutual rights, polite literature, general intelligence, agriculture, and the arts”) editorialized about the dangers of emulating “The Belle,” warning young ladies:



   What servitude to the toilette, what mixings, and patches, and cosmetics are applied, that the semblance of beauty may remain upon the faded temple—and what then of the soul, that deathless, mysterious engine of good or evil? . . . Oh! believe us young lady, you are far happier with a more moderate share of these perilous gifts, far more sure of a useful life, loving friends to gild your pathway, a peaceful death, a blissful hereafter, if you but strive to live purely and innocently in a world so filled with evil.16




  In 1855, the year Cincinnati, Ohio, was burned in a riot between anti-immigration activists and German immigrants, Graham’s Monthly Magazine editorialized that makeup on some women marked downward mobility, opining that



   In all other countries the use of rouge is, excepting on the stage, entirely confined to a class whose morality and principles are as false as their complexions. In the United States, however, the use of both white powder and rouge is universal; and, in the South, used without any attempt at concealment. The ladies of New York begin their toilette by making up their faces—the ladies of Philadelphia do not so universally adopt this fashion.17




  For women of the upper crust, makeup was simply a matter of personal flair and not morality.


  Around the same time that the Olive Branch was warning the god-fearing women of Boston about damnation, the New York Lantern was praising the trendsetting style of the “Street Belle,” who transcended class (but was also said to have been raised by a “French or English governess”):



   The Street Belle is, perhaps, more important than any others in the corps of belles, because she is not confined to any particular class or rank of society, and may be considered as much a femme elegante, coming from below Bleeker, as if she made her exits and entrances from some stylish mansion about Fourteenth Street. . . . She is early taught to be an artist in colors, and uses her blanc et rouge with exquisite taste.18




  Across various publications, the press seemed to suggest that this look was fine for the socialite who had the time and resources to become adept at cosmetic use and social graces but still a problem for the everyday American gal, who should continue to rely on grit and piety. Additionally, part of the problem from the point of view of anti-rouge critics actually may have been the training from that European nanny.


  On top of the moral quandaries makeup presented to its detractors, painting represented foreignness and that simply wouldn’t do for real Americans. From the very beginning in 1802, the second year of Jefferson’s presidency, the Port-Folio winkingly prefaced its “Festoon of Fashion” column with the caveat, “As it is notorious that American women neither paint their cheeks, nor ‘daub their tempers o’er with washes as artificial as their faces,’ we publish the following merely as a satire of European deception. We do not dream that any Domestic application can be made.”19 Emphasis theirs. The sneer likely was rooted in the notion that we hadn’t just liberated ourselves from the Crown so that our women could prance around like a bunch of highfalutin courtiers. We were Americans now and we had to set some guidelines about what that meant in terms of social norms and modes of dress around here. The Lady’s Book was downright angry about the thought of makeup trends possibly being imported from Britain; an editorial huffed at the utter gall of a contemporary article suggesting otherwise, “The Albany Daily Advertiser says, ‘An English writer charges fashionable females who ruin their health and their complexions by their dissipation with resorting to many artifices to retain their good looks’. . . . Such may be the case in England but can never be here.”20 You hear that? Cosmetics are both bad for your health and foreign.


  By the mid-nineteenth century, our global influence growing, immigration ticking up, our borders staggering West, and tensions growing over slavery within them, who and what constituted American-ness became a serious question to a great many citizens. As with many forms of patriotism, these definitions both united the nation by providing a defined sense of belonging and divided it by giving members of any self-proclaimed in-group a quick shorthand to identify and exclude “others.”


  For the Whig Party of that period, keeping America for supposed Americans was at the core of everything it did. We hadn’t existed as a nation for a full century and already the Whigs were trying to make it great again. One particularly impassioned letter to the editor of the Whig paper, the Louisville Morning Courier, suggested that American women should again reject the foreign influence of fashion in favor of what was dubbed “true Americanism.” Hearkening back to the patriotic women of the Revolution who had forgone imports of domestic items for the war effort, the writer suggested that “they doubtless looked as lovely in their homespun gowns, their eyes lighted with the fires of liberty, their cheeks flushed with the glow of patriotism, and the health-blood of domestic industry” as opposed to the “finished belle of the current day, in full Parisian costume—her eyebrows arched with black lead and her cheeks blushed with the slightest tinge of pokeberry juice . . . or even the most approved, imported ‘vegetable rouge.’”21 Nationalism could now be added to the growing list of virtues that brought out your eyes as well as any cosmetic.


  Somewhere between the Continental Congress and Fort Sumter, America had found its voice, or, more accurately, a number of raucous, competing voices with a range of ideas about what it meant to be ladylike, healthy, stylish, pious, honest, marriageable, ambitious, and even American. “As nothing is more flattering than the art of preserving beauty and adorning the exterior of our persons, it is not surprising that the use of cosmetics is one of the most universal practices of civilized nations.”22 Makeup was political, it was financial, it was civilization and science. The coming decades would lead to even more debate around lipstick wearing as the nation grappled with the notions about women and their place in abolition, temperance, suffrage, industrialization, immigration, migration, evangelism, and more. When it came to women and their toilet,‡ however, the stage was set; beauty would be a matter of public interest and one that bore the weight of all fears, joys, and ambitions.


  Footnotes

  
  * Go ahead and giggle, but we’re talking about grooming rituals and not indoor plumbing, so pronounced a la Française: toilette.


  † Note that they mean condescension in the early sense of the word, that is, to make gracious allowance, not being snooty. But I’m sure you knew that.


  ‡ Still funny.

  




  CHAPTER TWO


  THE ROUGE BADGE OF COURAGE The Civil War to the Twentieth Century




   Shade of the Decade


  Velontine’s Indelible Natural Tint Rouge




  By 1861 our fragile, neophyte union had grown to include thirty-three states—each with a lot on their mind. With every corner of the nation struggling internally with how best to handle the serious issues of the day ranging from slavery to industrialization to westward expansion to immigration to the most efficient way to contact the dead, America was on the fast track to becoming a major player in the modern world via stops and switches through the exacting mores, strange fads, and baroque preoccupations of the Victorian era. All of the young nation’s concerns would be thrown into sharp focus, of course, on April 12 of that year, when the starting guns of the Civil War sounded across the parapets of Fort Sumter. Over the course of four short years, the new nation would be torn in two and bound together again, emerging on the other side as a nation of considerable consumer strength, religious fervor, and now familiar social themes.


  Named for Her Majesty Victoria (by the grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland queen, defender of the faith, empress of India), the era is most remembered for its straitlaced sensibilities and fascination with death and mourning. Timely and understandable, given the amount of loss the average citizen faced during a lifetime due to disease, war, and a generally hardscrabble existence; morbidity was an aesthetic that expressed itself on both sides of the Atlantic in everything from fashion to architecture. In terms of beauty, the ideal itself was placed squarely at death’s door and tied up in black ribbons. Pallor led the list of must-haves for the fashionable girl, so much so that in addition to gloves, hats, and parasols to prevent any exposure to the dreaded sun, some women washed with ammonia, ingested arsenic-laced wafers, and endured a makeup process known as enameling for that just-went-to-her-great-reward glow. Enameling was pretty much what it sounded like; the process involved makeup artists painting the skin with an “enamel” mixture of white lead paste and other ingredients, thereby obliterating any freckles, dark spots, or flaws. For added realism, blue veins were drawn in, as well. The results might be flawless, but they were also toxic and fragile, so anyone wearing it was encouraged to stand still without expressing any big emotion, lest her face literally crack. John Singer Sargent’s 1884 Portrait of Madame X captures the process at its height on the socialite Virginie Gautreau, who stands poised and aloof, her waist corseted into eccentric curves and her exposed skin gleaming like marble—the Gilded Age captured in paint. High maintenance and totally impractical for anyone who had to do chores, care for a child, or any other menial tasks without the aid of servants, the look whispers of money and privilege.


  Although it was the height of fashion, it was also the butt of jokes. In May 1862 as General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson implemented his campaign against the North in the Shenandoah Valley, the Saturday Evening Post compared the look to the new battleships of the Union and the Confederacy.



   The face is covered with a complete enamel and is said to present an appearance the peculiar character of which can be recognized at once. . . . In these days of iron-clads, it is perhaps only consistent that the ladies’ figureheads should be porcelain-clad. And the latter we should think would be as impervious to the soft artillery of Cupid, winged rosy from the lips, as the former from the more destructive bolts of Armstrongs and Dahlgrens.*1




  The look was not topped off with a bright lip. Maybe a pale wash of color, but nothing livelier than that. That’s not to say the use of lip rouge disappeared during this period. More likely, it went underground; modesty about all personal matters and the perceived boundaries of gender were central obsessions of the era. Again, depending on your income level and moral compass, you might powder or pomade a bit before you left your home, but you certainly didn’t tell people about it anymore than you would discuss the intimacies of hiking up your pantaloons or squeezing into your stays. You were simply assumed to have rolled out of bed with a wasp waist and a ghostly glow and no one had to know otherwise. Talking about the details of fashion was vanity, and vanity was the weakness of women—mainly.


  Drag and other forms of female impersonation† likely has existed for most of human history, emerging just seconds after whatever moment in time that agreed-upon gender norms were established. Nineteenth-century Europe and America, having abandoned the unisex rouge and powder of the eighteenth century, had a huge stake in letting everyone know exactly what the rules were due to their predominant, unbending concept of male and female spheres in all aspects of life and work. So if makeup was considered devious on a woman, you can imagine the fuss if it was found on a man. Though not exactly drag in the theatrical sense, in 1862 one Charles Walter made front-page news in Boston (after leaving behind troubles in New York, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C.) for appearing as the “Lady in Black.” Charles’s scam wasn’t overly complicated; she or he (pronoun preference unknown) posed as a vulnerable widow, flirted with soldiers, and soon thereafter extracted cash in exchange for promises of love, going so far as to become engaged to a man in Baltimore. Which, the Boston Herald seemed to think was an understandable mistake on the part of the fiancé, since “In appearance [Charles] is womanish, beardless, with long black curling hair, and by the aid of rouge and cosmetics makes a very deceptive individual.”2 These assumptions gave beauty products both enormous power and made their supposed misuse incredibly dangerous to the red-blooded American male.


  The rules of gender were being established for decades to come. The emerging narrative largely held that female vanity was silly, but it was part of the job of being a woman and practically genetic; male vanity was a downright abomination. Youth and manly vigor were already the standard. As the San Francisco Examiner explained, “Of all fops in existence, the old fop is the most contemptible . . . who is scented and perfumed . . . who uses dyes and cosmetics that the marks of age may be obliterated, and the bloom of youth imitated.”3 Any relationship between men and color cosmetics was to be hidden for generations to come; for women, it would be tolerated but closely monitored for excess and moral decay. “Fashion,” declared contemporary lecturer, countess, and muse, Lola Montez,‡ “began its sway in the Garden of Eden and originated in the follies and sins of mankind. . . . The only rouge they used was the natural bloom, and dyes and colors were creation of a later date to spell the pure beauty of Eve’s daughters.”4


  The war between the states would end with General Robert E. Lee’s surrender at Appomattox in April 1865, but the now United States would continue to battle for hearts and minds when it came to beauty and artifice. Thinking beyond the South’s stated reasons for secession and the victory of the Union, it’s hard to overstate the impact that the Civil War and the following Reconstruction would have on the culture, industry, and the makeup of America for the years to come. In the decades after the war, there would occur seismic shifts in population from rural to urban; commerce from agriculture to manufacturing; and vast wealth created for a sliver of the population. Further, with the hard-won goal of abolition achieved, reform-minded Americans were now freed up to pursue some of their other passions, including (but not limited to): health crazes, pseudo-sciences, temperance, evangelism, spiritualism, and suffrage. All of which would intersect with each other and the burgeoning cosmetic industry in some way soon enough.


  Health and its implications in particular would become a major topic of public conversation. The natural corollary of the death fixation, the focus on diet, exercise, and other clean-living activities offered a measure of perceived control in a world that was still learning about germ theory and anesthesia. Although some health “experts” stuck with plain instruction, many regimens emerged with a sincerely American layer of moralizing and aspiration.


  In 1868, shortly before the country’s first presidential impeachment trial of Andrew Johnson, the Christian Advocate opposed the use of makeup on moral grounds, though it didn’t hurt its argument that science was on its side. “To heighten their beauty in the eyes of admiring gentlemen, the ladies are resorting to various cosmetics in the shape of washes, powders, and paints, which are put up and lauded to the skies by greedy and unprincipled knaves calling themselves druggists, as sovereign remedies for all the evils which beset a fair complexion.” Adding the ominous warning, “Now the ladies ought to know that all preparations are more or less injurious to the skin when used habitually, and some of them poisonous, and dangerous to health and life.”5 It sounds dire, but again with no government regulation and lead as a top ingredient in most formulas, there probably was an element of truth to the scare tactics that made vanity a literal deadly sin.


  The religious press was hardly alone in its condemnation of adornment. Even the more esoteric interests also validated the perspective that women risking their health for beauty was both dangerous and degenerate. Eclectic Magazine of Foreign Literature insisted that “A lady about to paint, or varnish, or enamel herself, has first, if she be wise, to consider the matter from a hygienic or health-disposing point of view.”6 Although, for lip color’s sake (and following in Martha Washington’s footsteps), it conceded that “Roseate pomades are never, on account of their coloring-matter, objectionable, the tint being imparted by alkanet root, which is wholly innocuous.”7 Albion: A Journal of News, Politics and Literature§ warned of the hollowness and degeneration of the “Fashionable Woman,” lamenting that “she will not try simplicity of living, natural hours, wholesome occupation, unselfish endeavor, but rushes off for help to paints and cosmetics, to stimulants and drugs, and attempts to restore the faded freshness of her beauty by the very means which further corrode it.”8


  Additionally, it wasn’t only the cosmopolitan press of the East Coast that concerned itself with the perilous effects of makeup. By this time, opportunities that arose due to the Homestead Act, the Gold Rush, and the construction of a transcontinental railway had drawn the adventurous (and the truly broke) westward, creating new towns and cities along the way. Because it was a frontier and most migrants went in search of jobs or economic opportunity, men often ventured ahead alone, either as bachelors or married men who sent for wives and children later, skewing the population by as much as 20 percent in favor of men. An 1874 map,9 for example, shows majority male populations concentrated at the borders of the Indian Territories and other uncolonized frontier lands. This meant fewer women, but obviously not no women; those who did strike out to the lands west of the Mississippi did so as homesteaders, sex workers, missionaries, teachers, domestics, and all of the other limited options open to women.


  It’s here that our collective imagination splits somewhat from the historical record. Americans, being largely enamored of pop culture, sometimes cast fictional characters in important roles in our collective memory of actual history. For the West (and the era, in general), it’s the idea of the “painted lady” versus the wholesome pioneer wife or schoolmarm. Although there’s probably an element of truth to the idea that some saloon girls, brothel workers, and entertainers painted and good girls didn’t, it later became embedded in our collective consciousness by Hollywood characters—such as Gone with the Wind’s madame, Belle Watling, Gunsmoke’s saloon owner, Miss
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  To my chosen family of friends, who gave you reason to wear it out of the house: Meirav Devash, Christine Colby, Emma Allen (and the ladies of Fuckin’ Ladies Brunch), Eddie McNamara, Mitch Adair, Marijana Sprajc, Joli Beauchamp, A. V. Phibes, Josh Nahas (the original Red Menace), Robb Teer, Corinne Butler, Rachel Guidera (Rock in Peace), Lucirene Pina, Katy Mastorokis, Sunny Buick, and Cori Werner (along with her glamorous mom, Maribeth, may her memory be a blessing.)


  As a performer, there are those who helped me give life to my inner drag queen: Flawless Mother Sabrina (“If you don’t think you’re the most interesting person in the room, no one is going to do it for you”), World Famous *Bob*, who understands what it is to be a “female-female impersonator,” and those who pushed the “working act”: Jo Weldon, James Taylor, Alex Doll, Tigger!, Fem Appeal, and Elayne Boosler.


  As a writer, William Ferguson, Tim Travaligni, Jake Bonar, Julie Tibbott, Doreen Bloch and the staff of the Makeup Museum, John Strausbaugh, Tonya Hurley, and the education department at Elizabeth Arden.


  And those who aren’t here with us now but would love to have seen it: Helen Zias, Sam Alford, my beloved uncle Dan Hyman, PhD, my zaide Jack, and my bubbe Rose Hyman (who never actually owned a lipstick herself), my “Aunt” Aimee Mast, who always (may her memory be a blessing) had lipstick on her teeth, Mimi Szafran, and my “Aunt” Bella Shore.


  And again, thanks to my dad and biggest fan, Maurice C. Carter, MD.
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