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The History Of
Make Up

The Roots of Beauty: An
Introduction to The
History Of Make Up

The human desire to alter, enhance, and
adorn the face is as old as civilization
itself.  From  the  earliest  pigments
crushed from rocks to the sleek, science-
backed formulas of today, the history of
make  up  is  a  fascinating  mirror
reflecting  our  cultural  values,  social
hierarchies,  and  technological
advancements. Makeup has never been
merely about vanity; it has served as a
tool for spiritual protection, a marker of
social status, a symbol of rebellion, and
a  medium  for  artistic  expression.
Understanding  where  these  beauty
rituals  began  gives  us  a  profound
appreciation  for  the  products  we  use



today. This journey through time reveals
t h a t  t h e  q u e s t  f o r  b e a u t y  i s  a
fundamental,  deeply  ingrained  part  of
the  human  experience,  evolving
dramatically  yet  retaining  its  core
purpose:  transformation.

Ancient Innovations: The First
Cosmetics

The earliest archaeological evidence of
cosmetic  use  dates  back  to  ancient
Egypt,  around  4000  BCE.  For  the
Egyptians,  makeup  was  not  simply
decoration;  it  was  a  sacred  practice
intertwined with  religion  and hygiene.
Both  men  and  women  of  high  status
routinely  wore  cosmetics.  The  most
iconic of these was kohl, a black powder
made  from  galena  (lead  sulfide)  and
other  ingredients.  This  was  applied
heavily around the eyes in a distinctive
almond  shape.  This  served  multiple
purposes:  it  reduced  the  glare  of  the
desert  sun,  repelled  flies,  and  was
believed  to  have  magical  protective
properties, warding off evil  spirits and
the "evil eye."
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Simultaneously ,  v ibrant  green
eyeshadow  was  created  from  crushed
malachite, a copper ore. Red ochre and
clay  were  mixed  with  fat  to  create
rudimentary lip stains and blushes. The
obsession with color was not confined to
the face; ancient Egyptians also stained
their nails and hands with henna. The
history  of  make  up  in  this  period
demonstra tes  a  soph is t i ca ted
understanding of pigment extraction and
formulation, driven by a powerful belief
in the substance's spiritual and practical
power. The most famous cosmetic user
of this era, Cleopatra, documented her
own recipes in a treatise on cosmetics,
highlighting  the  importance  placed  on
beauty at the highest levels of power.

The Classical World: Greece and
Rome

As we move into the classical world, the
philosophy surrounding makeup shifted.
In ancient Greece, pale skin was a sign
of aristocracy, indicating that a woman
did not have to work outdoors. This led
to  the  widespread  use  of  white  lead
foundation—a highly toxic mixture that



slowly  poisoned  its  users.  Natural
ingredients  like  chalk  and  crushed
berries were also used for a lighter, less
dangerous  effect.  Cheeks  were  often
t in ted  wi th  a  pas te  made  f rom
mulberries or red algae, while eyebrows
were darkened with soot. Greek women
are also credited with inventing the first
forms of mascara by applying a mixture
of soot and egg white to their lashes.

The  Romans,  ever  the  pragmatists,
expanded  on  these  practices  with  a
greater  emphasis  on  excess.  Roman
women applied white chalk or poisonous
white  lead  to  their  skin.  They  used
mercuric sulfide for rouge and lip color.
The Roman poet Ovid wrote extensively
about cosmetics, offering advice on how
to look young and beautiful.  However,
there was a distinct moral ambiguity; in
Roman  society,  a  "natural"  look  was
often praised in literature, while the use
of  heavy  makeup  was  sometimes
assoc ia ted  wi th  immora l i ty  or
theatricality.  Despite  this,  the  demand
for  beauty  products  grew,  creating  a
vast  trade  network  for  pigments,  oils,
and  perfumes  across  the  empire.  The
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history of make up in Rome illustrates
the growing tension between the desire
for  enhancement  and  the  social
judgment  attached  to  it.

The Middle Ages and the
Renaissance: Morality and
Moderation

The fall of the Roman Empire ushered in
a long period where the history of make
up took a more complex turn. During the
Middle  Ages  in  Europe,  the  Church
heavily  influenced  social  norms.
Excessive  adornment  of  the  body  was
often  viewed  as  sinful  and  vain,  a
distraction from spiritual devotion. Pale
skin,  however,  remained  the  ideal—a
symbol of purity, virtue, and noble birth.
Women would use lead-based ceruse to
achieve a  ghostly  white  complexion,  a
practice that dangerously continued the
ancient  tradit ion  of  using  toxic
substances.

Despite  the  religious  condemnation,
makeup never fully disappeared. During
the  Renaissance,  the  rules  began  to
loosen,  particularly  in  the  Italian  city-



states and the courts of France. Queen
Elizabeth  I  of  England  became  a
powerful  icon  of  heavy  makeup.  Her
signature  look—a  stark  white  face,
bright  red  lips,  and  heavily  defined
eyes—was emulated by the aristocracy.
This  look  was  not  just  a  fashion
statement;  it  was  a  political  one.  The
white  lead  face  paint  (known  as
"ceruse")  was  designed  to  cover
smallpox scars and create an alabaster
mask  of  youth.  Elizabeth  used  her
appearance to project an image of the
"Virgin Queen," untouched and eternal.

However,  the  ingredients  of  the  era
were  notoriously  dangerous.  Ceruse
contained lead, which caused hair loss,
skin  damage,  and  long-term  illness.
Many historians believe that prolonged
use  of  these  cosmetics  contributed  to
the premature aging and ill health of the
Queen and her courtiers. The history of
make  up  during  the  Renaissance  is
therefore a tale of  duality:  a  powerful
tool  for  projecting  status  and political
power,  but  one  with  a  dark  and
poisonous  underside.



The History Of Make Up

Downloaded from
tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Ty & Buck •
The journey of a thousand miles begins with a

single page. • Page 7

The 18th and 19th Centuries:
Restraint and the Natural Ideal

The  18th  century  in  Europe  saw  the
height  of  powdered  wigs  and  painted
faces,  particularly  among  the  French
aristocracy. Both men and women wore
heavy  rouge  and  patches  (mouches)
made of fabric or leather to cover scars
and  add  expression.  The  French
Revolution in 1789 changed everything.
The elaborate, artificial makeup of the
aristocracy became a symbol of the old
regime's  corruption  and  excess.
Suddenly, naturalness became the new
political  and  social  virtue.  The  ideal
shifted to a rosy, healthy, "natural" look,
although  this  was  often  still  achieved
through subtle means.

The Victorian era further codified this
restraint.  Makeup  was  considered
vulgar  and  associated  with  actresses
and prostitutes. A proper lady wore no
visible makeup. However, this was often
a  public  facade.  Privately,  women
employed a range of subtle techniques.
They would bite their lips to make them
red,  pinch their  cheeks  for  color,  and



use  belladonna  drops  (a  toxic  plant
extract) to dilate their pupils, creating a
look of wide-eyed excitement. The rise of
the  department  store  and the  popular
press in the late 19th century began to
change attitudes, subtly introducing the
idea that a "respectable" woman could
use  beauty  products  to  enhance  her
natural features. The history of make up
in the 19th century is the story of how
cosmetics went underground, becoming
a secret tool of femininity rather than a
public display of status.

The 20th Century: The Birth of
the Modern Beauty Industry

The  20th  century  witnessed  the  most
dramatic transformation in the history of
make  up.  The  innovations  of  this  era
created the multi-billion dollar industry
we know today.

The Early 1900s and the Silent Film
Era  –  The  silent  film  industry  had  a
massive  impact  on  makeup  trends.
Actresses  like  Clara  Bow  and  Greta
Garbo  needed  heavy,  exaggerated
makeup to be seen on the grainy black-
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and-whi te  f i lm.  This  led  to  the
popularization of the "cupid's bow" lip,
heavy eyeliner, and pronounced lashes.
Max  Factor,  a  Russian-born  makeup
artist, was a pioneer of this era, creating
greasepaint  specifically  for  film.  He
referred  to  his  work  as  "make up,"  a
term  that  soon  entered  the  public
lexicon. The cinema box office became
the  world's  most  powerful  runway  for
beauty trends.

The  1920s  and  the  Flapper  –  The
Roar ing  Twent ies  broke  soc ia l
conventions. The "flapper" look involved
darkly painted lips in a dramatic shape
and heavily kohl-rimmed eyes. The first
commercial  mascara,  Maybelline,  was
invented in this decade by T.L. Williams.
For the first time, makeup was widely
available,  affordable,  and  socially
acceptable  for  the  average  woman.  It
became  a  symbol  of  liberation  and
independence.

The  Golden  Age  of  Hollywood
(1930s-1950s)  – This period solidified
the global beauty standard. Women like
Marilyn  Monroe  and  Audrey  Hepburn



set  benchmarks.  The  1940s  saw  the
invention  of  the  first  waterproof
mascara and the iconic red lip,  which
became a wartime symbol of morale and
patriotism.  The  1950s  celebrated  a
highly  polished,  feminine  look:  liquid
eyeliner,  perfectly  shaped  brows,  and
matte red lips. The history of make up in
this  era  was  driven  by  innovation  in
formulation,  packaging,  and  branding.
Estée  Lauder,  Revlon,  and  L'Oréal
became  household  names.

The  1960s  and  70s:  The  Age  of
Experimentation  –  The  1960s  broke
the  mold  of  the  perfect  50s  woman.
Models like Twiggy popularized a mod
look with dramatic false eyelashes, pale
lips,  and  geometric  eyeshadow.  The
1970s embraced a more diverse range of
aesthetics, from the disco glitter of the
late 70s to the earthy, bohemian look of
the  early  70s.  Color  became  more
vibrant  and  accessible.

The 1980s to Today: Inclusivity and
Individuality – The 1980s were a time
of maximalism: bright blue eyeshadow,
heavy blush, and bright fuchsia lips. The
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supermodel era of the 1990s brought a
shift toward matte neutrals, "nude" lips,
and heavy contouring. The 21st century
has been defined by a movement toward
inclusivity.  Brands like  Fenty  Beauty,
l aunched  by  R ihanna  in  2017 ,
revolutionized the industry  by offering
40 (and later 50) shades of foundation,
forcing  the  entire  industry  to  rethink
shade ranges for diverse skin tones.

The Contemporary Landscape
and Future Trends

Today, the history of make up is being
written  faster  than  ever.  The  rise  of
social media, particularly YouTube and
Instagram,  has  democratized  beauty.
Consumers are now informed creators,
not  passive  recipients.  Trends  like
contouring,  "baking,"  and  "strobing"
spread virally across the globe in days.
The  "clean  beauty"  movement  has
pushed for transparency in ingredients,
leading to a boom in natural, non-toxic
formulations.

The industry is also increasingly focused
on  sustainability,  with  refillable



packaging  and  eco-friendly  formulas.
The dialogue has shifted from covering
f l a w s  t o  e n h a n c i n g  f e a t u r e s .
Furthermore, gender-neutral makeup
is gaining traction, challenging the long-
standing  notion  that  cosmetics  are
exclusively  for  women.  The  future  of
makeup  l ies  in  personalization,
technology (skin-analyzing apps), and a
continued  celebration  of  individual
beauty.

Ancient Egypt (4000 BCE): Kohl
for eyes, malachite for shadow.
Renaissance (1500s): Lead-based
white face paint, red lips.
Victorian Era (1800s): Subtle,
"natural" look; makeup used
privately.
1920s: The first commercial
mascara and the "flapper" look.
1950s: Golden Age of Hollywood;
polished, feminine aesthetic.
2010s-Present: Inclusive shade
ranges, social media trends, and
sustainability.
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Conclusion: A Reflection
of Society

The history of make up is far more than
a chronicle of changing fashions. It is a
vivid, sometimes dangerous, and always
compelling  story  of  human  identity.
From the sacred rituals of ancient Egypt
to  the  inclusive  product  launches  of
today,  makeup  has  been  a  constant
companion  in  our  journey  of  self-
expression. It has been used to signify
status, to challenge political regimes, to
express  rebe l l ion ,  and  to  ga in
confidence. As we apply our foundation
or  a  swipe  of  lipstick  today,  we  are
participating in  a  ritual  that  stretches
back thousands of years. The tools and
ingredients have changed, moving from
toxic metals to safe, scientifically tested
compounds, but the fundamental human
desire  to  adorn  ourselves  remains  as
powerful as ever. The history of make up
is  ultimately  the  history  of  us—our
creativity,  our values,  and our endless
pursuit of beauty.


