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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the cover images of Vanity Fair 

magazine from the years 1983 to 2008.  The study attempted to determine if Vanity 

Fair’s covers have become more focused on celebrities over time.  This study analyzed 

how Vanity Fair defines a celebrity. An additional aspect of this research was to 

determine the number of politically based cover images versus the number of celebrity-

based cover images.  

Sammye Johnson (2007) wrote, “In 2005, when W. Mark Felt, who was assistant 

director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation during the Nixon Administration (1969 to 

1974), decided to reveal that he was Watergate’s ‘Deep Throat’ after keeping his identity 

a secret for more than thirty years, he turned to Vanity Fair.”  The periodical has been a 

key player in the reporting and analysis of history-making events for decades. 

With writing that pushes the envelope, daring pictures, impressive cultural 

insight, thought-provoking articles, and memorable features of the most influential people 

in the world, Vanity Fair has become, by many estimates, magazine journalism’s 

acknowledged proprietor of modern society, power, and personality (Friend, 2009). 

 
 



Vanity Fair contributors have been talented from the beginning.  In its early years of 

publication, Vanity Fair promoted the work of modern artists like Picasso and Brancusi.   The 

magazine distinguished itself by using illustrators like Miguel Covarrubias and Paolo Garretto.  

Vanity Fair also published essays by new literary talents like Dorothy Parker and Gertrude Stein 

to D. H. Lawrence and Aldous Huxley.  Annie Leibovitz and Herb Ritts are considered to be 

some of the best photographers of all time and have made significant contributions to Vanity 

Fair (Friend, 2009).   

On April 25, 2008, the televised entertainment program Entertainment Tonight reported 

that 15-year-old Miley Cyrus had posed topless for a photo shoot with Vanity Fair.  The photos 

showed Cyrus without a top, her bare back exposed but her front covered with a bedsheet. The 

photo shoot was taken by photographer Annie Leibovitz.  The full photograph was published 

with an accompanying story on The New York Times' Website on April 27, 2008. On April 29, 

2008, The New York Times clarified that though the pictures left an impression that she was bare-

breasted, Cyrus was wrapped in a bedsheet and was actually not topless.  Some parents 

expressed outrage at the nature of the photograph, which a Disney spokesperson described as "a 

situation [that] was created to deliberately manipulate a 15-year-old in order to sell magazines 

(Barnes, 2008). 

In 2008, Vanity Fair celebrated its 95th anniversary.  The magazine celebrated its 25th as 

a re-launched publication. To showcase the photographic heritage of the magazine, London’s 

National Portrait Gallery mounted an exhibition, “Vanity Fair Portraits, 1913 to 2008,” which 

opened on February 14, 2008.  The exhibition traveled to the Scottish National Portrait Gallery, 

in Edinburgh, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the National Portrait Gallery of 
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Canberra, Australia. In the fall of 2008, the magazine produced a special anniversary issue and a 

hardcover book, Vanity Fair: The Portraits.   

 



Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 In order to produce understanding and analyze results on this topic, it is important 

to identify and describe applicable scholarly research.  The academic literature covers a 

wide variety of topics.  These include print media, magazine cover content, celebrities, 

advertising, and American culture.  In addition, it is important to cite research and studies 

that support and challenge the aforementioned areas.  

Magazine Covers 

New York Magazine’s March 24th cover received The American Society of 

Magazine Editors highest honor when it won the 2008 Cover of the Year award.  The 

cover featured former New York Governor Eliot Spitzer dressed in a navy suit and red 

tie.  He was smiling with his hands clasped loosely.  The cover appeared simple. 

What made the cover especially unique was “artist Barbara Kruger’s graphic 

interpretation [literally written] on Henry Leutwyler’s photograph.”  The word “BRAIN” 

was written in a bright-red box with an arrow pointing to the area of Spitzer’s anatomy 

that seemed to have been thinking for him when he spent thousands of government 



dollars on high-priced call girls. There was no headline on the cover of that particular issue.  It 

wasn’t needed. 

This particular cover had all the elements magazine editors strive to attain.  To look back 

at the 3-pronged approach De Leon noted in his book Self-Exposure: Human-Interest Journalism 

and the Emergence of Celebrity in America (1890-1940), editors need the publication to be 

inexpensive, interesting and easy to read (Watson, 2005). 

It is important to acknowledge that the current state of the economy has played an 

important role in the magazine world and, as a result, magazine covers have to hit their target 

audience faster and harder than before.  This cover was simple but delivered a concise message.  

If the magazine cover does not instantly connect with the consumer, it is unlikely the consumer 

will buy that particular magazine.   

According to the Audit Bureau of Circulations, U.S. magazine sales dropped more than 

six percent in the beginning of 2008.  Advertising revenue for both newspapers and magazines 

was already at a decline.  Now, add the current economic problems to this and it deepens the 

wound.  Online publications are held accountable for both of these print media problems (Lee, 

2008).  

Esquire magazine editor-in-chief David Granger thought a bold move was appropriate for 

the current situation.  For Esquire’s seventy-fifth anniversary issue, Granger chose a cutting edge 

cover that featured an electronic link and a collage of illuminated images.  The anniversary 

issue’s cover also had a ten-inch display that flashed the theme “The 21st Century Begins Now.”  

A two-page spread advertising the new Ford Flex Crossover featured on the inside cover.  It had 

a second ten inch display with flashing colors to illustrate how the car would appear as it was 
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being driven at night. Esquire even had to design a battery (a "six-figure investment") that was 

small enough to fit into a magazine and keep things running until the magazine sold. The 

batteries lasted for 90 days (Lee, 2008). 

Anniversary issues, or special issues, can be a great help for magazines in terms of 

boosting sales.  Advertisers and readers alike are receptive of the special issues.  Readers enjoy 

them because they mark a particular moment in time.  Some save the anniversary issues and look 

back at them from time to time—and some readers will look back at them years after the issue 

was released.  Advertisers are aware of this and acknowledge that these issues have a longer 

shelf life than the standard weekly or monthly publications (Johnson, 2002).   

The Esquire anniversary issue is a great example of a successful anniversary issue.  Chris 

Butler, the vice president and consumer marketing director for Hearst Magazines, reported that 

the updated issues of four iconic Esquire covers received lots of free media exposure. High-

profile events featuring George Clooney, LeBron James and Marc Jacobs doing live 

demonstrations of their visions of the future contributed to the issue’s success.  The anniversary 

issue was displayed at Borders on the best-seller book table, as well as in end-caps and window 

displays and it was featured in “The Short List” e-newsletter.  Results included a 500 percent 

sales increase for the digital-cover copies, with a 50 percent price increase.  Anniversary issue 

copies with traditional covers were priced at $4.99, while those with the digital cover were 

priced at $5.99.  Overall, unit sales jumped 250 percent in retailers carrying the digital issues, 

and sell-through was 75 percent.  Units for traditional-cover copies were flat, but with a $1 price 

increase. Overall newsstand revenue for the issue doubled (www.news.idpa.org).   
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The end result was that the October issue had the most advertising pages of any issue in 

Granger’s eleven years as editor-in-chief of Esquire (Lee, 2008).  This cover was a monumental 

success.     

The average reader spends only three to five seconds scanning a magazine cover before 

deciding if he or she is going to purchase it.  As a result of this, both the design of the 

magazine’s cover and its cover image must reinforce the brand and  have to be an important 

identification factor for the consumer (Quigley, 1988).  If a particular cover only gets three to 

five seconds of consideration, then the cover of the magazine must be striking and needs to make 

a distinct impression.     

Johnson (2002) affirmed Quigley and noted, “Magazine publishers, editors, and 

circulation directors know the importance of the cover image as both a newsstand impulse buy 

and as a brand.”   

A great magazine cover can have multiple effects.  First and foremost, it can shape a 

magazine’s image.  Photographers shoot and editors choose images that can enhance a 

magazine’s reputation.  At the same time, the choices made by using these images can please 

their editors and others who are affiliated with the publication.  One recurring theme is the 

concept that the magazine cover tells a story.  This is a powerful tool and has secured a 

significant role in the creation and distribution of news in the past few decades. 

Further, a great magazine cover can also shine a spotlight on an individual that the public 

may be unfamiliar with and this can elevate the individual to icon status (Pompper, 2002).  A 

great magazine cover can also breathe life back into a magazine that may have been struggling 

financially.  Pompper (2002) acknowledged “…a magazine’s cover is its most valuable sales 
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vehicle and magazine publishers devote substantial time and financial resources to selecting 

images most worthy of this premium position.” 

On October 17, 2005, the 40 greatest magazine covers of the last 40 years were revealed 

at the American Magazine Conference (AMC) 2005 at the Wyndham El Conquistador in Puerto 

Rico, by Mark Whitaker, president of American Society of Magazine Editors (ASME) and editor 

of Newsweek magazine, and AMC Chairman Evan Smith, editor of Texas Monthly. A judging 

panel of 52 magazine editors, design directors, art directors and photography editors was charged 

with picking the 40 top covers from a pool of 444 images representing 136 magazines 

(http://www.magazine.org/association/press/13806.aspx, accessed February 7, 2009). 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 John and Yoko 

Rolling Stone 

January 22, 1981 

Figure 2.3 Muhammad Ali 

Esquire 

April 1968 

Figure 2.2 Demi Moore 

Vanity Fair 

August 1991 

8 
 



      

 

 

Figure 2.4 

The New Yorker 

March 29, 1976 

Figure 2.5 

Esquire 

May 1969, #5 

Figure 2.6 

Esquire 

October 1966, #8 

   

Rolling Stone’s January 22, 1981, cover of John Lennon and Yoko Ono (see Figure 2.1) 

was named the top magazine cover to appear since 1965, while Vanity Fair’s cover featuring a 

naked, pregnant Demi Moore (see Figure 2.2), ranked as the # 2 cover.  The # 3 cover from 

Esquire’s April 1968 issue (see Figure 2.3) depicted Muhammad Ali with six arrows in his body.  

Saul Steinberg’s March 29, 1976, The New Yorker cover, View of the World from 9th Avenue, 

which has come to represent Manhattan’s telescoped perception of the country beyond the 

Hudson River, was ranked the #4 cover.  Esquire’s other top covers (in addition to Muhammad 

Ali) included Andy Warhol in a Campbell’s tomato soup can (May 1969; # 5), the Vietnam-era 

Oh my God we hit a little girl cover (October 1966; # 8), and Bill Clinton (December 2000; # 19) 

(http://www.magazine.org/association/press/13806.aspx, accessed February 7, 2009).  

 With the exception of one, all of these award-winning covers featured celebrities. 

Celebrities have a strong hold on the magazine cover market.  Reflecting that idea, Fraser and 

Brown (2002), said “during the past several decades celebrities have had a growing influence 
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through mass media.  The proliferation of entertainment media worldwide has increased the 

exposure of celebrities to mass audiences and given them a powerful status.” 

Sumner’s (2002) study concluded that there were five generally accepted principles 

regarding magazine covers: 

• Covers with women sell better than covers with men.  Even women’s magazines feature 

mostly women on their covers.   

• Covers with people sell better than covers with other objects. Some studies have shown 

that at least 75 percent of all covers feature one or two people.  An informal survey by the 

author of 200 magazine covers on display at a bookstore showed that more than 60 

percent of them displayed people on the cover. 

• Movie stars and entertainers sell better than politicians, business leaders, or sports 

celebrities. 

• Sex sells. 

• Good news sells better than bad news.  Most covers emphasize positive, upbeat themes 

and cover lines. 

Former People magazine editor Richard Stolley affirmed these accepted principles in the 

magazine publishing world with his famous quote: “Young is better than old. Pretty is better than 

ugly. Rich is better than poor.  TV is better than music. Music is better than movies. Movies are 

better than sports. Anything is better than politics. And nothing is better than the celebrity dead.” 

(Johnson and Prijatel, 2000) 

10 
 



Celebrities 

According to Watson, “Famous people have been celebrated in the media since the 17th 

century.  The French king, Louis XIV, was featured on the front page in what is regarded as the 

first newspaper in the thirteen colonies, Publick Occurrences, because of his alleged dalliance 

with the prince’s wife” (2005). 

Charles Ponce de Leon, writer and history professor, noted that when newspapers and 

magazines began to portray celebrities with failings as human beings (during the period 1890-

1940), this was the time when the mass-circulation media found a public interested in the private 

doings of the famous (De Leon, 2005). 

 De Leon also pointed out that the metropolitan press was targeting a new sect in the 

population: the new immigrants.  They were a rapidly growing group to which the press needed 

to reach.  So, the press utilized a 3-pronged approach.  The newspapers were: affordable to the 

masses (what we know today as the penny press), the writing was easy to understand 

(comprehendible to those with only a grade school education), and the articles were interesting 

and enjoyable to read.  Dramatic styles were used and famous people were the subjects in the 

articles (Watson, 2005). 

This led to the creation of new definitions for what was considered newsworthy by the 

penny press editors.  Sex, money and crime were now the new criteria for news in the 1930s.  

Public figures like President Theodore Roosevelt, actor Buster Keaton, boxer John L. Sullivan 

and entertainer Buffalo Bill Cody became famous simply because they were recognizable and 

well-known.  They were famous for other things.  This was a result of the increased visibility the 

press gave these individuals (Watson, 2005). 

11 
 



Even as early as 1927, being a public figure had its drawbacks.  Increased visibility 

became an issue for famous pilot Charles Lindbergh.  Once he became the first person to 

complete a transatlantic flight from New York to Paris, he discovered his private life became 

non-existent (Watson, 2005). 

Boorstin (1961) was one of the first scholars to research celebrities.  Boorstin (1961) 

defined a celebrity as “a person who is well-known for his well-knownness.”  Other academics 

shared Boorstin’s sentiments.  According to Mendelson, numerous authors argue that celebrities 

are “all image and that there is nothing real there at all (174).”  Dyer (1986) was the most critical 

and said, “Celebrities are the ultimate example of media hype, foisted on us by the media’s 

constant need to manipulate our attention.”   

People have enjoyed following the lives of the famous and interesting for years. 

However, only recently has celebrity journalism occupied a place among top news stories.  For 

many years, tabloids like the National Enquirer that covered celebrity scandals were often 

considered second tier publications.  Things have changed in the last few decades.  An 

outpouring of cable television shows and other media have become infatuated with celebrities 

and celebrity scandals.  The balance between hard news and celebrity journalism has drastically 

changed and many point to the O.J. Simpson murder trial in 1994-1995 as the turning point.  Just 

a few years following the Simpson trial were the deaths of Princess Diana (1997) and John F. 

Kennedy Jr. (1999), which the media obsessively covered (Watson, 2005).   

Nearly ten years following John F. Kennedy Jr.’s death, 2008 was a year of surprise and 

also a year of change.  Soneclar (2009) wrote, “America elected its first black president; the 

economy lurched into its worst tailspin since the Great Depression; [The Philadelphia Phillies,] a 
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team with the next-to-lowest payroll, won the World Series.  And despite it all – or perhaps in 

spite of it all – the number one search term on Yahoo was...Britney Spears.” 

While Yahoo’s Top 10 list won’t be used in any scholarly or academic pursuits, it does 

show what people are thinking about and it shows what interests them.  Websites like 

PerezHilton.com and The Huffington Post receive millions of hits per day and shows like E! 

Entertainment’s “The Daily 10” are watched by millions of viewers.  Celebrity journalism has 

replaced fictional television, fiction movies, and even novels to some extent as our chosen mass 

medium (Sonelclar, 2009). 

If one looks back to the beginning, newspapers were the first medium.  As a result of this, 

many contribute the surge in celebrity coverage to the newspaper industry’s effort to thwart a 

decrease in circulation.  The 3-pronged approach of the penny press days is still needed to be 

utilized today.  The media, whether it is a newspaper or magazine, needs to be inexpensive.  The 

stories, according to readership groups, need to be more interesting to more people.  The stories 

also need to be easy for most people to read.  However, some wonder if readers really want to 

read about Paris Hilton’s private life.  Research has shown younger readers prefer stories that 

used a softer, more feature-like approach to the news, like stories featuring celebrities (Watson, 

2005).   

Murray (2006) said, “The growth in celebrity coverage in the past several years indicates 

an almost insatiable public demand for information on those who live, work and party under the 

spotlight of celebrity.”  Alan Citron is currently the general manager of TMZ, a Web site devoted 

entirely to celebrity gossip. Murray quoted Citron, “There’s this ravenous appetite for this type 

of information.” 
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Williams (2008) was one of the first scholars to discuss the issue of female readers and 

their enjoyment of celebrity news.  “Some editors confirm that they handle female celebrities 

differently.  But the reason, they say, is rooted not in sexism, but in the demographics of their 

audience.  The readership of US Weekly, for example, is 70 percent female; for People Weekly, 

it’s more than 90 percent …the Britney Spears story continues to flourish because women are 

fascinated by the challenges facing a young mother” (Williams, 2008). 

According to Goldsmith (2006), People Weekly reportedly paid $4.1 million for newborn 

photos of Shiloh Nouvel Jolie-Pitt, the child of Angelina Jolie and Brad Pitt.  The photos set a 

single-day traffic record for their website, attracting 26.5 million page views 

(http://www.variety.com, accessed March 16, 2008).  This is another example of readers being 

interested in the young and famous. 

Many in the publishing world think there is more to selling newspapers and magazines 

than putting a famous face on the front page or on the cover.  Joseph Pulitzer was a Hungarian 

born American newspaper editor and publisher. In his time (1847 to 1911) he was one of the 

most powerful journalists in the United States.   

Pulitzer said, “Put it before them briefly so they will read it, clearly so they will 

appreciate it, picturesquely so they will remember it and, above all, accurately so they will be 

guided by its light.” 

 

 

 



Chapter 3 

A HISTORY OF VANITY FAIR MAGAZINE 

 

Vanity Fair editor David Friend noted that the term “Vanity Fair” originally 

meant “a place or scene of ostentation or empty, idle amusement and frivolity.”  

According to Friend, this was a reference to John Bunyan’s 1678 book The Pilgrim’s 

Progress.   William Makepeace Thackeray used the term for his famous 1847 novel 

Vanity Fair.  It’s regarded by critics as a literary treasure. 

 The magazine Vanity Fair originated in the 1800s in Manhattan but didn’t last 

long.  According to Friend, the magazine began as a “humorous weekly, published from 

1859-1863.  Next, in the U.K., from 1868 to 1914, Vanity Fair was the title of a 

periodical that became known as the cream of the period’s ‘society magazines,’ best 

remembered for its witty prose and its caricatures of men (and occasionally women) of 

privilege (Friend, 2009).”  

Vanity Fair began as a magazine with a focus on society and status and continued 

on that path early into the twentieth century.  It all began with a man named Condé Nast.  

On March 26, 1873, Condé Montrose Nast was born in New York City.   



His father, William Nast, was an unsuccessful broker and inventor who had also 

served as U.S. attaché in Berlin. His mother Ester was the daughter of an affluent St. 

Louis banker. Nast's aunt financed his studies at Georgetown University, where he 

graduated in 1894. He later went on to earn a law degree from Washington University in 

St. Louis in 1897.  Growing up in wealth and privilege quickly helped Nast make a name 

for himself in Manhattan.  After only owning Vogue magazine for four years, Nast 

achieved success in the publication world.  When the opportunity arose to purchase a 

magazine he saw as competition for Vogue, Nast bought the rights to another women’s 

fashion magazine named Dress from Doubleday, Page & Co. publishing house (Douglas, 

1991). 

Nast had two problems to solve.  The first problem was that he didn’t know how 

to set his new magazine apart from Vogue.  His second dilemma was that he wasn’t a fan 

of the magazine’s title.  He thought Dress was too plain of a title and felt that it didn’t 

capture the essence of the direction he wanted his new publication to take.  For three 

thousand dollars, Nast bought the rights to the name Vanity Fair and created a new 

magazine to be called Dress and Vanity Fair (Douglas, 1991).       

Nourie and Nourie (1990) and other scholars identify September 1913 as the time 

when Vanity Fair began forming its identity as a publication because that is when it was 

initially launched.  However, Dress and Vanity Fair didn’t last longer than four issues. 

Not having a background in journalism or publishing, Nast needed to know what 

approach to take. Nast had a talk with his longtime friend Frank Crowinshield, a man 

with a powerful reputation in the New York publishing world.  Crowninshield had a 
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suggestion: “There is no magazine that is read by people you meet at lunches or dinners.  

Your magazine should cover the things people talk about at parties—the arts, sports, 

humor, and so forth.”  This brilliant suggestion stuck a chord with Nast.  His goal was to 

revitalize the magazine and so he offered Frank Crowninshield the position of editor.   

Crowninshield took the job on two conditions: he wanted ‘Dress’ dropped from 

the magazine’s title and he didn’t want the magazine to contain any women’s fashions.  

Nast agreed and fourteen months later Nast decided to try his launch again.   

Under Crowninshield’s direction, Vanity Fair promoted the work of “modern 

artists (Picasso, Brancusi) and illustrators (Miguel Covarrubias, Paolo Garretto), 

published essays by new literary lights (from Dorothy Parker and Gertrude Stein to D.H. 

Lawrence and Aldous Huxley), and helped popularize and perfect the genre of celebrity 

portraiture through the pioneering work of photographers such as Edward Steichen, Man 

Ray, Cecil Beaton, and Baron de Meyer” (Friend, 2009). 

Both Nast and Crowninshield had a similar vision for Vanity Fair.  Crowninshield 

wrote, “Vanity Fair has but two major articles in its editorial creed: first, to believe in the 

progress and promise of American life, and second, to chronicle that progress cheerfully, 

truthfully, and entertainingly…We allude to its increased devotion to pleasure, to 

happiness, to dancing, to sport, to the delights of the country, and to all forms of 

cheerfulness” (Douglas, 1991).   

In his own life, Crowninshield was a man who liked all things associated with a 

posh lifestyle.  He even called himself a snob because of his concentrated interest in high 
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society.  Peterson (1964) wrote, “Crowninshield himself said, ‘…I like an immense 

number of things which society, money and position bring in their train: painting, 

tapestries, rare books, smart dresses, dances, gardens, country houses, correct cuisine, and 

pretty women.”  

Entertaining the reader was one of Crowninshield’s major goals for Vanity Fair.  

“It will print much humor, it will look at the stage, at the arts, at the world of letters, at 

sport, and at the highly vitalized, electric, and diversified life of our day from the frankly 

cheerful angle of the optimist, or, which is much the same thing, from the mock-cheerful 

angle of the satirist” (Douglas, 1991). 

The intention for Vanity Fair was that it would be a fresh and modern magazine 

that chronicled “the brighter side of life…the joy of living…and much, too, of its more 

serious aspects” (Nourie and Nourie, 1990).  Nast and Crowninshield did not want any 

preconceived notions or prejudices to cloud their vision.  The magazine was intended to 

be a pleasant testament to the American way of life.  It’s important to note that the 

magazine was not going to delve into any issues of substance—particularly anything 

negative or depressing.  Vanity Fair’s goal was “to entertain truthfully and truthfully to 

entertain.”  Nast believed this purpose to be twofold: a) it would separate Vanity Fair 

from other magazines and, b) it would give their readers what the editors thought their 

readers wanted—to be entertained and distracted from the pressures of their daily lives  

Photography played a key role is the magazine’s evolution.  “During the 1920s, 

fashion and high society magazines, particularly Vogue and Vanity Fair, enthusiastically 

embraced photography ….under the creative eyes of such art directors as Alexey 
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Brodovitch at Harper’s Bazaar and Mehemed Fehmy Agha at Vogue and Vanity Fair, 

magazine pages finally had a sense of unity, continuity, and most important, 

style”(Johnson, 2007).   

 Agha has been called one of the first innovative designers at Vanity Fair.  In fact, 

Agha was a contributor during what the magazine world calls the Golden Age of 

Magazine Design (see Figures 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3).  Historian William Owen christened the 

era spanning 1945 to 1968 the Golden Age of Magazine Design because of the speed and 

the quality with which magazine design progressed.  Agha was a powerful asset at Vanity 

Fair because he took risks.   

“Agha’s deliberate union of two single pages into one double-page spread by 

crossing the gutter was a new and dramatic way of making photos larger and bolder, as 

was his penchant for fanning action photos sequentially across a Vanity Fair or Vogue 

page to suggest movement.  He eliminated column rules and decorative borders, 

simplified typography, and used lots of white space at the margins of pages.  Agha 

demanded and achieved an elegant perfection in his layouts; in fact, ‘elegance’ was the 

word used by peers to describe his work” (Johnson, 2007).  Agha’s achievements set a 

high standard at Vanity Fair.  Here are some examples of Agha’s covers: 
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Figure 3.3 

Vanity Fair 
under Agha 

 

    

Figure 3.1 

Vanity Fair 
under Agha 

Figure 3.2 

Vanity Fair 
under Agha 

Alexander Liberman succeeded Agha.  Liberman was chosen as the art director 

for all the Condé Nast magazines and he also held the position of editorial director at 

Vanity Fair.  Holding this position at Vanity Fair afforded him the opportunity to take a 

journalistic approach to design and to acknowledge the need to merge commercialism 

and circulation sales with fine art.  He liked dramatic layouts that were classically bold 

and crudely aggressive at the same time” Johnson (2007).    

According to Friend (2009), “[Vanity Fair], throughout the 20s and 30s, became 

the gold standard for the so-called smart magazines of the era.”  It’s clear that promoting 

status and society in a glamorous way was important to Nast and Crowninshield.  Nast 

threw parties for Vanity Fair acquaintances who were from various social spectrums 

including artists, musicians, politicians, writers, athletes and members of high society.  

While Nast and Crowninshield were entertaining the wealthy and sophisticated, not 

everyone was living the high life.       

 The Depression hit Vanity Fair along with the rise of Fascism.  This had a 

devastating impact on the periodical along with other smart magazines.  The magazine 
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was considered too shallow as well as too polished for that time period and the magazine 

closed.  Vanity Fair ceased to exist and publication ended.   Critics said the periodical 

was too blasé and metropolitan for the increasingly bleak times.   

 Nearly fifty years later, Condé Nast Publishing breathed life back into the 

periodical and Vanity Fair resumed publication in 1983 as a lifestyle and culture 

magazine.  Actors and actresses, politicians, dancers, East Coast socialites, novelists and 

members of royalty have become common cover choices for Vanity Fair.  The first five 

covers in 1989 were Tom Cruise, Michelle Pfeiffer, Diana Ross, Melanie Griffith, and 

Kevin Costner.  That translates to four actors and one singer.  The spotlight on people in 

the new Vanity Fair “appears at best to serve as a sometimes explicit, but more often 

implicit, reflection of our current trends in the arts, society, and politics.  Often, however, 

the focus of these portraits is diffuse, giving them the aura of ‘Life Styles of the Rich and 

Famous’ gossip” (Nourie and Nourie, 1990). 

Editors Richard Locke and Leo Lerman tried to reinvent the magazine, but with 

mixed results.  In 1984, Tina Brown took over and gave the magazine Reagan-era style.  

Brown was a brilliant editor and knew how to appeal to the exotic tastes of readers in that 

unique decade.  She was not afraid to push the envelope.  Brown took risks and they were 

successful.    

Recruiting talented photographers like Annie Leibovitz and Herb Ritts and writers 

like Dominick Dunne and Sebastian Junger are examples of some risks Brown didn’t 

hesitate to take.  The result was a hodgepodge of wealth, culture, fashion and sex that not 

only restored the magazine—it improved it and took it to a higher level.  As a result, 
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Vanity Fair launched an international edition in 1991.  According to VanityFair.com, 

Brown eventually took Vanity Fair’s sales five fold with a mix of celebrity interviews, 

serious foreign affairs specials, columnists and photography.  Some famous covers while 

Brown was editor include: 

     

 
Figure 3.4 December 1989          Figure 3.5 May 1986                         Figure 3.6 August 1989 

While at Vanity Fair, Brown was one of the first magazine editors to feature 

celebrity journalism.  Brown’s choice proved popular with Vanity Fair’s readers and the 

publication increased its circulation from 250,000 to 1.2 million. Brown rescued the 

magazine by making two distinct decisions.  She not only increased circulation and 

advertising (when she took over the magazine it had only twelve pages of ads), she also 

made sure that Vanity Fair itself made news.  The magazine did not just report the 

news—it was the news.  Brown proved herself as a master marketer, newsmaker and 

media revolutionary” (http://www.greatertalent.com/TinaBrown). 

Graydon Carter stepped onboard as editor of the magazine in 1992 and brought 

his expertise from working at Time, Life, and The New York Observer.  Carter rebranded 
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the magazine when he expanded its horizons to focus on news and world affairs, oversaw 

the publication of striking picture portfolios and quintessential works of art, and 

pioneered new editorial pieces.  These choices Carter made have resulted in new Vanity 

Fair precedents like The Hollywood Issue.  This issue is always released to coincide with 

the star studded Vanity Fair Oscar Gala, which is currently the most famous annual party 

in the world.  Under Carter’s direction, the magazine contains the New Establishment 

rankings.  This list scores the top CEOs and businessmen in the field of information-

communications-entertainment and it’s considered an achievement to be on it.  Finally, 

Carter’s special issues or major sections devoted to the environment have not simply 

changed Vanity Fair’s image and made it more eco-friendly.  These issues and sections 

have changed the magazine’s target audience to include a more globally-responsible 

subset of readers.  Carter was able to feature celebrities like Bono and Robert Kennedy 

on the cover of Vanity Fair in their efforts to stop the conflict in Darfur and to make the 

world ‘green.’         

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Based on magazine literature, this study will seek to answer the following 

research questions: 

RQ1: How have the cover images of Vanity Fair magazine changed over the last twenty-

five years? 

RQ2:  What kinds of visual devices are most commonly used on Vanity Fair covers? 
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RQ3: Has Vanity Fair increased the frequency of celebrity covers over the last twenty-

five years? 

RQ4: Which celebrity has been featured on the cover of Vanity Fair the most times?   



Chapter 4 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

This study utilized some of the same methodological approaches David E. 

Sumner’s methodology in his study of Life magazine covers.  This study undertook a 

content analysis of all Vanity Fair covers between its revival in 1983 and 2008.  A case 

study was appropriate because the researcher wanted to ensure the study’s validity was 

not threatened by any external factors.  The issue of a study’s validity being threatened 

was raised in Campbell and Stanley's important contribution entitled “Experimental and 

Quasi-Experimental Designs for Research” (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). 

Sumner’s Study 

Sumner’s study examined the cover images of Life magazine.  He conducted a 

content analysis of all 2,128 covers to determine if the Life covers functioned as a 

“cultural artifact,” a “marketing tool,” or both.  Sumner contended that if the magazine’s 

covers functioned as a cultural artifact then it could be concluded that readers bought 

magazines with covers that accurately reflected social reality.  However, if the magazine 

cover was only a marketing tool, then readers may, for example, have preferred covers 



that portrayed attractive, appealing women or attracted their attention because of other eye-

catching graphics.  According to Sumner, most academic studies on magazines approach the 

cover from the “cultural artifact” model.  Conversely, Sumner noted all of the professional 

literature assumes that the cover is a marketing tool and give advice to editors and publishers 

about how to create best-selling covers (Sumner, 2002). 

 According to Sumner, the cultural artifact model looks at magazines as a reflection of 

cultural demography.  His studies measured how accurately the magazine covers reflect gender, 

ethnic, or other cultural norms.  This study also measured these attributes.  The marketing tool, 

Sumner noted, is different because it presumes that the cover is simply a marketing decision and 

that the editors and publishers choose the particular cover image on the basis of what they 

believe will sell the most magazines (Sumner, 2002). 

 William Christ and Sammye Johnson of Trinity University (1985) used the cultural 

artifact model in their studies when they researched women who appeared on the cover of Time 

magazine.  Their first study in 1985 examined when and how females were displayed on Time’s 

“Man of the Year” covers from when the magazine’s origin in 1923 all the way until 1984.  

Christ and Johnson’s second study on Time magazine, “Women Through Time: Who Gets 

Covered?” was important because it analyzed every Time magazine cover that Time had ever 

published.  “The Representation of Women: The News Magazine Cover as an International 

Cultural Artifact” was Christ and Johnson’s third study and it measured how Time magazine 

covers portrayed international women and it, like their second study, utilized all Time magazine 

covers that had ever been published (Sumner, 2002). 

26 
 



 Some might wonder why Christ and Johnson chose Time magazine and not Newsweek to 

analyze.  Sumner quoted Christ and Johnson (1995): 

To investigate the covers of Time is to investigate an international cultural 
artifact.  The covers, serving as benchmarks to history and culture, 
indicate which individual women attained power and status in their time.  
Additionally, the covers, with their indication of occupational status, allow 
researchers to see what myths or misconceptions, if any, were being 
communicated.   

Cover collections of Vanity Fair came from two sources: a) the Vanity Fair magazine 

website (www.vanityfair.com) with a searchable database of the covers from 2006 to the most 

current issue; b) a university library containing bound volumes of all of the 310 monthly issues 

from 1983 to 2007.  Researcher 1 and researcher 2 coded all 310 monthly issues individually. 

Life published a series of special issues in addition to its monthly issues.  Because they 

were often linked to current events, they were excluded from Sumner’s study in 2002 because 

they might not reflect typical content and choices made by the editors.  Vanity Fair, unlike Life, 

published special issues but they were not published in addition to its monthly issues.  This study 

included Vanity Fair’s special issues because they had a dual purpose of being special issues and 

monthly issues.   

The content, like the content from Sumner’s study, was analyzed according to type and 

theme of cover image.  The type of image described the nature of persons or things depicted on 

the covers.  The theme of the cover image described the story, social trend, or historical event the 

particular cover was depicting (Sumner 2002). 

Sumner’s study on Life’s covers included photos of “things” such as animals, nature 

scenes, aircraft and machinery.  This study on Vanity Fair covers also included pictures 

reflecting different social causes like AIDS in Africa and the conflict in Darfur. 
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There were flaws in the ‘tunnel vision approach’ the Vanity Fair editors utilized.  The 

magazine was geared towards a select group of well-to-do Americans.  It catered to people who 

took extravagant vacations to the French Riviera and people who sent their children to European 

boarding schools.  When critics denounced Vanity Fair and said its content catered to the snobs 

of America, the editors came back and said they were appealing to readers who had developed 

sophistication as a result of travel and an appreciation for the arts.  All things considered, Vanity 

Fair’s covers have mostly centered on people or topics related to culture, fashion, society, and 

lifestyle.  The primary purpose of this study is to determine whether Vanity Fair followed the 

“cultural artifact” model or if the magazine’s editors followed the marketing tool model. 

Type of Image 

For covers with people on them, “type” included gender, American citizen or non-

American, and race (white or African-American). The number of people up to two appearing on 

the cover was also recorded.  Any cover with three or more people was recorded as a “crowd.” 

The rationale for this designation was simplicity in coding.  Gender designation is more 

problematic and less significant when three or more people are depicted on the cover.  Bigger 

numbers of cover persons also raises the necessity of distinguishing between “central” and “non-

central” cover persons (Sumner, 2002).   

The purpose of distinguishing between American and non-American cover persons was 

to measure cover images against Sumner’s study.  This study examined if Vanity Fair shows a 

majority of non-Americans on its covers or if Vanity Fair primarily shows a majority of 

Americans on its covers.  If, over time, the magazine has shown more Americans then it does not 
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reflect the world’s cultural diversity. One expectation is the magazine’s use of Americans on its 

covers will have increased over time.   

Gender and ethnicity were measured in this study.  This research analyzed Vanity Fair to 

determine if more white or African-Americans appear on its covers.  This research determined if 

more men or women appeared on Vanity Fair’s covers.  This researcher expected to find that the 

number of African-Americans would not have increased over time.  Also, it was expected that 

the number of women would not have increased over time.  

A major purpose of this study was determining if the covers of Vanity Fair have become 

more focused on celebrities over time.  After the terrorists attack on September 11th, 2001, many 

in the magazine industry thought celebrity-focused media coverage would decrease and stories 

would take a more serious approach.  Coverage directly following the attack was more serious.  

However, after only a few months, coverage refocused on celebrities. 

Johnson reported “by December 2001, covers for monthly magazines [once again] had 

lots of celebrities gazing out at readers…People magazine went back to its usual celebrity 

treatment.  Carol Wallace, then-managing editor, said, ‘I think readers still care about the rich 

and the famous.  We are a news feature magazine, but we’re not in the market to become Time or 

Newsweek (2007).” 

Unlike Sumner’s study, cover images in this study were divided into two categories: 

people (humans) and “other.”  This was done because the majority of Vanity Fair covers are of 

people and not non-human images.  Each cover type will be defined according to strict criteria 

(see Appendix B titled Codebook). 
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Theme of Image 

In this study, the theme was expressed by the image as well as the single, brief cover line 

that appeared on all of the Vanity Fair covers.  Fifteen themes were identified in Sumner’s study 

of Life magazine covers. Sumner chose such a wide variety because the themes reflected Luce’s 

dream of making Life magazine a “showcase of the world.”  The vision the editors of Vanity Fair 

had was similar to the vision Luce had for Life.  However, the editors of Vanity Fair only wanted 

a positive interpretation of life in America—they didn’t want anything unpleasant appearing in 

the magazine.  The editors made up for this omission by having authors of the highest quality.  

Features were written by “the foremost intellectuals, critics, essayists, poets, humorists, 

performers, and artists of the age appeared regularly” (Nourie and Nourie, 1990). 

This study identified sixteen themes which included: Business/professions; Leisure or 

recreational activities; Movies/entertainers; Politics, government or government leaders; 

Religion or religious leaders; Organized sports and athletics; Science and technology; War and 

military leaders; Education; Fashion; History; Crime and law enforcement; Geographic places; 

Green/Diversity/Multiculturalism; Homosexual Issues; and Other.  This study did not use the 

“Civil Rights Movement” theme.  (See Appendix B titled Codebook). 

  Coding took place on March 10th and 11th of 2009.  To ensure accuracy and validity, a 

second coder was employed to do a content analysis of the same 310 issues.  Since each issue 

involved two content decisions—type of cover image and theme of cover image—620 choices 

had to be made by the two coders.  Multiple training sessions were conducted with the coders to 

ensure complete understanding of the definitions for type and theme of images.  Both open and 

axial coding was used.  Results were entered into Microsoft Excel and analyzed for statistical 
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significance.  After making any necessary changes, a final inter-coder reliability percent of 

98.01% was determined by the researcher using Holsti’s reliability formula.  



Chapter 5 

RESULTS 

 

 

 There were some noticeable differences between the covers of Vanity Fair that 

were published at the beginning of its second revival 1983 and the covers that were 

published in 2008.  Table 5.1 (see Appendix A) shows a dramatic decline in the number 

of covers featuring both men and women.  There was also an 11.5 percent increase in 

covers featuring non-Americans (see Table 5.3 in Appendix A).  African-Americans were 

also featured on the cover more frequently than they had in the past (see Table 5.4 in 

Appendix A).  The years 1983 to 1990 only featured 5 covers that contained African-

Americans.  This was the same from 1991 to 1998, but from 1999 to 2008 Vanity Fair 

produced 12 covers featuring African-Americans.   

There was a dramatic 16.3 percent increase in the number of ‘other’ covers and 

this resulted in an additional 21 covers published by Vanity Fair from 1999 to 2008.  

These covers consisted of the special issues like The Hollywood Issue, The Music Issue 

and The Green Issue.  These issues feature multiple people on the cover and have become 

 
 



 

 
 



a Vanity Fair staple.  The prevalence of these types of covers was one of the most 

significant changes found in this study. 

Tables: 5.1, 5.2. 5.3, 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6 can all be found in Appendix A.   The most 

frequently used visual devices on Vanity Fair covers were people. There were only three 

times the magazine did not feature human beings on the cover.  The April 1983 issue 

featured a court jester and the June 1983 issue was a picture of feet propped up on a boat 

overlooking a body of water.  The February 1984 cover was a stick figure.   

The most commonly used key words were celebrity names.  For example, 

Madonna has been featured on the cover of Vanity Fair the most times.  A majority of her 

covers are simple.  They consist of a picture of her accompanied by her name in bold. 

The frequency of celebrity covers has increased substantially.  During Vanity 

Fair’s early years (1983 to 1995), 75.4 percent of the covers fell into the 

movies/entertainers category.  This number increased over 8 percent during the later 

years (1996 to 2008) to 83.8 percent.  People who were classified in the 

movies/entertainers category were featured on the cover the most frequently.
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Chapter 6 

DISCUSSION / CONCLUSION 

 

Who got covered on Vanity Fair?  Madonna was covered the most times with 8 

covers.  Former couple Tom Cruise and his ex-wife Nicole Kidman tied for second place 

with 6 covers each, although they were not married for the duration of these covers.  

Also, these covers were of them photographed separately and not together.  Members of 

the Kennedy family were the most featured family and they were covered 7 times.  Jackie 

Onassis was covered 4 times, Robert Kennedy and Carolyn Bessette Kennedy were each 

featured once, and JFK Jr. and Carolyn Bessette Kennedy shared the cover once.  Former 

President Ronald Reagan and former First Lady Nancy Reagan were featured together on 

Vanity Fair’s cover 4 times.  Brad Pitt, Demi Moore and George Clooney tied with 4 

individual cover appearances.  Former Presidents Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton and 

George W. Bush were all covered. 

 The Reverend Jesse Jackson was the only civil rights activist to make it onto the 

cover; “Harry Potter” was the only book character ever featured on a cover.  The only 

athletes to appear on Vanity Fair were the members of the 1996 Olympic Team, Michael 

Jordan and David Beckham.  The only Nobel Peace Prize winners to appear on Vanity 

Fair’s cover include Mikhail Gorbachev and Al Gore.  Gore appeared on the cover both 

 
 



before and after he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Royalty, especially members of 

the British royalty, were favorite covers for Vanity Fair.  Princess Diana appeared on 

four.  Prince Andrew and Prince William each appeared once, as did Princess Stephanie 

of Monaco and Sarah Ferguson, Duchess of York.  

Celebrities never appearing on a Vanity Fair cover included Elvis Presley, Tiger 

Woods, George H.W. Bush, Oprah Winfrey, and Bill Gates. 

Vanity Fair dedicated 12 covers to the entertainment world and called it the 

Hollywood Issue.  The magazine also devoted 3 issues to the environment (the Green 

Issue) and 4 issues to the music industry (the Music Issue).    

Gender 

The results show women have always been more popular choices than men for the 

cover of Vanity Fair.  Once again, this reinforces Stolley’s idea that young, attractive 

women sell the most magazines.  Women occupied the majority of the magazine’s 

covers, with women being featured on an average of 47 percent of Vanity Fair’s covers.  

These were “women only” covers since “couples” were excluded from gender 

comparisons.  The years that featured the most women were from 1983 to 1990 with 51 

percent.  Women were featured on the cover of Vanity Fair nearly 20 percent more than 

men from 1983 to 1990.  The number of male covers was the highest during 1991 to 1998 

at 36.4 percent; the number of male covers fell substantially from 1999 to 2008.  Table 

6.1 also shows that covers with two men and two women have not been frequent choices 

at Vanity Fair.   
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# of 
Issues 

Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Men 
Only 

 

Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Women 

Only 

Covers 
With 2 
Men 

Covers 
With 2 
Women 

Covers 
With a 

Man and 
a 

Woman 

Covers 
Other 

1983 – 
1990 

94 

 

30 48 0 2 10 4 

1991 – 
1998 

96 35 

 

47 1 1 5 6 

1999 – 
2008 

120 

 

30 52 2 0 9 27 

Total 

 

310 95 147 3 3 24 37 

Table 6.1 

The number of covers that could be classified under ‘other’ increased 

significantly from 1999-2008 with 21 additional covers and a 16.3% overall increase.  

This can be attributed to the creation of issues that featured multiple people on the cover 

of Vanity Fair.  Examples of these types of issues include the Hollywood Issue, Music 

Issue and the Green Issue.  These issues were among the top-selling magazines for Vanity 

Fair and, appropriately, the magazine chose to feature these special issues each year.      

Nationality 

The number of covers portraying Americans vs. non-Americans remained 

constant between 1983 all the way through 1998.  See Table 6.2: 
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American 
Covers 

Non-
Americans 

Covers 

Total % 
Americans 

Covers 

% Non-
Americans 

Covers 

1983 – 
1990 

71 18 86 82.5% 

 

20.9% 

1991 – 
1998 

71 14 86 83.7% 

 

16.2% 

 

1999 – 
2008 

60 23 83 72.2% 

 

27.7% 

 

Total 200 55 255 Average: 

79.4% 

Average: 

21.6% 

Table 6.2 

The percentage of covers portraying Americans was 82.5 percent from 1983 

to1990 and 83.7 percent from 1991 to 1998.  One interesting change was the fluctuation 

of non-Americans featured on the cover of Vanity Fair.  From 1983 to 1990, the 

percentage of non-Americans on covers was 20.9 percent.  The years 1991 to 1998 

showed a decrease of nearly five percent with only 16.2 percent of covers showing non-

Americans.  Finally, the number of non-American covers rose to an all-time high of 27.7 

percent in the years 1999 to 2008.  This shows an 11.5 percent increase.  Therefore, the 

research expectation that international covers would increase after 1995 due to an 

increase in globalization and international travel was reflected on Vanity Fair’s covers.  

Race 
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When Vanity Fair entered the publication world for the second time in 1983, it 

could be assumed it would not be a magazine that featured many single person covers 

with African-Americans.  See Table 6.3: 

 

 

 

African-
Americans 

Covers 

Caucasian-
Americans 

Covers 

Total % African-
Americans 

Covers 

% 
Caucasian-
Americans 

Covers 

1983 – 1990 5 84 89 5.6% 94.3% 

1991 – 1998 5 84 89 5.6% 94.3% 

1999 – 2008 12 71 83 14.4% 85.5 

Total 22 239 261 Average: 

8.5% 

Average: 

91.3% 

Table 6.3 

From 1983 to 1990, the magazine published only five covers featuring African-

Americans.  It was the same in the case of 1991 to 1998.  However, everything changed 

in the years 1999 to 2008.  Vanity Fair published a record high number of issues 

featuring African-Americans at this time with 12 issues.  This was an increase of nearly 9 

percent, which is a substantial change for any magazine.  The magazine ran two single 

person covers that featured Will Smith and Beyonce Knowles.  Vanity Fair published 10 

multiple person covers that featured at least one African American during 1999 to 2008.  

The cast of the Academy Award winning film “Dreamgirls,” the Music Issue and an issue 

featuring former Secretary of State Colin Powell photographed with former President 

George W. Bush and former vice president Dick Cheney are a few examples of these 

multiple person covers.   
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Number of People on Cover 

Vanity Fair has continued to favor single person covers over multiple people for 

its magazine covers.  From 1983 to 1998, 82.7 percent of the covers were of one person.  

From 1983 to 1990, 15 percent of the covers featured two people.  However, the 

emergence of the Music Issue, Green Issue and Hollywood Issue changed how many 

people were on Vanity Fair’s cover from 1999 to 2008.  The number of multiple people 

covers increased to 22.5 percent (a total of 27 covers).  This is a sizeable increase which 

validates the idea that, while Vanity Fair used the marketing tool approach, there was 

also evidence of the cultural artifact approach because the magazine’s covers showcased 

different groups of influential individuals.  These groups were influential in the arts like 

music and film but they were also key players in the political arena and sports arena.  

Many were also featured on the cover of the Green Issue which meant they were 

environmental activists. 

Theme 

 “Movies and Entertainers” was far and away the most frequent cover theme.  The 

second most frequent was fashion trends, followed closely by business and career.  These 

trends are depicted in Table 5. 

 Sumner’s 2002 study utilized a more convenient way of examining the themes.  

He divided them into “serious” and “light” themes.  For the purposes of this study, a 

“light” theme depicts an activity in which consumers participate primarily for leisure and 

recreational purposes.  The five “light” themes that were identified included: 1) leisure or 
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recreational activities; 2) movies and entertainers; 3) organized sports and athletics; 4) 

fashion; and 5) geographical places.  Although professional entertainers and athletes 

make a living from these endeavors, their purpose is primarily to entertain their 

“customers.”   Here are some examples:  

1) Leisure and recreational activities: a couple dancing under lights (May 1983)  

2) Movie and entertainers: actor Al Pacino (October 1989)  

3) Organized sports and athletics: Olympic athletes on the cover with headline: 

“The New Olympians.” (May 1996) 

4) Fashion: clothing designer Ralph Lauren and his wife Ricky Lauren (February 

1988) 

“Serious” themes, on the other hand, reflect the more traditional methods in which 

ordinary people earn money.  They also include the coverage of governmental affairs at 

all levels, social and criminal justice issues, as well as medical, scientific, and 

technological advances.  Social issues that dealt with homosexuals along with the 

environment were also included in the “serious” category.   

Nine “serious” themes were identified in the cover images: 1) business and 

professions; 2) politics, government or government leaders; 3) religion or religious 

leaders; 4) science and technology; 5) war and military; 6) education; 7) history; 8) crime 

and law enforcement; 9) green, diversity and multiculturalism and 10) homosexual 

issues.  Here are some examples:  
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1) Business and professions: Italian journalist and writer Italo Calvino (August 

1983) 

2) Politics, government or government leaders: Former First Lady Jackie Onassis 

(August 1989) 

3) Religion or religious leader: the central figure of Christianity, Jesus Christ, 

with a Cherub (March 1983) 

4) History: a woman wearing a toga with USA influences (July 1984) 

5) Green, diversity and multiculturalism: the issue titled the “Africa Issue” which 

was devoted to the crises in Africa (July 2007) 

6) Homosexual issues: two men in tuxedos dancing with each other (June 1984) 

This grouping reveals that the “light” themes dominated both the early years as 

well as the later years.  The light themes averaged 81.7 percent during the early years and 

88.2 percent during the later years.  The serious themes averaged 14 percent during the 

early years and 10.2 percent during the later years.  This is illustrated in Table 6.4: 
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Table 6.4 Cover Themes by Early Years and Later Years 

 

Early 
Years 
1983-
1995 

Later Years 
1996-2008 

business and careers 4.5% < 1% 

leisure activities 1.2% 0 

movies/entertainers 75.4% 83.8% 

politics/government 8.3% 7.7% 

religion < 1% 0 

sports/athletics < 1% 1.9% 

science/technology 0 0 

war/military 0 0 

education 0 0 

fashion trends 5.1% 2.5% 

history < 1% 0 

crime/law enforcement 0 0 

geography/places 0 0 

green/diversity/multiculturalism 0 2.5% 

homosexual issues 1.2% 0 

other 1.9% < 1% 

 

Early 
Years 
1983-
1995 

Later Years 
1996-2008 
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"Light" themes 81.7% 88.2% 

"Serious" themes 14% 10.2% 

"Other" themes 1.9% < 1% 

 100.0% 100.0% 

   

 "Light" = 2, 3, 6, 
10, and 13 

 
"Serious" = 1, 4, 

5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 14 
and 15 

 "Other" = 16 

 

The 1990s brought changes to Vanity Fair.  “Politics and government” themes 

reached 8.3 percent—it remained the second most frequent theme from 1996-2008 at 7.7 

percent.  “Fashion” dropped from 5.1 percent to 2.5 percent during the 1990s. “Organized 

sports and athletics” covers doubled from less than 1 percent to nearly 2 percent while 

“Religion,” “History,” and “Homosexual Issues” trends plummeted to zero.  All things 

considered, Vanity Fair became a more diverse and socially-aware magazine in its cover 

themes with the publication of the Green Issue and covers with multicultural themes like 

Darfur and AIDS. 

Vanity Fair’s circulation evolved as the magazine evolved.  In order to better 

comprehend this, it’s important to understand the term average paid circulation.  

According to the Audit Bureau of Circulations report on magazine trends, “The figure 
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[average paid circulation] is arrived at by dividing the total number of subscription and 

newsstand-sold copies for all issues of the period by the total number of issues.” For 

example, Vanity Fair is a monthly publication. If it sold 14 million copies in a six-month 

period, then the average net paid circulation is 14,000,000, since there were six issues in 

the time period or 2.3 million copies sold per issue. 

In 1985, the magazine had a circulation of 372.9 which means that the average net 

paid circulation was 372,900.  Overall, the percentage sold in the United States has 

declined while the total circulation has increased.  This means that Vanity Fair is selling 

more copies and more subscriptions outside the United States.  This information lends 

weight to the idea that Vanity Fair has followed the market tool model. 

 The primary purpose of this research was to analyze the cover images of Vanity 

Fair magazine from the years 1983-2008.  The goal of the study was to determine if 

Vanity Fair’s covers have become more focused on celebrities over time.  Another goal 

of the study was to analyze what defines a celebrity. An additional aspect of this research 

was to determine the number of politically-based cover images versus the number of 

celebrity-based cover images.  

Vanity Fair followed the marketing tool model from the beginning of its 

publication and has continued to follow it all the way to 2008.  The most common 

magazine cover type is a white American female celebrity.   

Table 6.6 shows that movies and entertainers was the most common cover theme 

for both the early and latter parts of Vanity Fair’s publication.  None of the other 
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categories came close to rivaling the movie and entertainers category.  During the early 

years (1983 to 1995), 75.4 percent of covers were in the movies and entertainers 

category.  This number increased to 83.8 percent in the later years (1996 through 2008).   

This finding supports those of Sumner, who wrote in his 2002 study:  

The most typical cover portrayed a beautiful white American 
woman who was a movie star or model wearing the latest fashion 
item.  Three categories—leisure activities, movies/entertainers, and 
fashion trends—accounted for 44 percent of Life’s covers in the 
1930s, 42 percent in the 1940s, and 50 percent in the 1950s.  

The main exceptions to these covers were issues that featured politics or 

government and fashion.  Politics and government accounted for 8.3 percent in the early 

years and decreased to 7.7 percent in the later years.  Fashion started off strong in the 

early years at 5.1 percent and then also plunged to 2.5 percent in the later years.   

In terms of the cultural artifact model, expectation 1 was not met in this study.  

The number of covers that focused on current events and serious issues / themes was not 

higher than the number of covers that focused on celebrities and entertainment stories 

(light themes).  In fact, the number of light themes was significant at nearly 82% in the 

early years and over 88 percent in the later years.  So, this expectation was not met. 

The second expectation was that as a result of an increase in globalization and 

international travel, the number of non-American covers would increase.  This was a 

strange situation.  From 1983 to 1990, nearly 21 percent of Vanity Fair’s covers were 

non-Americans.  This is not considered a significant amount in the magazine world but 

it’s also not something to disregard.  From 1991 to 1998, the number decreased to 16.2 
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non-American covers.  One might expect the number of non-Americans to continue to 

decrease, but this is not what happened.   

Instead, the number of non-Americans featured on Vanity Fair’s covers increased.  

The percentage of covers for the years 1999 to 2008 increased to nearly 28 percent.  This 

can best be attributed to an increase in globalization and international travel.  Also, the 

ability to communicate quickly on a global level with technology like instant messaging 

and electronic mail were factors.      

Regarding Vanity Fair using the market tool approach, the magazine met both of 

the expectations in this study.  The first expectation was that from 1983-2008, the number 

of celebrities on Vanity Fair covers will increase significantly.  This expectation was met 

because in the early years (1983 to 1995) of the magazine, Vanity Fair’s percentage of 

celebrity covers was 75.4 percent.  This increased to 83.8 percent during the later years 

(1996 to 2008).  So, this expectation was clearly met.  The second expectation was that 

from 1983-2008, a majority of Vanity Fair covers will portray celebrities.  Since the 

category of movies and entertainers was the landslide cover theme during the early years 

and the later years, this expectation was also met.   

Limitations 

 One limitation in this research was that only 310 covers of Vanity Fair were 

analyzed.  This was because the magazine was not published from 1935 to 1983.  

However, the magazine was so influential to the magazine industry that the 310 covers 
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that we were examined were sufficient and proved the magazine had become more 

focused on celebrities over time. 

 Another limitation was that Vanity Fair was the only magazine measured in this 

particular study.  This was because the researcher had a contact at Vanity Fair and 

because the researcher was primarily interested in analyzing Vanity Fair.  The researcher 

thought this way because the magazine is unique in its readership, age, and fanbase. 

Implications 

 Therefore, having addressed the limitations in this study, it has implications for 

consumers, editors and others in the magazine industry.  The goal of the study was to 

determine if Vanity Fair’s covers have become more focused on celebrities over time.  

The research proves that the covers have and that the covers images are primarily white 

female American women.  One implication is that Stolley’s quote was accurate.  Young 

and pretty sells the most magazine covers.  It’s also important to note that this is not a 

new trend.  With Vanity Fair, it’s been going on since the beginning and it is unlikely it 

will change.   

However, the emergence of the Hollywood Issue and the Music Issue has profiled 

a group that do not fall into the category of young, rich, white female Americans.  This is 

an exciting time for the publication.  The magazine is expanding its fanbase with covers 

featuring the cast of the film “Twilight” (that has a cult-like following) and the cast of the 

hit WB show “Gossip Girl.”  While the cast of “Gossip Girl” is predominantly white, 

both “Gossip Girl” and “Twilight” feature other races besides the white American.  Once 
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again this shows the magazine is branching out and taking risks, which are both actions 

that put Vanity Fair on the map in the magazine industry. 

 

Future Research 

It is recommended that this study be replicated in order to determine accurate 

results.  This researcher would like to include publications like Harper’s Bazaar and 

Esquire to measure if their covers have become more celebrity-focused over time.    

 Moreover, it is recommended that researchers simply examine magazines that 

published more than 310 covers in the last 25 years.  So, the researcher could also pick 

two weekly publications to examine, along with two monthly publications.  This would 

give the study more weight and credibility.   

This study could also be taken a step further using the weighting of attitudes and 

cultural norms.  The researcher could seek to determine the reason why consumers 

purchase covers with white, young female Americans versus other types of covers.   

Also, the research could be further analyzed from differences within the final results.   

Additionally, the question ‘why are certain celebrities ignored and not covered in 

Vanity Fair?’ could be answered.  Specifically the question ‘why was Madonna featured 

the most times?’ could be answered.  Elvis Presley is considered to be the King of Rock 

‘n Roll and a cultural icon.  He was not featured on the cover of Vanity Fair.  Although 

Presley died in 1977, his cultural impact is still felt around the world.  Presley’s music is 
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still being purchased and candlelit vigils are held at his home in Graceland on his 

birthday and on the anniversary of his death.     

On the other hand, Michael Jackson, who is known as the King of Pop, was 

featured on the cover.  This is unusual and inconsistent. 

The researcher chose this magazine because of Vanity Fair’s significant 

contribution to the magazine industry both at its inception and at the present time.  The 

magazine is known for initiating great dinner party conversations and the magazine’s 

readers are also knowledgeable on a variety of subjects.  From sports and literature to 

fine-dining and travel, the magazine has always had the ability to pick and choose what 

topics and issues are cover-worthy.  In the case of this research, the cover-worthy topics 

and issues are what keep Vanity Fair audiences educated regarding the latest styles and 

cultural trends.  This discerning ability is also what keeps Vanity Fair readers entertained. 
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APPENDIX A 

Date Comparison Tables 

 

Table 6.1 Covers of Men vs. Covers of Women 

 

 

 

 

# of 
Issues 

Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Men 
Only 

 

Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Women 

Only 

Covers 
With 2 
Men 

Covers 
With 2 
Women 

Covers 
With a 

Man and 
a 

Woman 

Covers 
Other 

1983 – 
1990 

94 

 

30 48 0 2 10 4 

1991 – 
1998 

96 35 

 

47 1 1 5 6 

1999 – 
2008 

120 

 

30 52 2 0 9 27 

Total 

 

310 95 147 3 3 24 37 
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Table A Covers of Men vs. Covers of Women 

 

 # of 
Issues 

% of 
Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Men 
Only 

 

% of 
Single 
Person 

Covers – 
Women 

Only 

 

% of 
Covers 
With 2 
Men 

% of 
Covers 
With 2 
Women 

% of 
Covers 
With a 

Man and 
a 

Woman 

% of 
Covers 
Other 

1983 – 
1990 

94 

 

31.9% 51% 0 < 1% 10.6% 4.2% 

1991 – 
1998 

96 36.4% 48.9% < 1% < 1% 5.2% 6.2% 

1999 – 
2008 

120 

 

25% 43.3% < 1% 0 7.5% 22.5% 

Total 310 30.6% 47.4% < 1% < 1% 23.3% 33% 
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Table 6.2 Covers Portraying Americans and Non-Americans 

 

 

 

 

American 
Covers 

Non-
Americans 

Covers 

Total % 
Americans 

Covers 

% Non-
Americans 

Covers 

1983 – 
1990 

71 18 86 82.5% 

 

20.9% 

1991 – 
1998 

71 14 86 83.7% 

 

16.2% 

 

1999 – 
2008 

60 23 83 72.2% 

 

27.7% 

 

Total 200 55 255 Average: 

79.4% 

Average: 

21.6% 
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Table 6.3 Covers with African Americans and Caucasian Americans 

 

 

 

 

African-
Americans 

Covers 

Caucasian-
Americans 

Covers 

Total % African-
Americans 

Covers 

% 
Caucasian-
Americans 

Covers 

1983 – 1990 5 84 89 5.6% 94.3% 

1991 – 1998 5 84 89 5.6% 94.3% 

1999 – 2008 12 71 83 14.4% 85.5 

Total 22 239 261 Average: 

8.5% 

Average: 

91.3% 
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Table B Single Person Covers, 2 Person Covers and Multiple People Covers 

 

 1 Person 
Covers 

2 Person 
Covers  

Multiple 
People 
Covers 

Total % 1 
Person 
Covers 

% 2 
Person 
Covers 

% 
Multiple 
People 
Covers 

1983 – 
1990 

77 14 2 93 82.7% 15% 2.1% 

1991 – 
1998 

77 8 6 96 85.4% 8.3% 6.2% 

1999 – 
2008 

82 11 27 120 68.3% 9.1% 22.5% 

Total 241 33 35 309 Average: 

77.9% 

 

Average: 

10.6% 

 

Average: 

11.3% 
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Table 6.4 Cover Themes by Early Years and Later Years 

 

  

Early 
Years 
1983-
1995 

Later 
Years 
1996-
2008 

1 business and careers 4.5% < 1% 

2 leisure activities 1.2% 0 

3 movies/entertainers 75.4% 83.8% 

4 politics/government 8.3% 7.7% 

5 religion < 1% 0 

6 sports/athletics < 1% 1.9% 

7 science/technology 0 0 

8 war/military 0 0 

9 education 0 0 

10 fashion trends 5.1% 2.5% 

11 history < 1% 0 

12 crime/law enforcement 0 0 

13 geography/places 0 0 

14 green/diversity/multiculturalism 0 2.5% 

15 homosexual issues 1.2% 0 

16 other 1.9% < 1% 

  

Early 
Years 
1983-
1995 

Later 
Years 
1996-
2008 
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 "Light" themes 81.7% 88.2% 

 "Serious" themes 14% 10.2% 

 "Other" themes 1.9% < 1% 

  100.0% 100.0%

    

 "Light" = 2, 3, 6, 
10, and 13 

 
"Serious" = 1, 4, 
5, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 

14 and 15 

 "Other" = 16 
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APPENDIX B 

Research Documents 

 

Codebook 

 The coding for this study was completed by Nicole Hendricks on March 10 and March 
11, 2009.  A second coder was utilized to ensure validity.  Coding was completed in an attempt 
to accurately analyze and categorize the last twenty-five years of Vanity Fair magazine covers to 
determine if the covers had become more focused on celebrities over time.   

 The coders were given a cover (the first being the March 1983 Vanity Fair cover and the 
last being the December 2008 Vanity Fair cover) and had to make the following decisions for 
cover classification:  

A) Is the cover of a person? If so, please place an X in the corresponding box.   

B) Is the cover of a male or female? If male, please place a 1 in the corresponding box.  If 
female, please place a 2 in the corresponding box.  If the cover is not of a male or female, please 
place a 0 in the corresponding box. 

C) Is the cover of someone who was born in the United States? If yes, please place a 1 in the 
corresponding box.  If no, please place a 2 in the corresponding box.  If you are unsure, please 
mark the box 0. 

D) Is the person on the cover African-American? If yes, please mark 2.  If the person is of 
any other nationality, please mark 1.  Being African-American is the dominant variable.  For 
example, if someone is half African-American, then they should be categorized as 2. 

E) How many people are on the cover? Please count the number of people and record that 
number in the corresponding box. 

F) What is the theme of the image?  The 16 different themes are as follows: 

1—Business/professions: Covers depicting business and commerce themes as well as people 
identified in any particular occupation or career category 

2—Leisure or recreational activities: Includes anything people do with their leisure time. 

3—Movies/entertainers: Entertainers, including movie stars, singers, dancers, comedians, 
socialites, etc. Includes British celebrities and socialites –anyone known for their well-knowness. 

4—Politics, government or government leaders: Includes elective appointive office 
holders as well as candidates for public office.  Also includes the British and other European 
nobility. 
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5—Religion or religious leaders: Includes leaders of organized religions or any issue 
involving religion. 

6—Organized sports and athletics: Includes organized amateur, collegiate or professional 
athletes. 

7—Science and technology: Includes a wide domain of physical or biological sciences, 
engineering, or scientific research advances.  Includes space and space travel. 

8—War and military leaders: Must be related to specific wars or international conflicts.  
Does not include civil unrest or protests in other countries. 

9—Education: May be related to education at any level and may include students, teachers, 
or administrators. 

10—Fashion: A focus on fashion designers, fashion trends,  fashion models, and style. 

11—History: A focus on any event, activity or person that occurred earlier in history.  Also 
includes Vanity Fair anniversary issues and “year in review” issues. 

12—Crime and law enforcement: Self-explanatory.  May include law enforcement officers 
or those accused or convicted of crimes. 

13—Geographic places: Must include a named city, state, country, or location.  Doesn’t 
include general outdoor scenes that don’t have a proper name. 

14—Green/Diversity/Multiculturalism: Any issue dealing with the environment, 
sustainability, foreign relations and foreign affairs 

15—Homosexual Issues: Any issue dealing with homosexual agenda, ie. Gay marriage 

16—Other: Any theme or topic that cannot be easily categorized in any of the other 
categories.  If a cover theme isn’t easily determined, it will be placed in this category. 

 Please choose the theme that best categorized the cover image.  Please record the number 
that corresponds with the theme in the appropriate box.  Please use theme 16—Other for entries 
that are ambiguous or too difficult to classify. 

Coder 1’s Codesheet 
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Issue Month & Date Cover Description Type of Image - People Gender - M (1) or F(2)
Mar-83 Jesus/Cherub x 1
Apr-83 Creature with court jester face creature 0

May-83 Couple dancing under lights x 1,2
Jun-83 Feet above water x 1
Jul-83 George Washington with Marth Washington x 1,2

Aug-83 Italo Calvino x 1
Sep-83 Philip Roth x 1
Oct-83 Susan Sontag x 2
Nov-83 Francine Du Plessix Gray x 2
Dec-83 Woody Allen x 1

Jan-84 Hanna Schygulla x 2
Feb-84 Stick Figure x 0
Mar-84 Woman Smoking x 2
Apr-84 Blonde Female holding Oscars x 2

May-84 Woman Holding Hula Hoop x 2
Jun-84 2 Men Dancing x 1
Jul-84 Woman in Toga with USA influences x 2

Aug-84 Mickey Rourke and Andie McDowell x 1,2
Sep-84 Woman x 2
Oct-84 Raquel Welch with athletes x 2,1,1,1
Nov-84 Woman with turkey headress x 1
Dec-84 Joan Collins x 2

Issue Month & Date Cover Description Type of Image - People Gender - M (1) or F(2)
Jan-85 Isabella Rossellini and baby x 2,2
Feb-85 Diane Keaton x 2
Mar-85 Jerry Hall x 2
Apr-85 Kelly LeBrock x 2

May-85 Shari Belafonte-Harper x 2
Jun-85 Nancy and Ronald Reagan x 1,2
Jul-85 Princess Stephanie of Monaco x 2

Aug-85 Claus von Bulow and woman x 1,2
Sep-85 Dustin Hoffman x 1
Oct-85 Princess Diana x 2
Nov-85 Sylvester Stallone and Brigitte Nielsen x 1,2
Dec-85 Elizabeth Taylor x 2

Jan-86 David Bowie x 1
Feb-86 Maria Shriver x 2
Mar-86 Sean Penn x 1
Apr-86 Kate Mailer x 2

May-86 Cher x 2
Jun-86 Prince Andrew x 1
Jul-86 Ronald Reagan Jr. x 1

Aug-86 Jack Nicholson x 1  

 

Coder 2’s Codesheet 
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Issue Month & Date Cover Description Type of Image - People or Other
Mar-83 Jesus X
Apr-83 evil faced thing creature

May-83 man and woman dancing x
Jun-83 men's legs and feet with water x
Jul-83 American President x

Aug-83 Italo Calvino x
Sep-83 Philip Roth x
Oct-83 Susan Sontag x
Nov-83 Francine Du Plesssix Gray x
Dec-83 Woody Allen x

Jan-84 Hanna Schygulla x
Feb-84 Stick People x
Mar-84 Woman smoking x
Apr-84 Blonde woman x

May-84 Woman looking upward x
Jun-84 Two men swirling x
Jul-84 woman displaying stars/stripesx x

Aug-84 Mickey Rourke/woman x
Sep-84 woman x
Oct-84 Raquel Welsh and men x
Nov-84 woman with feathers x
Dec-84 Joan Collins x

Issue Month & Date Cover Description Type of Image - People
Jan-85 Isabella Rossellini and baby x
Feb-85 Diane Keaton x
Mar-85 Jerry Hall x
Apr-85 Kelly Lebrock x

May-85 Shari-Belafonte-Harper x
Jun-85 Ronald and Nancy Reagan x
Jul-85 Princess Stephanie x

Aug-85 Claus von Bulow and woman x
Sep-85 Dustin Hoffman x
Oct-85 Princess Diana x
Nov-85 Sylvester Stallone/Brigitte Nielsenx
Dec-85 Elizabeth Taylor x

Jan-86 David Bowie x
Feb-86 Maria Shriver x
Mar-86 Sean Penn x
Apr-86 Kate Mailer x

May-86 Cher x
Jun-86 Prince Andrew x  
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