beauty (re)discovers the male body

mean on display

Putting classical art to the side for the moment, the naked and near-
naked female body became an object of mainstream consumption first
in Playboy and its imitators, then in movies, and only then in fashion
photographs. With the male body, the trajectory has been different.
Fashion has taken the lead, the movies have followed. Hollywood may
have been a chest-fest in the fifties, but it was male clothing designers
who went south and violated the really powerful taboos—not just
against the explicit depiction of penises and male bottoms but against
the admission of all sorts of forbidden “feminine” qualities into main-
stream conceptions of manliness.

It was the spring of 1995, and I was sipping my first cup of morning
coffee, not vet fully awake, flipping through The New York Times
Magazine, when | had my first real taste of what it’s like to inhabit this
visual culture as a man. It was both thrilling and disconcerting. It was
the first time in my experience that [ had encountered a commercial
representation of a male body that seemed to deliberately invite me to
linger over it. Let me make that stronger—that seemed to reach out
to me, interrupting my mundane but peaceful Sunday morning, and
provoke me into erotic consciousness, whether or not 1 wanted it.
Women—both straight and gay—have always gazed covertly, of
course, squeezing our illicit Iittle titiflations out of representations de-
signed for—or pretending to—other purposes than to turn us on. This
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ad made no such pretense. It caused me to knock over my coffee cup,
ruining the more cerebral pleasures of the Book Review. Later, when I
had regained my equilibrium, I made a screen-saver out of him, so I
could gaze at my leisure.

Pm sure that many gay men were as taken as I was, and perhaps




170 public images

some gay women too. The erotic charge of various mmxz& styles 1s not
neatly mapped onto sexual orientation {let alone Eo.womﬁmw mw&. Brad
Pitt’s baby-butch looks are a turn-on to many lesbians, while I—re-
garded by most of my gay friends as a pretty hard-core Wmnmmo%x.cm_‘l
have always found Anne Heche irresistible (even before m:.ms did), A
lesbian friend of mine, reading a draft of my section on biblical S&M,
said the same movies influenced her later attraction to butch women.
Despite such complications, until recently only rwﬁuommxc&. men Fm.ﬁ
continually been inundated by popular cultural images designed with
their sexual responses {or, at least, what those sexual responses are
imagined to be) in mind. It’s not entirely a gift. On the Bﬁzm.m&m 18
having one’s composure continually nrm:m:mma. E.\ érmﬂsﬁﬂﬂ.ﬂrw
Beneke has aptly described as a culture of “intrusive images,” eliciting
fantasies, emotions, and erections at times and in places érwﬁw they
might not be appropriate. On the plus side is the cultural permission to
be a voyeur. . .
Some psychologists say that the circuir from eyes to brain to wﬂ,:ﬁ&.m
is a quicker trip for men than for women. “There’s some strong evi-
dence,” popular science writer Deborah Blum reports, citing studies @m
men’s responses to pictures of naked women, “that testosterone is
wired for visual response.” Maybe. But who is the electrician here?
God? Mother Nature? Or Hugh Hefner? Bractice @mme..@m&m@.;an
women have had little practice. The Calvin Klein ad made me feel like
an adolescent again, brought me back to that day when I saw Barry
Resnick on the basketball court of Weequahic High and realized that
men’s legs could make me weak in the knees. Men’s legs? I knew that
women’s legs were supposed to be sexy. | had learned that from all
those hose-straightening scenes in the movies. But men’s Mmmm..u Who
had ever seen a woman gaga over some guy’s legs in the movies? Or
even read about it in a book? Yet the muscular grace of Barry’s legs
took my breath away. Maybe something was wrong with me. Maybe
my sex drive was too strong, too much like a man’s. By the time [ came
across that Calvin Klein ad, several decades of feminism and life expe-
rience had left me a litile less worred about my sex drive. m.ﬁw:, the
sight of that model’s body made me feel that my sexual education was
still far from complete.
1 brought the ad to classes and lectures, asking women what ﬁmw.mw
thought of him. Most began to sweat the moment I unfolded the pic-

___tion. He offers himself nonaggressively to the gaze o
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ture, then got their bearings and tried to explore the bewitching stew
of sexual elements the picture has to offer. The model—a young Jack-
son Browne look-alike—stands there in his form-fitting and rip-
speckled Calvin Klein briefs, head lowered, dark hair loosely falling
over his eyes. His body projects strength, solidity; he’s no male waif.
But his finely muscled chest is not so overdeveloped as to suggest a sex-
uality immobilized by the thick matter of the body. Gay theorist Ron
Long, describing contemporary gay sexual aesthetics—Ilean, taut, sinu-
ous muscles rather than Schwarzenegger buik—points to a “dynamic
tension” that the incredible hulks fack. Stiff, engorged Schwarzenegger
bodies, he says, seem to be surrogate penises—with nowhere to go and
nothing to do but stand there looking massive~—whereas muscles like
this young man’s seem designed for movement, for sex. His body isn’t
a stand-in phallus; rathes, he bas a penis—the real thing, not a symbol,
and a fairly breathtaking one, clearly outlined through the soft jersey
fabric of the briefs. It seems slightly erect, or perhaps that’s his non-
erect size; either way, there’s a substantial presence there that’s palpa-
ble (it looks so touchable, you want to cup your hand over it} and
very, very male.

At the same time, however, my gaze is invited by something “femi-
nine” about the young man. His underwear may be ripped, but ever so
slightly, subtly; unlike the original ripped-underwear poster boy
Kowalski, he’s hardly a thug. He doesn’t stare at the viewer challeng-
ingly, belligerently, as do so many models in other ads for male under-
weat, facing off like a street rough passing a member of the rival gang
on the street. (“Yeah, this is an underwear ad and I'm half naked. Bur?
Fm still the one in charge here. Whos gonna look away first?”) No, |
this model’s languid body posture, his averted look are classic signals, |
both in the “natural” and the “culgyral” world, of willing subordina-

: f another. Hip ®
ocked in the snaky S-curve usually reserved for depictions of women’s
bodies, eyes downcast but not closed, he gives off a sultry, moody, sub-
te but undeniably seductive consciousness of his erotic allure. Feast on
me, P'm here to be looked at, my body is for your eyes. Oh my.

Such an attitude of male sexual supplication, although it has (as
we’ll see) classical antecedents, is VEry new to contemporary main-
stream representations. Homophobia is at work in this taboo, but so
are attitudes about gender that cut across sexual orientation. For many




172 public images

men, both gay and straight, to be so passively dependent on the gaze of
another person for one’s sense of self-worth is incompatible with being
a real man. As we’ll see, such notions about manliness are embedded
in Greek culture, in contemporary visual representation, and even {in
disguised form) in existentialist philosophy. “For the woman,” as
philosopher Simone de Beauvoir writes, “. . . the absence of her lover
is always torture; he is an eye, a judge . . . away from him, she is dis-
possessed, at once of herself and of the world.” For Beauvoir’s some-
time lover and lifelong soul mate Jean-Paul Sartre, on the other hand,
the gaze {or the Look, as he called it) of another person—including the
gaze of one’s lover—is the “hell” that other people represent. If we
were alone in the world, he argues, we would be utterly free—within
physical constraints—to be whomever we wanted to be, to be the crea-
tures of our own self-fantasies, to define our behavior however we like.
Other people intrude on this solipsism, and have the audacity to see us
from their own perspective rather than ours. The result is what Sartre
calls primordial Shame under the eyes of the Other, and a fierce desire
to reassert one’s freedom. The other person has stolen “the secret™ of
who I am. I must fight back, resist their attempts to define me.

I understand, of course, what Sartre is talking about here. We've all,
male and female alike, felt the shame that another pair of eyes can
bring. Sartre’s own classic example is of being caught peeking through
a keyhole by another person. It isn’t until those other eyes are upon
you that you truly feel not just the “wrongness” of what you are do-
ing, but—Sartre would argue—the very fact that you are doing it. Un-
til the eyes of another are upon us, “catching us” in the act, we can
deceive ourselves, pretend. Getting caught in moments of fantasy or

/ vanity may be especially shameful. When I was an adolescent, I loved
to pretend I was a radio personality, and talking into an empty coffee
can created just the right sound. One day, my mother caught me
speaking in the smooth and slightly sultry tones that radio personali-
ties had even in those days. The way I felt is what Sartre means when
he describes the Look of another person as the fulcrum of shame-
making. My face got hot, and suddenly I saw how ridiculous I must
have seemed, my head in the Chock Full O’ Nuts, my narcissistic fan-
tasies on full display. I was caught, I wanted to run.

I The disjunction between self-conception and external judgment can

.M be especially harsh when the external definitions carry racial and gen-
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.aom stereotypes with them. Sartre doesn’t present such examples~-he’s
interested in capturing the contours of an existential situation shared
U.f m:. rather than in analyzing the cultural differences that affect that
situation—but they are surely relevant to understanding the meaning
of the Look of the Other. A black man jogs down the street in sweat
clothes, thinking of the class he is going to teach later that day; a white
woman passes him, clutches her handbag more tightly, quickens her
step; in her eyes, the teacher is a potentially dangerous animal. A Latin
?ﬁmum.m_n student arrives early the first day of college; an administra-
tor, seeing him in the still-deserted hall, asks him if hé is the new jani-
tor. The aspiring student has had his emerging identity erased, a
stereotype put in its place by another pair of eyes. When women wﬁm
transformed from professionals to “pussies” by the comments of men
on the street, it%s humiliating, not so much because we’re purifans as
muwnmmmm we sense the hostility in the hoots, the desire to bring an up-
pity woman down to size by reminding her that she’s Just “the sex” (as
Beauvoir put it),

ﬁ\m may all have felt shame, but—as the different atritudes of Beau-
voir and Sartre suggest—men and women are socially sanctioned to
n_.mm: with the gaze of the Other in different ways. Women learn to an-
ticipate, even play to the sexualizing gaze, trying to become what will
please, captivate, turn shame into pride. (In the process, we also learn
how sexy being gazed at can feel—perhaps precisely because it walks
Em fine edge of shame.) Many of us, truth be told, get somewhat ad-
a.:#& to the experience. 'm renting a video, feeling a bit low, a hit
tired. The young man at the counter, unsolicited, tells me I'm :mmoﬁsq,
good.” It alters everything, I feel fine, alive; it seems to go right aoém
to my cells. T leave the store feeling younger, stronpger, more awake.
When women sense that they are not being assessed sexually—for ex-
mm.%_mu as we age, or if we are disabled—it may feel like we no longer
exist. .

Women may dread being surveyed harshly—being seen as too old
too fat, too flat-chested—but men are not supposed to enjoy being mm%
veyed period. It’s feminine to be on display. Men are thus taught—as -
my uncle Leon used to say—to be a moving target. Get out of range of
ﬁro.mm eyes, don’t let them catch you——even as the object of their fan-
tasies {or, as Sartre would put it, don’t let them “possess,” zmﬁ.mm_u your

v . . .
freedom).” This phobia has even distorted scientific research, as men-

i,
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tioned earlier. Evolutionary theorists have long acknowledged display
as an important feature of courting behavior among primates—except
when it comes to our closest ancestors. With descriptions of hominid
behavior, male display behavior “suddenly drops out of the primate
evolutionary picture” {Sheets-Johnstone) and is replaced by the con-
cept of year-round female sexual receptivity. It seems that it has been
intolerable, unthinkable for male evolutionary theorists to imagine the
bodies of their male ancestors being on display, sized up, dependent on
selection {or rejection) by female hominids.

Scientists and “ordinary guys” are totally in synch here, as is hu-
morously illustrated in Peter Cattaneo’s popular 1997 British film The
Full Monty. In the film, a group of unemployed metalworkers in
Sheffield, England, watch a Chippendale’s show and hatch the money-
making scheme of presenting their own male strip show in which they
will go right down to the “full Monty.” At the start of the film, the he-
roes are hardly pillars of successful manliness (Gaz, their leader, refers
to them as “scrap”). Yet even they have been sheltered by their guy-
hood, as they learn while putting the show rogether. One gets a penis
pump. Another borrows his wife’s face cream. They run, they wrap
their bellies in plastic, they do jumping jacks, they get artificial tans.
The most overweight one among them (temporarily) pulls out of the
show. Before, these guys hadn’t lived their lives under physical
scrutiny, but in male action mode, in which men are judged by their
accomplishments. Now, anticipating being on display to a roomful of
spectators, they suddenly realize how it feels to be judged as women
routinely are, sized up by another pair of eyes. “I pray that they’ll be a
bit more understanding about us” than they’ve been with women,
David (the fat one) murmurs.

They get past their discomfort, in the end, and their show is greeted
with wild enthusiasm by the audience. The movie leaves us with this
feel-good ending, not raising the question obvious to every woman
watching the film: would a troupe of out-of-shape women be received
as warmly, as affectionately? The climactic moment when the men
throw off their little pouches is demurely shor from the rear, moreover,
s0 we—the audience—don’t get “the full Monty.” Nonetheless, the
film gently and humorously makes an important point: for a hetero-
sexual man to offer himself up to a sexually evaluating gaze is for him
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to make a large, scary leap——and not just because of the anxieties
about size discussed earlier in this book (the guy who drops out of the
show, remember, is embarrassed by his fat, not his penis). The “full
Monty”—the naked penis-—is not merely a body part in the movie
(hence it doesn’t really matter that the film doesn’t show it). It’s a sym-
bol for male exposure, vulnerability to an evaluation and judgment
that women-—clothed or naked—experience all the time.

I had to laugh our loud at a 1997 New York Times Magazine
“Style” column, entitled “Overexposure,” which complained of the
“contagion” of nudity spreading through celebrity culture. “Stars no
longer have private parts,” the author observed, and fretted that civil-
ians would soon also be measured by the beauty of their buns. I share
this author’s concern about our body-obsessed culture. But, pardon
me, he’s just noticing this now??? Actresses' have been baring their
breasts, their butts, even their bushes, for some time, and ordinary
women have been tromping off to the gym in pursuit of comparably
perfect bodies. What’s got the author suddenly crying “overkill,” it
turns out, is Sly Stallone’s “surreally fat-free” appearance on the cover
of Vanity Fair, and Rupert Everett’s “dimpled behind” in a Karl Lager-’
teld fashion spread. Now that men are taking off their clothes, the cul-
ture is suddenly going too far. Could it be that the author doesn’t even
“read” all those naked female bodies as “overexposed”? Does he
protest a bit too much when he declares in the first sentence of the
piece that he found it “a yawn” when Dirk Diggler unsheathed his
“prosthetic shillelagh” {“penis” is still 2 word to be avoided whenever
possible) at the end of Boogie Nights? A yawn? My friend’s palms
anm sweating profusely, and T was not about to drop off to sleep ei-

er.

As for dimpled behinds, my second choice for male pinup of the
decade is the Gueci series of two ads in which a beautiful young man,
shot from the rear, puts on a pair of briefs. In the first ad, he’s holding
them in his hands, contemplating them. Is he checking out the correct
washing-machine temp? It’s odd, surely, to stand there looking at your
underwear, but never mind. The point is: his underwear is in his hands,
not on his butt. It—his bottom, that is—is gorgeously, completely
naked-a .motif so new to mainstream advertising (but since then
catching on rapidly) that several of my friends, knowing I was writing
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about the male body, E-mailed me immediately when they saw the ad.
In the second ad, he’s put the underwear on, and is adjusting it to fit.
Luckily for us, he hasn’t succeeded yet, so his buns are peeking out the
bottom of the underwear, looking biteable. For the Times writer, those
buns may be an indecent exposure of parts that should be kept private
(or they’re a boring yawn, I'm afraid he can’t have it both ways), but .
for me—and for thousands of gay men across the country—rthis was a
moment of political magnirude, and a delicious one. The body parts
that we love to squeeze (those plastic breasts, they’re the real yawn for
me) had come out of the closet and into mainstream culture, where we
can enjoy them without a trip to a specialty store.

Bur all this is very new. Women aren’t used to seeing naked men
frankly portrayed as “objects” of a sexual gaze {and neither are het-
erosexual men, as that Times writer makes clear). So pardon me if 'm
skeptical when I read arguments about men’s greater “ biclogical” re-
sponsiveness to visual stimuli. These “findings,” besides being ethno-
centric {no one thinks o poll Trobriand Islanders), display little
awareness of the impact of changes in cultural representations on our
capacities for sexual response. Popular science writer Deborah Blum,
for example, cites a study from the Kinsey Institute which showed a
group of men and women a series of photos and drawings of nudes,
both male and female:

3,

kel

Fifty-four percent of the men were erotically aroused versus 12 percent of
the women—in other words, more than four rimes as many men. The same
gap exists, on a much larger scale, in the business of pornography, a $500-
million-plus industry in the .S, which caters almost exclusively to men. In
the first flush of 1970s ferminism, two magazines—Playgirl and Viva—began
publishing male centerfolds. Viva dropped the nude photos after SUrveys
showed their readers didn’t care for them; the editor herself admitted to find-
ing them slightly disgusting.

Blum presents these findings as suggestive of a hard-wired difference
between men and women. I'd be cautious abour accepting that conclu-
sion. First of all, there’s the question of which physiological responses
count as “erotic arousal” and whether they couldn’t be evidence of
other states. Clearly, too, we can learn to have certain physiological re-
sponses—and to suppress them—so nothing biologically definitive is
proved by the presence or absence of physical arousal.
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Studies that rely on viewers® own reports need to be carefully inter-
preted too. I know, from talking to women students, that they some-
times aren’t all that clear about what they feel in the presence of erotic
stimuli, and even when they are, they may not be all that comfortable
admitting what they feel. Hell, not just my students! Once, a lover
asked me, as we were about to part for the evening, if there was any-
thing that we hadn’t done that I'd really like to do. I knew immediately
what that was: ] wanted him to undress, very slowly, while I sat on the
floor and just watched. But I couldn’t tell him. I was too embarrassed.
Later, alone in my compartment on the train, I sorely regretted my
cowardice. The fact is that I love to watch a man getting undressed,
and I especially like it if he is conscious of being looked at. But there is
a long legacy of shame to be overcome here, for both sexes, and the
cultural models are only now just emerging which mighs help us move
beyond it.

Perhaps, then, we should wait a bit longer, do a few more studies,
before we come to any biological conclusions about women’s failure to
get aroused by naked pictures. A newer (1994) University of Chicago
study found that 30 percent of women ages eighteen 1o forty-four and
19 percent of women ages forty-five to fifty-nine said they found
“watching a partner undress” to be “very appealing.” (“Not a bad
percentage,” Nancy Friday comments, “given that Nice Girls didn’t
look.”} There’s still a gender gap—the respective figures for men of the
same age groups were S0 percent and 40 percent. We're just learning,
after all, to be voyeuses. Perhaps, too, heterosexual men could learn to
be less uncomfortable offering themselves as “sexual objects” if they
realized the pleasure women get from it. Getting what you have been
most deprived of is the best gift, the most healing gift, the most poten-
tially transforming gift—because it has the capacity to make one more
whole. Women have been deprived not so much of the sight of beauti-

ful male bodies as the experience of having the male body offered to
us, handed to us on a silver platter, the way female bodies—in the ads,
in the movies—are handed to men. Getting this from her partner is the
erotic equivalent of a woman’s coming home from work to find a meal
prepared and ready for her. Delicious—even if it’s just franks and
beans.
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thanks, calvin!

Despite their bisexual appeal, the cultural genealogy of the ads I've
been discussing and others like them is to be traced largely through
gay male aesthetics, rather than a sudden blossoming of appreciation
for the fact that women might enjoy looking at sexy, “‘well-hung young
men s&.o don’t appear to be zbout to rape them. Feminists might like
to imagine that Madison Avenue heard our pleas for sexual equality
and finally gave us “men as sex objects.” But what’s really happened is
%mﬁ. women have been the beneficiaries of what might be described as
a triumph of pure consumerism~—and with it, a burgeoning male fit-
ness and beauty culture—over homophobia and the taboos against

male vanity, male “femininity,” and erotic display of the male body
that have gone along with ir. :

,
Throughout this century, gay photographers have created a rich
sensuous, and dramatic tradition which is unabashed in eroticizing mau
male body, male sensuousness, and male potency, including penises
But until recently, such representations have been kept largely in- w%.
closet. Mainstream responses to several important exhibits which
ov.mb& in the seventies—featuring the groundbreaking early work of
Wilhelm von Gloeden, George Dureau, and George Platt Lynes as well
as then-contemporary artists such as Robert Mapplethorpe, Peter Hu-
jar, and Arthur Tress—would today probably embarrass the critics
who wrote about them when they opened. John Ashbery, in New York
magazine, dismissed the entire genre of male nude photography with
the same sexist tautology that covertly underlies that Times piece on
cultural “overexposure”: “Nude women seem to be in their natural
state; men, for some reason, merely {ook undressed . . . When is 2 nude
woﬂ a nude? When it is male.” (Substitute “blacks” and “whites” for
women” and “men” and you’ll see how offensive the statement is.)

For other reviewers, the naked male, far from seeming “merely un-
dressed,” was unnervingly sexual. New York Times critic Gene
HvoEﬁmo: wrote that “there is something disconcerting about the
sight-of a man’s naked body being presented as a sexual object”; he
M&E on to describe the world of homoerotic photography as uoEw
closed to most of us, fortunately.” Vicki Goldberg, writing for the
Saturday Review, was more appreciative of the “beauty and dignity™
of the nude male body, but concluded that so long as its depiction was

s renian e
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erotic in emphasis, it will “remain half-private, slightly awkward, an
art form cast from its traditions and in search of some niche to call its
home.”

Goldberg needed a course in art history. It’s true that in classical art,
the naked human body was often presented as a messenger of spiritual
themes, and received as such. But the male bodies sculpted by the
Greeks and Michelangelo were not exactly nonerotic. It might be more
accurate to say that in modernity, with the spiritual interpretation of
the nude body no longer a convention, the contemporary homophobic
psyche is not screened from the sexual charge of the nude male body.
Goldberg was dead wrong about something else too. Whatever its his-
torical lineage, the frankly sexual representation of the male body was
to find, in the next twenty years, a far from private “niche to call its
home”: consumer culture discovered its commercial potency.

Calvin Klein had his epiphany, according to one biography, one
night in 1974 in New York’s gay Flamingo bar:

As Calvin wandered through the crowd at the Flamingo, the body heat
rushed through him like 2 revelation; this was the cutting edge. . .. [The]
men! The men at the Flamingo had less to do about sex for him than the no-
tion of portraying men as gods. He realized that whart he was watching was
the freedom of a2 new generation, unashamed, in-the-flesh embodiments of
Calvin’s ideals: straight-looking, masculine men, with chiseled bodies, young
Greek gods come to life. The vision of shirtless young men with hardened
torsos, all in biue jeans, top button opened, a whisper of hair from the beily
button disappearing into the denim pants, would inspire and inform the next
ten years of Calvin Klein’s print and television advertisements.

Klein’s genius was that of a-ctiltural Geiger-.counter; his own bisexu-
g \m HEL-C

" -, ality enabled him to see that the phallic body,}as much as any female

figure, is an enduring sex object ™ within Western cuiture, In America in
1974, however, that ideal was still largely closeted. Only gay culture
unashamedly sexualized the lean, fit body that virtually everyone, gay
and straight, now aspires to. Sex, as Calvin Klein knew, sells. He also
knew that gay sex wouldn’t sell to straight men. But the rock-hard,
athletic gay male bodies that Klein admired at the Flamingo did not
advertise their sexual preference through the feminine codes—Ilimp
wrists, raised pinkie finger, swishy walk—which the straight world
then identified with homosexuality. Rather, they embodied a highly
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Emmmmrmm aesthetic that——although definitely exciting for gay men—
[13
would scream “heterosexual” to (clueless) straights. Klein knew just

the kind of clothing to show that bod .
off ;
and Sharon Churcher tell it; v off in too. As Steven Gaines

He had watched enough attracti i . ies in ¢
jeans amnnm:m at the Emﬁimo mMMmmMWMMmmMmM% WMSMMW%MOMMWNMWHM.“&@TM
the _,.er_mg. was what gave jeans sex appeal. Calvin sent his mmamﬁmwﬁmmoﬁm%
several pairs of jeans, including the classic five-button Levis and cut th -
apart to see how they were made. Then he cur the “rige.” @m area from Mw
waistband to under the groin, much shorter to mnamnﬁmma the crotch M
pull ﬂ.rm seam up between the buttocks, giving the behind more sh . mma
prominence. The result was instant sex appeal—and a look that m@wrm:
Calvin just knew was going to sell, e
. So éam come to the mainstream noﬁaﬂ.&mmmm&on of the aesthetic
gacy o mﬁmbr&\ Kowalski and those mnspired innovations of Brando’s
nomEmwQ. in A Streetcar Named Desire. When 1 was growing up, jeans
were ‘dungarees”—suitable for little kids, hayseeds, and Wﬂgz
.&&B@ﬂmﬁmu but not for anyone to wear on a date. Nmmmm s.mmm_momﬁ M
jeans from utilitarian garments to erotic second skins, Next HQW
went for underwear, He wasn’t the first, but he was the E.omﬂ ammb mms
H.mm.r ;‘o&.ﬁmw International had broken ground by photographin mw Mm
timore Oriole pitcher Jim Palmer in a pair of briefs ﬁm:@ammrw& M -
Om.mm ads—selling $100 million worth of underwear by year’s end pom
spired by Jockey’s success, in 1983 Calvin Klein put a forry-b em@nu
.mooﬁ .wEna Weber photograph of Olympic pole vaulter Tom Ewwwsmzwm
in HE.Hm Square, Hintinauss’s large penis clearly discernible throu h
his briefs. The Hintinauss ad, unlike the Palmer ad, did not em Hw
any of the usual fictional rationales for a man’s vmmbm in his umm .
émm_m.lmg example, the pretense that the man is in the process ﬁm
getting dressed—but biatantly put Hintinauss’s body on displa mcM-
bathing on a rooftop, his skin glistening. The line of mwonwmnmwa off
M\MM MMm?om: at Bloomingdale’s and when Klein papered bus shelters in
oﬁB%mMmm with poster versions of the ad they were all stolen
HBmm.om of masculinity that will do double {or triple or quadruple)
duty éav a variety of consumers, straight and gay, male and mmEM_ \
are not difficult to create in a culture like ours, in m&wnr the Bﬂwn&“
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Bronzed and beautiful Tom Hintinauss: a breakthrongh ad for Calvin Klein—and the beginning
of a2 new era for the unabashed erotic display of the male body

male body has a long and glorious aesthetic history. That’s @mwom.mm.mw
what Calvin Klein was the first to recognize and exploit—the possibil-
ity and profitability of what is known in the trade as a “dual market-

ing” approach, Since then, many advertisers have taken advantage of
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Klein’s insight. A recent Abercrombie & Fitch ad, for example, depicts
a locker room full of young, half-clothed football players getting a
postmortem from their coach after a game. Beautiful, undressed male
bodies doing what real men are “supposed to do.” Dirty uniforms and
smudged faces, wounded players, helmets, What could be more
straight? Bur as iconography depicting a culture of ‘exclusively male
bodies, young, gorgeous, and well-hung, what could be more “gay”?

It required a Calvin Klein to give the new vision cultural form. But
the fact is that if we’ve entered a brave, new world of male bodies it is
largely because of a more “material” kind of epiphany—a dawning
recognition among advertisers of the buying power of gay men. For a
long time prejudice had triumphed over the profit motive, blinding
marketers to just how sizable—and well-heeled—a consumer group
gay men represent. (This has been the case with other “minorities”
too. Hollywood producers, never bothering to do any demographics
on middle-class and professional African-American women—or the is-
sues that they share with women of other races and classes in this cul-
ture—were shocked at the tremendous box office success of Waiting to
Exbale. They won’t make that particular mistake again.} It took a sur-
vey conducted by The Advocate to jolt corporate America awake
about gay consumers. The survey, done between 1977 and 1980,
showed that 70 percent of its readers aged twenty to forty earned in-
comes well above the national median. Soon, articles were appearing
on the business pages of newspapers, like one in 1982 in The New
York Times Magazine, which described adverrisers as newly interested
in “wooing . . . the white, single, well-educated, well-paid man who
happens to be homosexual.”

“Happens to be homosexual”: the phrasing—suggesting that sexual
identity is peripheral, even accidental—is telling. Because of homopho-
bia, dual marketing used to require a delicate balancing act, as adver-
tisers tried to speak to gays “in a way that the straight consumer will
not notice.” Often, that’s been accomplished through the use of play
and parody, as in Versace’s droll portraits of men being groomed and
tended by male servants, and Diesel’s overtly narcissistic gay posers.
“Thanks, Diesel, for making us so very beautiful,” they gush. Or take
the ad on the following page, with its gorgeous, mechanically inept
model admitting that he’s “known more for my superb bone construc-
tion and soft, supple hair than my keen intellect.” The playful tone
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reassures heterosexual consumers that the vanity (and mechanical in-
competence) of the man selling the product is “just a joke.” For gay
consumers, on the other hand, this reassurance is itself the “joke”;
they read the humor in the ad as an insider wink, which says, “This is
for you, guys.” The joke is further layered by the fact that they know
the model in the ad is very likely to be gay.

Contrast this ad to the ostentatious heterosexual protest of a Perry
Ellis ad which appeared in the early 1990s (and no, it’s not a parody):

[ hate this job. I'm not just an empty suit who stands in front of a camera,
collects the money and flies off to St. Maarten for the weekend.

I may model for a fiving, but I hate being treated like a piece of meat. 1
once had a loud-mouthed art director say “Stand there and pretend you're a
human,” T wanted to punch him, but I needed the job.

What am I all about? Well, I know Pm very good-looking, and there are
days when that is enough. Some nights, when I'm alone, it’s not.
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I like women—al] kinds.

I like music—al} kinds.

1like myself so I don’t do drugs.

Oh yeah, about this fragrance, It's good. Very good,

When I posed for this picture, the art director insisted that I wear it while
the pictures were being taken. | thoughe it was silly, but I said “What the
hell? I’s their money.”

Afrer a while, I realized I like this fragrance a lot. When the photo shoot
was over, I walked right over, picked up the bottle, put it in my pocket and
said “If you don’t mind, I'd like to take this as a souvenir.” Then I smiled
my best f—-— you smile and walked out. .

Next time, Ill pay for ir.

It’s that good.

Today, good-looking straight guys are flocking to the modeling
agencies, much less concerned about any homosexual taint that will
cleave to them. It’s no longer necessary for an ad to plant its tongue
firmly in cheek when lavishing erotic attention on the male body-—or
to pepper the ad with proofs of heterosexuality. It used to be, if an ad-
vertisement aimed at straight men dared to show a man fussing over
his looks with seemingly romantic plans in mind, there had better be a
woman in the picture, making it clear just whom the boy was get-
ting pretty for. To sell a muscle-building product to heterosexnals, of
course, you had to link it ro virility and the ability to attract women on
the beach. Today, muscles are openly sold for their looks; Chroma
Lean nutritional supplement unabashedly compares the well-sculpted
male body to a work of art (and a gay male icon, to boot)~—Michelan-
gelo’s “David.” Many ads display the naked male body without shame
or plot excuse, and often exploit rather than resolve the sexual ambi-
guity that is generated, :

Today, too, the athletic, muscular male body that Calvin plastered
all over buildings, magazines, and subway stops has become an aes-
thetic norm, for straights as well as gays. “No pecs, no sex,” is how
the trendy David Barton gym sells itself: “My motro is not ‘Be
healthy’; it’s “Look bertter naked,” ” Barton says. The notion has even
made its way into that most determinedly heterosexual of CONtexts, a
Rob Reiner film. In Sleepless in Seattle, Tom Hanks’s character, who
hasn’t been on a date in fifteen years, asks his friend {played by Rob)
what women are looking for nowadays. “Pecs and a cute butt,” his
friend replied without hesitation. “You can’t even turn on the news
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“nowadays without hearing about how some babe thought some guy’s
butt was cute. Who the first woman to say this was I don’t know, but
somehow it caught on.” Should we tell Rob that it wasn’t a woman

who started the craze for men’s butts?

rocks and leaners

3

We “nouvelles voyeuses” thus owe a big measure of thanks to gay
male designers and consumers, and to the aesthetic and erotic over-
i lap—not uniform or total, but significant—in what makes our hearts
© go thump. But although I've been using the term for convenience, I
don’t think it’s correct to say that these ads depict men as “sex ob-
_mnmm.u Actually, I find that whole notion misleading, whether applied
© men or women, because it seems to suggest that what these repre-
entations offer is a body that is inert, depersonalized, flat, a mere
‘thing. In fact, advertisers put a huge amount of time, money, and cre-
ativity into figuring out how to create images of beautiful bodies that
are heavy on attitude, style, .mmmonwmmomm.énr pleasure, success, happi-

.ness. The most compelling images are suffused with :m:v_mnm.ﬁﬁwa|

e o

they speak to us, they seduce us. Unlike other kinds 6f “objects”
{chairs and tables, for example), they don’t let us use them in any way
we like. In fact, they exert considerable power over us—over our pSy-
ches, our desires, our self-image.

How do male bodies in the ads speak to us nowadays? In a variety
of ways. Sometimes the message is challenging, aggressive. Many mod-
els stare coldly at the viewer, defying the observer to view them in any
way other than how they have chosen o present themselves: as power-
ful, armored, emortionally impenetrable. “I am a rock,” their bodies
(and sometimes their genitals) seem to proclaim. Often, as in the Jack-

; son Browne look-alike ad, the penis is prominent, but unlike the penis
* in that ad, its presence is martial rather than sensual. Overall, these

T e

i ads depict what I would describe as’ “face-off masculinity,”} in which
- victory goes to the dominant contestant in a game of will against will.
Who can stare the other man down? Who will avert his eyes first?
Whose gaze will be triumphant? Such moments—*“facing up,” “facing
off,” “staring down”—as anthropologist David Gilmore has docu-
mented, are a test of macho in many cultures, including our own.

beauty (reldiscovers the
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“Don’t eyeball me!™ barks the sergeant to his cadets in training in An
Officer and a Gentleman; the authority of the stare is a prize to be
won only with full manhood. Before then, it is a mark of insolence—or
stupidity, failure to understand the codes of masculine rank. In Get
Shorty, an unsuspecting film director challenges a mob boss to look
him in the eye; in return, he is hurled across the room and has his fin-
gers broken.

“Face-off” ads, except for their innovations in the amount of skin
exposed, are pretty traditional—one might even say primal—in their
conception of masculinity. Many other species use staring to establish
dominance, and not only our close primate relatives. It’s how my Jack
Russell terrier intimidates my male collie, who weighs over four times
as much as the little guy but cowers under the authority of the terrier’s
macho stare. In the doggie world, size doesn’t matter; it’s the power of
the gaze—which indicates the power to stand one’s ground—that
counts. My little terrier’s dominance, in other words, is based on a
convincing acting job—and it’s one that is very similar, according to
William Pollack, to the kind of performance that young boys in our
culture must learn to master. Pollack’s studies of boys suggest that a set
of rules—which ke calls “The Boy Code”~~govern their behavior with
each other. The first imperative of the code—*“Be a sturdy oak”—
represents the emotional equivalent of “face-off masculinity”: Never
reveal weakness. Pretend to be confident even though you may be
scared. Act like a rock even when you feel shaky. Dare others to chal-
lenge your position.

The face-off is not the oaly available posture for male bodies in ads
itoday. Another possibility is what I call “the Fmsﬂlvmnmcmw these
ibodies are almost always reclining, leaning against, or propped up
iagainst something in the fashion typical of women’s bodies. James
Dean was probably our first pop-culture “leaner”; he made it stylish
for teenagers to slouch. Dean, however, never posed as languidly or
was as openly seductive as some of the high-fashion leaners are today.
A recent Calvin Klein “Escape” ad depicts a young, sensuous-looking
man leaning against a wall, arm raised, dark underarm hair exposed.
His eyes seek out the imagined viewer, soberly but flirtatiously. “Take
Me,” the copy reads.

Languid leaners have actually been around for a long time. Statues
of sleeping fauns, their bodies draped languorously, exist in classical
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art alongside more heroic models of male beauty. I find Wﬁ. interest-
ing, though, that Klein has chosen Mr. Take Me to m%nmmmw a per-
fume called “Escape.” Klein’s “Eternity” ads usually depict happy,
heterosexual couples, often with a child. “Obsession” vmm always been
cutting-edge, sexually ambiguous erotica. This ad, featuring a .meao%
fering himself up seductively, invitingly to the ovmﬂam.n promises “es-
cape.” From what? To what? Men have complained, justly, about the
burden of always having to be the sexual initiaror, the pursuer, @m one
‘of whom sexual “performance” is expected. Perhaps the escape is from
these burdens, and toward the freedom to indulge in some of the more
receptive pleasures traditionally reserved for wormen. The pleasures,
not of staring someone down but of feeling one’s v.og% caressed by an-
other’s eyes, of being the one who receives the awaited call rather than
the one who must build up the nerve to make the call, the one who
doesn’t have to hump and pump, but is permitted to lie quietly, en-
grossed in reverie and sensation, . ) e
Some people describe these receptive Emmmanwm as “passive iém ic
gives them a bad press with men, and is just plain inaccurate too. Pas-
sive” hardly describes what’s going on when one person offers EBm.wﬁ
or herself to another. Inviting, receiving, Rmmos&szlﬁvmmm are active
behaviors too, and rather thrilling ones. It’s a macho bias to ,Smé ﬁ.ﬁ
only real activity as that which takes, :.Emmm.? aggresses. It’s a bias,
however, that’s been with us for a long time, in both mﬁmpmwﬁ.mma gay
cultures. In many Latin cultures, it’s not a disgrace to sleep with other
men, so long as one is aciivo (or machista)—the penetrator nmwmmﬂ nr.mm
the penetratee. To be a pasivo, on the other hand, is to @o. moﬂm:% stig-
matized. It’s that way in prison cultures too—a good indication oﬁaﬁ
power hierarchies involved. These hierarchies date back to &w ancient
Greeks, who believed that passivity, receptivity, mmmmﬂm.v:ﬁ\ were
marks of inferior feminine being. The qualities were inherent in
women; It was our nature to be passively controlied by our mmx:m.:
needs. (Unlike us, the Greeks viewed women—not men—as the ani-
malistic ones.} Real Men, who unlike women had the necessary ratio-
nality and will, were expected to be judicious in mr.w exercise of their
desires. But being judicious and being “active”—deciding when to put-
sue, whom to pursue, making advances, pleading one case—went
hand in hand.

Allowing oneself to be pursued, flirting, accepting the advances of
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another, offering one’s body—these behaviors were permitted also (but
only on a temporary basis) to still-developing, younger men. These
young men—not little boys, as is sometimes incorrectly believed—were
the true “sex objects” of elite Greek culture. Full-fledged male citizens,
on the other hand, were expected to be “active,” w.wmamﬁow,mn the pene-
trators not the penetratees, masters of their own desires rather than the
objects of another’s. Plato’s Symposium is full of speeches on the dif-
ferent sexual behaviors appropriate to adult men with full beards and
established professions and glamorous young men still revered more
for their beauty than their minds. But even youth could not make it
okay for a man to behave 700 much like a woman. The admirable
youth was the one who—unlike g woman—was able to remain sexu-
ally “cool” and remote, to keep his wits about him. “Letting go” was
not seemly.

Where does our culture stand today with respect to these ideas
about men’s sexuality? Well, to begin with, consider how rarely male
actors are shown—on their faces, in thejr utterances, and not merely in
the movements of their bodies—having orgasms. In sex scenes, the
moanings and writhings of the female partner have become the con-

ventional cinematic code for hererosexual ecstasy and climax. The .

male’s participation is largely represented by caressing hands, humping
buttocks, and-—on rare occasions—a facial expression of intense con-
centration. She’s transported to another world; he’s the pilot of the
ship that takes her there. When men are shown being transported
themselves, it’s usually been played for comedy (as in Al Pacino’s
shrieks in Framkie and Johnuy, Eddie Murphy’s moanings in Boom-
erang, Kevin Kline’s contortions in A Fish Called Wanda), or it’s coded
to suggest that something is not quite normal about the man—he’s sex-
ually enslaved, for example (as with Jeremy Irons in Damage). Mostly,
men’s bodies are presented like action-hero toys~—wind them up and
watch them perform.

Hollywood—still an overwhelmingly straight-male-dominated in-
dustry—is clearly not yer ready to show us a man “passively” giving
himself over to another, at least not when the actors in question are
our cultural icons. Too feminine. Too suggestive, metaphorically
speaking, of penetration by another, But perhaps fashion ads are less
uptight? I decided to perform an experiment. I grouped ads that I had
collected over recent years into a pile of “rocks” and a pile of “lean-
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ers” and found, not surprisingly, that both race and age played a role.
African-American models, whether in Esguire or Vibe, are almost al-
ways posed facing-off. And leaners tend to be younger ﬂr.ms rocks.
Both in gay publications and straight ones, the more languid, come-
hither poses in advertisements are of boys Bﬁ very young mwmm. Obom
a certain maturity line is crossed, the challenging stares, the “face-off

postures are the norm. What does one learn from these ads? Well, I
wouldn’t want to claim too much. It used to be that one could tell a fot
about gender and race from looking at ads. Wmn.mm_ stereotypes were
transparent, the established formulas for representing men msa“aogau
were pretty clear (sociologist Exrving Goffman even nm:mn.w ads “gender
advertisements”), and when the conventions were defied it was zmsz
because advertisers sensed {or discovered intheir polls) that social
shifts had made consumers ready to receive new images. In this “post-
modern” age, it’s more of a free-for-all, and images are often more re-

A youthful, androgynous “leaner®—appropriately enough,
advertising fragrance “for a man or a woman”
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active to each other than to social change. It’s the viewers’ jaded eve,
not their social prejudices, that is the prime consideration of every ad
campaign, and advertisers are quick to tap into taboos, to defy expec-
tations, simply in order to produce new and arresting images. So it
wouldn’t surprise me if we soon find languid black men and hairy-
chested leaners in the pages of Gentlemen’s Quarterly.

But I haven't seen any yet. At the very least, the current scene sug-
gests that even in this era of postmodern pastiche racial clichés and j
gender taboos persist; among them, we don’t want grown men to ap- /
pear too much the “passive” objects of another’s sexual gaze, another’s/
desires. We appear, still, to have somewhat different rules for boys mzmm
men. As in ancient Greece, boys are permitted to be seductive, playful,
to flirt with being “taken.” Men must still be in command. Leonardo
DiCaprio, watch out. Your days may be numbered

“honey, what do i want to wear?”

Just as fifties masculinity was fought over (metaphorically speaking) by
Stanley Kowalski and Stanley Banks, the male fashion scene of the
nineties involves a kind of contest for the souls of men too. Calvin
Klein, Versace, Gucei, Abercrombie & Fitch have not only brought
naked bottoms and bulging briefs onto the commercial scene, they pre-
sent underwear, jeans, shires, and suits as items for enhancing a man’
appearance and sexual appeal. They suggest it’s fine for a man to care
about how he looks and to cuitivate an openly erotic style. In re-
sponse, aggressively heterosexual Dockers and Haggar ads compete—
for the buying dollar of men, but in the process for their gender
consciousness too—by stressing the no-nonsense utility of khakis.
Consider the Haggar casuals advertisement on the next page, and what
it says about how “real men” should feel about their clothes:

“I'm damn well gonna wear what T want. . . . Honey, what do I
wantd”

Looked at in one light, the man in the advertisement is being made
fun of, as a self-deceived blusterer who asserts his independence “like
a man” and in the next breath reveals that he is actually a helpless iit-
tle boy who needs his mommy to pick out his clothes for him. But
fashion incompetence is a species of helplessness that many men feel
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quite comfortable with, even proud of. Recognizing this, Haggar and
Dockers are among those manufacturers ..SW@.‘WEE put a great nmmm.H of
effort into marketing ....nﬂmonmmmrwon-m@ fashion™ to a niche of straight
men—working-class and yuppie—who, they presume, would be mwmamnm
off by even a whiff of “feminine” clothes-consciousness. Here’s an-
other one from Haggar’s:

“In the female the ability to maich colors comes at an early age. In
the male it comes when be marries a female.” .

The juxtaposition of inept male/fashion-conscious female, J.,.qrunr
with one stroke establishes the masculinity and the heterosexuality of
the depicted man, is a staple of virtually every Haggar ad. In a ,m.mmwwmn
television spot with voice-over by John Goodman (Roseanne’s mu.mm@
former television husband), a man wakes up, sleepily pulls on a pair of
khakis, and goes outside to get the paper:

“I am not what I wear. I'm not a pair of pants, or a shirt.” (He then
walks by his wife, handing her the front section of the paper.) “I'm not
in touch with my inner child. I don’t read poetry, and I'm not wor.ﬁ-
cally correct.” (He goes down a hall, and his kid snatches the comics
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from him.) “I'm just a guy, and I don’t have time to think about what
I weay, because I've got a lot of important guy things to do.” {Left
with only the sports section of the paper, he heads for the bathroom.)
“One-hundred-per-cent-cotton-wrinkle-free kbaki pants that don’t re-
quire a lot of thought. Haggar. Stuff you can wear.”.

Yes, it’s a bit of a parody, but that only allows Haggar to double its
point that real guys have better things to do than think about what
they are going to wear or how they appear to others. The guy who
would be so worried about his image that he couldn’t poke fun at him-
self wouldn’t be a real guy at ali. Real guys don’t take themselves so se-
riously! That’s for wimps who favor poetry, self-help psychology, and
bleeding-heart politics. That’s for girls, and for the men who are pussy-
whipped by them.

In Haggar’s world, real guys don’t choose clothing that will enhance
the appearance of their bodies or display a sense of style; real guys just
put on some “stuff” to wear because they have to, it socially re-
quired. The less decorative, the better. “We would never do anything
with our pants that would frighten anyone away,” says Dockers de-
signer Gareth Morris as reported in a 1997 piece in The New Yorker.
“We’d never do too many belt loops, or an unusual base cloth . . . [or]
zips or a lot of pocket flaps and details on the back.” Pocket flaps, the
ultimate signifier of suspect sexuality! In such ads, male naiveté about
the sexual potency of clothes, as agency maven David Aleschiller
claims, is critical. “In women’s advertising,” he points out, “self-
confidence is sexy. But if a man is self-confident—if he knows he is at-
tractive and is beautifully dressed—then he’s not a man anymore. He’s
a fop. He’s efferninate.” In Dockers’ “Nice Pants” television ads, for
example, it’s czucial that the guy not know his pants are “nice” until a
gorgeous woman points it out to him.

It’s no accident that the pants are described via the low-key under-
statement “nice” (rather than “great,” for example, which would sug-
gest that the guy was actually trying to look good). For the real man
(according to Dockers), the mirror is a tool, not a captivating pool; if
he could, he’d look the other way while he shaves. Many other adver-
tisers capitalize on such notions, encouraging men to take care of their
looks, but reassuring them that it’s for utilitarian or instrumental pur-
poses. Cosmetic surgeons emphasize the corporate advantage that a
face-lift or tummy tuck will give the aging executive: “A youthful
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look,” as one says, “gives the appearance of a more dynamic, charging
individual who will go out and get the business.” Male grooming
products too are often marketed by way of “action hero” euphemisms
which obscure their relation to feminine versions of the same product
{a male girdle marketed by BodySlimmers is called the Double Agent
Boxer) and the fact that their function is to enhance a man’s appear-
ance: hair spray as “hair control,” exfoliating liquid as “scruffing lo-
tion,” astringents as “scrubs,” moisturizers and fragrances as “after”
or “pre” accompaniments to that most manly of rituals, the shave.
They often have names like Safari and Chaps and Lab Series, and
come in containers shaped like spaceships and other forms a girl could
have some fun with. ‘

The notions about gender that are maintained in this marketing rua
deeper than a refusal to use the word “perfume” for products designed
to make men smell good. In the late seventies, coincident with the de-
velopment of feminist consciousness about these matters, art historian
John Berger discovered what he argued were a set of implicit cultural
paradigms of masculinity and femininity, crystallized in a visual “rule”
of both classical painting and commercial advertisements: “men act
and women appear.” Here’s a contemporary iliustration:

The man in the Nautica ad on the facing page, rigging his sail, seems
oblivious to his appearance; he’s too busy checking the prevailing
winds. The woman, in contrast, seems well aware and well pleased
that her legs have caught the attention of the men gaping at her. A
woman’s appearance, Berger argued, has been socially determined to
be “of crucial importance for what is normally thought of as the suc-
cess of her life.” Even walking on a city street, headed for their high-
powered executive jobs, women exist to be seen, and they know it—a
notion communicated by the constant tropes of female narcissism:
women shown preening, looking in mirrors, stroking their own bodies,
exhibiting themselves for an assumed spectator, asking to be admired
for their beauty.

With depictions of men, it’s just the opposite. “A man’s presence,
Berger wrote, “is dependent upon the promise of power which he em-
bodies . . . what he is capable of doing to you or for you.” Thus, the
classic formula for representing men is always to show them in action,
immersed in whatever they are doing, seemingly unaware of anyone
who might be looking at them. They never fondle their own bodies
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Men act and women appear

narcissistically, display themselves purely as “sights,” or gaze at them-
selves in the mirror. In everything from war paintings to jeans and
cologne ads, men have been portrayed as utterly oblivious to their
beauty (or lack of it}, intent only on getting the job done—raising the
flag, baling hay, lassoing a steer, busting up concrete. The ability to
move heavy things around, tame wild creatures—that’s manly busi-
ness. Fretting about your love handles, your dry skin, your sagging
eyelids? That’s for girls.

Women in ads and movies thus require no plot excuse to show off
their various body parts in ads, proudly, shyly, or seductively; it’s the
“business” of all of us to be beautiful—whether we are actresses,
politicians, homemakers, teachers, or rock stars. This has changed very
little since Berger came up with his formula. When Time magazine did
a story on the new dominance of female stars in the rock world, its
cover featured singing star Jewel, not performing, but in a dewy close-
up, lips moist and soft eyes smiling from behind curled lashes. This
formidable new “force” in the rock world might as well have been
modeling Maybelline. True, a beautiful woman today may be depicted
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puffing away on a cigas getting “in touch with her masculine side.”
But in expression she’s still a seductress, gazing through wosm-mmmrmm
lids into the eyes of an imagined viewer. “Do you like what you see?
the expressions of the models seem to ask.

Men, according to Berger’s formula, must never seem as _&nﬁmr.&ﬁ&\
are asking this question, and may display their beauty only if it is an
unavoidable side effect of other “business.” Thus, a lot of .ﬁro glisten-
ing, naked male chests in the movies of the fifties and sixties were on
the bodies of warriors, prisoners, slaves, and prizefighters. No one
could claim there was vanity in such nakedness. (No time for preening
while nailing spikes on a chain gang or rowing in a &mwo mm:w%.v mo. a
strong dose of male skin could be sneaked into a movie without ﬁrm-
turbing the gender rules. The physical presence of an actor EA.m
Richard Gere, who emanates consciousness of his body as the erotic
focus of the gaze and invites it, has always annoyed and nmmoosnmﬂm.m
critics. The pomposity of Charlton Heston, on nrm.oﬁrom hand, wmm
naked {and actually rather gorgeous) chest puffed up in numerous bib-
lical epics, goes unnoticed, because he’s doing it all in a builder-of-the-
universe rather than narcissus-in-the-mirror mode.

Saturday Night Fever {1977) deserves mention here, for omﬁ:w
breaking with this convention. Tony Manero (John Travolra), a disco-
dancing dandy who knows how to use his walk, was a man who ﬂ.ma:.u\
needed a course in masculinity-according-to-Haggar. He blows all Em
wages on fancy shirts and shoes. On Saturday wwmwr he wmmwwnnm.ra
body meticulously, shaving, deodorizing, blow-drying, a.ron.uwﬁm just
the right combinarion of goid chains and amulets, ﬂo&oérzmﬁm pants,
shiny platforms. Eating dinner with his family, he mém&mm himself in a
sheet like a baby to protect his new floral shirt; when his father boxes
his ear roughly, his only thought is for his pompadour: Jmﬂmﬂ ﬁwwnw.ﬂrm
hair! I work on my hair a long time and you hit it. He _.ﬂmm. the Wmﬁ_
Manero spends much of his time in front of the ﬂmmmop getting himself
pretty, posing, anticipating the impression he’s going to make when he
enters the disco or struts down the street. .

Never before Saturday Night Fever had a heterosexual male movie
hero spent so much time on his toilette. (Even Cary Grant’s mymEoH.osm
looks were never shown as requiring any conscious effort or attention;
in The Awful Truth he sits under a tanning lamp—but ﬂrmm,m to fake a
trip to Florida.) Although this was the polyester seventies, and men
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like Sonny Bono dressed like Tony on television, Bono was very careful
(as the Beatles were too) to treat his flamboyant ruffles as showbiz cos-
tumes, while Cher proudly strutted her feathers and finery as a second
skin for her body and sexuality. Tony, like Cher, chooses his clothes to
highlight his sinuous form, .

Manero was, in many ways, the cinema equivalent (reassuringly
straight and working-class) of the revolution that Calvin Klein was
making in more sexually ambiguous form in the fashion world. As a
dancer, Tony is unembarrassed—and the camera isn’t embarrassed ei-
ther——to make his hips, groin, and buttocks the mesmerizing center of
attention. Travolta was also the first actor to appear on-screen in
form-fitting (if discreetly black) briefs. One scene finds him asleep in
his underwear, blanket between his legs, hip jutting upward; the cam-
era moves slowly down the length of his body, watches as Tony rouses,
sits up, pulls the blanket from between his legs, and puts his hand in
his briefs to adjust his penis. (The script originally had called for Tra-
volta to appear naked in a later scene; he balked, suggesting the early
morning scene as a compromise.) We then follow him to the Mirror
(where he compares himself admiringly with a poster of Al Pacino) and
into the hall, where he flexes teasingly for his shocked grandmother,
This was new stuff, and some people were a bit taken aback by such
open male vanity and exhibitionism. (Pauline Kael, for one, seemed to
need to convince herself of Tony’s sexual orientation. “It’s a straight
heterosexual film,” she wrote, “but with a feeling for the sexiness of
young boys who are bursting their brirches with energy and desire.”)

True, there is the suggestion, in the film, that Tony may grow out of
his narcissism once he leaves Brooklyn and the gold chain crowd. Hol-
lywood, of course, had shown men preening, decorating, and oiling
themselves before-—pimps and homosexuals, usually, but also various
unassimilated natives (blacks, Puerto Ricans, Italians) depicted as [iv-
ing more fully in their bodies, with a taste for flashy clothes that marks
them as déclassé. Manero fits those stereotypes—but only up to a
point. He may have awful taste in Jewelry, but he also has boyish
charm and “native” intelligence. Unlike his friends—a pathetic trio of
racist, homophobic, sexist homeboys—Tony has integrity. He is en-
raged when, at the “2001” dance contest, racism and favoritism land
him first prize over a Puerto Rican couple. He’s also the only one of his
friends who doesn’t taunt a gay couple as they pass on the street. The
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movie may poke affectionate fun at him, but it also admires him. A
hero-narcissus—a very new image for postwar Hollywood.

Of course, most men, gold chains or not, straight or gay, do care
how they “appear.” The gender differences described in .m.mmmmmw for-
mula and embedded in the Dockers and Haggar advertisements are
“fictional,” a distillation of certain ideas about men wsm women, wouﬁ
an empirical generalization about their actual behavior This nmwwmmn
mean, however, that they have no impact on “real life.” mmm.. mmoh.s it. As
embodied in attractive and sometimes highly manipulative images,
“men act and women appear” functions as a visual mstruction.
Women are supposed to care very much about mmmrwow, “vanity,” ._oow‘
ing good, and may be seen as unfeminine, man-hating, or lesbian .Hm
they don’t. The reverse goes for men. The man who cares about his
looks the way a woman does, self-esteem on the line, ready to be shat-
tered at the slightest insult or weight gain, is unmanly, sexually sus-
pect. . . .

So the next time you see a Dockers or Haggar ad, think of it not
only as an advertisement for khakis but also as an advertisement for a
certain notion of what it means to be a man. The ad execs know that’s
i what’s going on, they’re open about not wanting to frighten men off
with touches of feminine decorativeness. What they are less open
about s the fact that such ads don’t just cater to male phobias about
fashion but also perpetuate them. They have to. Nowadays, the H.uonw,
ers man is competing against other models of masculinity, wm.sm?m_w at
him from both the pages of history and from what was previously the

“margin” of contemporary culture. Can you imagine Cary Grant, .Wme

pert Everett, or Michael Jordan as the mmmgosewwnoﬁmmﬂg.ﬂ man in a

Dockers ad? The stylish man, who began to make a new claim on pop-

ular cultural representations with the greater visibility of black and gay

men—the men consumer culture once ignored-—was chiseling cracks in
the rule that “men act and women appear” even as Berger was formu-
lating it.

male decorativeness in cultural perspective

Not all heterosexual men are as uptight about the pocket flaps on their
pants as the Haggar executive would have us believe, Several weeks af-
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ter the piece on khakis appeared in The New Yorker, a reader wrote in
protesting that the idea “that men don’t want to look like they’re try-
ing to be fashionable or sexy” was rather culture-bound. Maybe, this
reader acknowledged, it applies to American, English, and Japanese
men. “But are we really to believe that French, Italian, and Spanish
men share this concern? And, when we expand the category ‘male’ be-
yond human beings, biclogists have shown that the demonstration of
male splendor is a key element in the vertebrate mating game. Are
American males just an anomalous species?” A

The letter reminds us that there are dangers in drawing broad con-
clusions on the basis of only those worlds with which one is familiar,
And it’s not just different international attitudes toward men and fash-
ion that cast doubt on the universal applicability of the Dockers/Hag-
gar view of masculinity. To look at the variables of race, class, and
history is to produce a picture of male attitudes toward fashionable
display that is far from consistently phobic.

First of all, for most of human history, there haven’t been radically
different “masculine” and “feminine” attitudes toward beauty and
decorativeness. On farms, frontiers, and feudal estates, women were
needed to work alongside men and beauty was hardly a priority for ei-
ther. Among aristocrats, it was most important to maintain class privi-
lege (rather than gender difference), and standards of elegance for both
sexes {as Anne Hollander’s fascinating Sex and Swits documents) were
largely the same: elaborate headwear, cosmetics, nonutilitarian adorn-
ments, and accessories. Attention to beauty was associated not with
femininity but with a life that was both privileged and governed by ex-
acting standards. The constrictions, precarious adornments, elaborate
fastenings reminded the elite that they were highly civilized beings, not
simple peasant “animals.” At the same time, decorativeness was a
mode of royal and aristocratic competition, as households and courts

- would try to out-glam each other with jewels and furs. Hollander de-

scribes a sixteenth-century summit meeting between Francis I and
Henry VIIL, in which everyone wore “silver covered with diamonds,
except when they were in cloth of gold and covered with rubies. Every-
thing was lined with ermine and everything was 20 yards long, and
there were plumes on everybody.” Everybody—male or female—had
to be as gorgeous as possible. It was a mode of power competition.
Until roughly the fourteenth century, men and women didn’t even
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dress very differently. (Think of the Greeks and Romans and their uni-

sex robes and togas.) Clear differences started to emerge only in the

- late Middle Ages and early Renaissance: women’s breasts began to be
. exposed and emphasized in tight bodices, while their legs were covered
. with long skirts. Men’s legs—and sometimes their genitals as well—

were “fully articulated” and visible through pantaloons {what we call
“tights™), with body armor covering the chest. While to our sensibili-
ties, the shapely legs and genitals of men in tights {unless required by a
ballet or historical drama) are either to be laughed at or drooled over,
Hollander argues that in the Renaissance, to outline the male body
was to make it more “real” and “natural,” less a template for sexual
fantasy {as women’s bodies were becoming). This trend continued,
with men’s clothing getting progressively more unrestrictive, tailored,
simple and women’s more stiff, tightly fitcted, decorative. Still, into the
seventeenth century, fashionable gentleman continued to wear lace and
silk, and to don powder and wigs before appearing in public. Hollan-
der regards the nineteenth century as a “great divide,” after which not
only the styles of men’s and women’s clothing (trousers for men, in-
creasingly romantic froufrou for women) would become radically dif-
ferent, but ideas about them as well. Men’s clothing must now be
“honest, comfortable, and utilitarian,” while women’s begins to de-
velop a reputation for being “frivolous” and “deceptive.” The script
for “men act and women appear” was being written—right onto male
and female clothing.

Looking beyond fashion to the social world (something Hollander
refuses to do, but I'll venture), it’s hard not to speculate that these
changes anticipate the emergence of the middle class and the nine-
teenth-century development of distinctively separate spheres for men

. and women within it. In the industrial era, men’s sphere—increasingly

the world of manufacturing, buying, selling, power brokering—was
performance-oriented, and demanded “no nonsense.” Women, for
their part, were expected not only to provide a comfortable, well-
ordered home for men to return to but to offer beauty, fantasy, and
charm for a man to “escape” to and restore himself with after the grim
grind of the working day. As this division of labor developed, strong
dualistic notions about “masculinity” and “femininity” began to
emerge, with sanctions against the man or woman who dared to cross
over to the side of the divide where they did not belong “by nature.”
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By the end of the nineteenth century, older notions of manliness
premised on altruism, self-restraint, and moral integrity—qualities that
women could have too—began to be understood as vaguely “femi-
nine.” Writers and politicians (like Teddy Roosevelt) began to com-
plain loudly abour the emasculating effects of civilization and the .
excessive role played by wormen teachers in stifling the development of -
male nature. New words like “pussyfoot” and “stuffed shirt”—and
most deadly, “sissy®—came into parlance, and the a:oSOmecmﬁw
came to be classified as a perverse personality type which the normal,
heterosexual male had to prove himself distinct from. (Before, men’s
relations with each other had been considerably more fluid, and even
the heterosexual male was allowed a certain degree of physical inti-
macy and emotional connection—indeed, “heterosexuality” as such
was a notion that hardly made sense at the time.) A new vogue for
bodybuilding emerged. “Women pity weakly men,” O. S. Fowler
warned, but they love and admire “right hearty feeders, not dainty;
sprightly, not tottering; more muscular than exquisite, and more moéw
erful than effeminate, in mind and body.” To be “exquisite,” to be dec-
orative, to be on display, was now fully woman’s business, and the
man who crossed that line was a “fop.”

From that time on, male “vanity” went into hiding, and when cos-
metic products for men began to be marketed (for men did use them
albeit in secret), they had to justify themselves, as Kathy Piess monm.“
ments, through the manly rhetoric of efficiency, rugged individualism,
competitive advantage, autonomy. While Pompeian cream promises to
“beautify and youthify” women, the same product for men will help
them “win success” and “make promotion easies” on the job. Even
that most manly of rituals (from our perspective), shaving, required
special rhetoric when home shaving was first introduced early in the
twentieth century. “The Gillette is typical of the American spirit,”
claimed a 1910 ad. “Its use starts habits of energy—of initiative. >mnm
men who do for themselves are men who think for themselves,” Cur-
ley’s Easy-Shaving Safety Razor claimed that “the first Roman to shave
every day was no fop, but Scipio, congueror of Africa.” When it came
to products used also by women—like scents and creams—manufac-
turers went out of their way to reassure prospective customers of their
no-nonsense “difference,” through action names (Brisk, Dash, Vim
Keen, Zest} and other means. When Florian, a line of men’s ﬁommmamm”
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was introduced in 1929, its creator, Carl Weeks, advised druggists to
locate the products near cigar {again!) counters, using displays mn.mET
ing manly accouterments like boxing gloves, pipes, m.ooﬁ_ummm. Hrwmu mro
argued, “will put over the idea that the mascu-line is all stag. It’s for
he-men with no women welcome nohow.”

This isn’t to say that from the turn of the nineteenth century on, the
drive to separate “masculine” and “feminine” mmaEam.m toward m&.m.
beautification pushed forward relentlessly. For one &.Ebmu nc._gmm is
never of one piece; it has its dominant images, but also .;m marginal, re-
cessive, and countercultural images. For another, the history o.m moma.ma
ideology didn’t end with the nineteenth century, as dramatic as its
changes were. A century of mutations and permutations momoémau as
demanded by social, economic, and political conditions. OEQ ideals
lingered too and were revived when needed. The .Umﬁﬁmmﬂowu moﬂsnx-
ample, brought a love affair with (a fantasy of] aristocratic class uﬁo
popular culture, and a world of Hollywood representations—as we’ve
seen—in which sexual difference was largely irrelevant, the rﬁ.onm and
heroines of screwball comedy a matched set of glamorously attired cut-
ups. In these films, the appeal of actors like Cary Ommbﬂ.u Fred Astaire,
and William Powell was largely premised not on assertions of mascu-
line performance but on their elegance, wit, and mrmmﬂ. Their Bm_ms.%m
wasn’t thrown into question by the cut of their suits. Rather, being
fashionable signified that they led an enviable life of pleasure and play.
Such associations still persist today. Fashion advertisements for Ralph
Lauren, Valentino, Hugo Boss, and many others are Q.mm”ma to appeal
to the class consciousness of consumers; in that universe, one can
never be too beautiful or too vain, whatever one’s sex.

In the screwball comedies, it didn’t marter whether you weie a man
or a woman, everyone’s clothes sparkled and shone. Following ﬂr.m lead
of the movies, many advertisements of the thirties E..OEQSQ a kind o.m
androgynous elegance. But others tried to have their omw@ and eat it
w00, as in a 1934 ad for Fougére Royale aftershave, which am?.oﬂm a
group of tony men in tuxedos, hair mmoww@ vmowv one even wearing a
pince-nez, but with the caption “Let’s #ot join the ladies!” We may be
glamorous, even foppish—but pub-lease! Ladies Sm,h.m not! M.mwwca
note, too, that while the symbols of “class” can function to Ewrrmrﬂ
equality between men and women, they can also be used to mawmpmm_wm

man’s superiority over women—as in a contemporary Cutty Sark ad in
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which a glamorously attired woman relaxes, dreamily stroking a dog,
while the tuxedo-clad men standing around her engage in serious con-
versation (about stocks, I imagine}; these guys don’t need to go off into
the drawing room in order to escape the ladies; they can keep one
around for a bit of decorativeness and sensual pleasure while she re-
mains in her own, more languorous world within their own.

During World War II, movies and magazines continued to celebrate
independent, adventurous women, to whom men were drawn “as
much for their spirit and character as fortheir looks.”” But when the
fighting men returned, the old Victorian division of labor was revived
with a new commercial avidity, and the world became one in which
“men act” (read: work) and “women appear” (read: decorate—both
themselves and their houses)—with a vengeance. Would Barbie get on
a horse without the proper accessories? Would the Marlboro Man
carry a mirror with him on the trail? By the late fifties and early sixties,
the sexy, wisecracking, independent-minded heroine had morphed into
a perky little ingenue. Popular actresses Annette Funicelio, Connie
Stevens, and Sandra Dee were living Barbie dolls, their femininity bla-
tantly advertised on their shirtwaisted bodies. They had perfectly
tended bouffant hairdos {which I achieved for myself by sleeping on
the cardboard cylinders from toilet tissue rolls) and wore high heels
even when washing dishes {I drew the line at that). And what about
the dashing, cosmopolitan male figure in fashionable clothes? He now
was usually played as a sissy or a heel—as for example Lester (Bob
Evans), the slick playboy of The Best of Everything, who seduces
gullible April (Diane Baker) with his big-city charm, then behaves like
a cad when she get pregnant.

There have always been ways to market male clothes consciousness,
however. Emphasizing neatness is one. Our very own Ronnie Reagan
(when he was still a B-movie star) advertised Van Heusen shirts as “the
neatest Christmas gift of all” because they “won’t wrinkle . . . ever!!”

"Not that women’s beauty was dispensable. Concern for her looks symbolized that al

though she
worked as hard as a man,

2 woman’s mind was still on the real men who were fighting for her
freedom, {An ad for Tangee lipstick describes “a woman’s lipstick [as] an instrument of personal
morale that helps her to conceal heartbreak or sorrow; gives her self-confidence when it's badly
needed . . . & symbolizes one of the reasons why we are fighting . ., the precious right of women
to be feminine and lovely—under any circumstances.”) The woman of this period was a creature
of both “appearance” and “action”—a kind of forerunner to today’s superwoman.
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Joining elegance with violence is another. James Bond could get away
with wearing beautiful suits because he was ruthless when it came to
killing and bedding. (A men’s cologne, called 007, was advertised in
the sixties with clips from Thunderball, the voice-over recommending:
“When you use 007, be kind” because “it’s loaded” and “licensed to
kill . . . women.”) The elegant male who is capable of killing is like the
highly efficient secretary who takes off her glasses to reveal a passion-
ate, gorgeous babe underneath: a species of tantalizing, sexy disguise.
When clegance marks one man’s superior class status over another it
gives him a competitive edge (as was the dominant function of ele-
gance before the eighteenth century) rather than turning him into a
fop. “We have our caste marks, too” ran a 1928 ad for Agua Velva,
which featured a clean-shaven, top-hatted young man, alongside a tur-
baned, bejeweled, elite Indian man. This ad, however, proved to be
problematic, as Kathy Piess points out. American men didn’t like being
compared with dark-skinned foreigners, even aristocratic ones. The
more dominant tradition—among Europeans as well as Americans—

/" has been to portray an order in which the clean, well-shaven white

man is being served or serviced by the dark ones, as in a 1935 Amer-
can ad for Arrow Shirts in which the black maid is so fashion-clueless
that she doesn’t even know what a manufacturer’s label is, or in a Ger-
man ad for shaving soap depicting the “appropriate” relation between
the master race and the Others.

Such codes were clearly being poked fun at—how successfully I'm
not sure—when a 1995 Arid Extra-Dry commercial depicted African-
American pro basketball player Charles Barkley dressed up as a
nineteenth-century British colonial, declaring that anything less than
Arid “would be uncivilized.” The commercial, however, is not just (ar-
guably) a poke at the racist equation of civilization and whiteness. It’s
also, more subtly, a playful assertion of some distinctive African-
American attitudes toward male display. “Primordial perspiration,”
Barkley says in the commercial, “shouldn’t mess with your style.” And
“style” is a concept whose history and cultural meanings are very dif-
ferent for blacks and whites m this country. Among many young
African-American men, appearing in high style, “cleaned up” and fes-

 tooned with sparkling jewelry, is not a sign of effeminacy, but potency

and social standing. Consider the following description, from journal-
ist Playthell Benjamin’s 1994 memoir, Lusk Life {while you’re reading
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it, you might also recall Anne Hollander’s description of Henry VIIIs
sumrmit meeting):

[Fast Black] was dressed in a pair of white pants, white buck shoes, and a
long-sieeve white silk shire—which was open to ,Em mm:&m.mma nmwm&mm a4
karat gold chain from which hung a gold medallion set with precious stones:
diamonds, rubies, and emeralds. His massively muscled body was strikingly
displayed in a white see-through silk shirt, and the trousers mwam.mumn_ to con-
tain his linebacker thighs. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin was tight
against his face, giving it the look of an ebony Hm&.ﬁ He struck me right off
as a real dangerous muthafucka; mean enough to kill a rock.

A “real dangerous muthafucka™ in a white see-through silk shirt?
For the white boys to whom the Dockers and Haggar ads are largely
addressed, see-through silk is for girls, and showing off one’s vo&?i
particularly with sensuous fabrics—is a “fag” thing. .ﬂw.mmu ﬁr_mm a
Haggar ad may play up the sensual appeal of m.om fabrics~— me.mm
clothes are very soft and they’ll never wrinkle”—it makes sure ﬁw in-
clude a parenthetical {and sexist) reference to a mamm._B&-OM wife: Hco
bad you can’t marry them.” But sartorial mmmmzm:ﬂ\ .mnm mmnoﬂﬁ:&-
ness, as I've learned, do not necessarily mean “femininity” for African-
American men. ) X

When I first saw the Charles Barkley commercial, the word mﬂ;m
slipped by me unnoticed, because I knew very little m,vocﬂ &:.w EWBQ
of African-American aesthetics. An early paper of mine dealing 4:9
Berger’s equation was utterly oblivious to racial differences %mﬁ might
confound the formula “men act and women appear.” Luckily, an
African-American male colleague of mine gently straightened me out,
urging me to think about Mike Tyson’s gold front tooth as something
other than willful masculine defiance of the tyranny of appearance.
Unfortunately, at that time not much of a systematic nature Fm.@ vwms
written about African-American aesthetics; I had to find illuminating

nuggets here and there. Then, just this year, Shane White and Ommvm.g
White’s Stylin® appeared. It’s a fascinating account of how ﬂwn. dis-
tinctive legacy of African aesthetics was mwm»sﬂmmmwnm. and nmmmﬁqmg
sometimes challengingly, incorporated into the fashion practices of
American blacks, providing a vibrant {and frequently subversive) way
for blacks to “write themselves into the American story.” .

Under slavery, white ownership of blacks was asserted in the most

N
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concrete, humiliating way around the display of the body on the
auction block. Slaves were often stripped naked and instructed to
show their teeth like horses being examined for purchase. Women
might have their hair cut off. Everyone’s skin would be polished to
shine, as apples are polished in grocery stores today. As a former slave
described it: -

“The first thing they had to do was wash up and clean up real good
and take a far greasy meat skin and run over their hands, face and also
their feet, or in other words, every place that showed about their body
so that they would ook real fat and shiny. Then they would trot them
out before their would-be buyers and ler them look over us real good,
just like you would a bunch of fat cows that you were going to sell on
the market and try to get all you could for them.”

It makes perfect sense that with the body so intimately and degrad-
ingly under the control of the slave owner, opportunities to “take
back” one’s own body and assert one’s own cultural meanings with it
would have a special significance. On Sundays, slaves would dress up
for church in the most colorful, vibrant clothes they could put to-
gether—a temporary escape from and an active repudiation of the sub-
servience their bodies were forced into during the week. Their outfits,
to white eyes, seemed “clashing” and mismatched. But putting to-
gether unusual combinations of color, texture, and pattern was an es-
sential ingredient of West African textile traditions, handed down and
adapted by African-American women. Color and shape “coordina-
tion”—the tyranny of European American fashion until pretty re-
cently—were not the ruling principles of style. “Visual aliveness,”

- Stylin’ reports, was. The visual aliveness of the slaves® Sunday best, so
jangling to white sensibilities, was thus the child both of necessity—
they were forced to construct their outfits through a process of bricol- |
lage, putting them together from whatever items of clothing were
available—and aesthetic tradition.

From the start, whites perceived there was something insubordinate
going on when blacks dressed up-—and they were not entirely wrong.
“Slaves were only too keen to display, even to flaunt, their finery both

o slaves and to whites”; the Sunday procession was, as I've noted, a
_time to reclaim the body as one’s own. But ar the same time, blacks
were not just “flaunting,” but preserving and improvising on vibrant
African elements of style whose “flashiness” and “insolence” were
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largely in the eye of the white beholder, used to a very different aes-
thetic. The cultural resistance going on here was therefore much
Ideeper than offended whites (and probably most blacks too) realized

kmmn the time. It wasn’t simply a matter of refusal to behave like Stepin
Fetchit, with head lowered and eyes down. A new culture of unpre-
dictable, playfully decorative, visually bold fashion was being cre-
ated—and it would ultimately (although not for some time) transform-
the world of mainstream fashion as much as Klein’s deliberately erotic
underwear and jeans.

After “emancipation,” funeral marches and celebratory promenades
were a regular feature of black city life, in which marchers, male and
female alike, were “emblazoned in colorful, expensive clothes,” the
men in “flashy sports outfits: fancy expensive silk shirts, new pants,
hats, ties, socks,” “vellow trousers and yellow silk shirts,” and “be-
decked with silk-and-satin-ribboned streamers, badges.” Apart from
formal processions, streets like Memphis’s Beale Street and New Or-
leans’s Decatur Street were ongoing informal sites for “serolling” and
display. The most dazzlingly dressed men, often jazz musicians, were
known as “sports.” As “Jelly Roll” Morton describes it, each “sport”
had to have a Sunday suit, with coat and pants that did not match, and
crisply pressed trousers as tight as sausage skins. Suspenders were es-
sential and had to be “very loud,” with one strap left provocatively
“hanging down.” These guys knew how to “use their walk” too. The
sport would walk down the street in a “very mosey” style: “Your
hands is at your sides with your index fingers stuck out and you kind
of struts with it.” Morton—by all accounts a particularly flashy
sport—had gold on his teeth and a diamond in one of them. “Those
days,” he recalled, “I thought I would die unless I had a hat with the
emblem Stetson in it and some Edwin Clapp shoes.” Shades of Tony
Manero. Or King Henry VIIL

In fact, the flashiest African-American male styles have partaken
both of the African legacy and European notions of “class.” Although
the origin of the zoot suit—broad shoulders, long coats, ballooning,
peg-legged trousers, usually worn with a wide-brimmed hat—is de-
bated, one widely believed account says it was based on a style of suit
worn by the Duke of Windsor. Another claims Rhett Butler in Gorne
With the Wind was the inspiration for the zoot suit (if so, it is a “deep
irony,” as the authors of Stylin’ comment). But whatever its origins,
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the zoot suit, worn during the forties when cloth conservation orders
H.Emm the use of that much fabric illegal, was a highly visible and dra-
matic statement in disunizy and defiance of “American Democracy,” a
refusal to accede to the requirements of patriotism. Even more so ﬂ_rm:
the slave’s Sunday promenade, the zoot-suiter used “style” aggressively
to assert opposition to the culture that had made him marginal to be-
gln with-—without his assent.

.,ﬂ.a use of high style for conspicuous display or defiance is still a
big part of male street culture, as sociologist Richard Majors notes:
:49273 it's your car, your clothes, your young ‘body, your new
rm:dm.y your jewelry, you style it. The word ‘style’ in [African-
American] vernacular usage means to show off what you’ve got. And
for teenagers with little money and few actual possessions, showing off
what you do have takes on increased importance. As one youth puts it
It’s identity. It’s a big ego trip.’ » u
. What’s changed since Majors wrote these words in the early nineties
is the increasing commercial popularity of hip-hop music and culture
which has turned the rebeilious stylings of street youth into an empire Qm

Two versions of “style”
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images and products, often promoted .c_ﬂ.a sometimes amwmﬁwwv muw
big-name stars. With postmodern sensibilities Amﬁmv what %oﬂw ike) ru m
ing the fashion world, moreover, what once were signature e Aﬁwﬁnwm 0
black street style have been incorporated-—as gay mamn“.m m.EMm a Mo. een
incorporated-—in the fashions of other worlds, wmu% .Hm { mﬂwahu.
clothing) and “low” (white high school woxm with their pants slung
ing to look so cool). . n . .
ﬂowmm%ﬁmmﬂrm aggressive visibility of E@.‘woﬁ Q.;Enmu n.m.roﬁ:wm om
what you’ve got” has not been the- oav«. Emc,mbmmm ammm:mom o mqﬁw
among African-Americans. In the late Enmﬁ.mmmmr Eﬂ ear W gmﬂ% "
century, several etiquette books were wcwwmr&, ‘written %ZHE. ©
class blacks, promoting a very different fashion ideal. The a&oaﬂo
“Capital Code of Etiquette, published in 1889, A.ammwmm young men
“avoid colors that do not blend with the remainder “om. your 4%%5@
apparel, and above all things shun the so-called ‘loud’ ties zﬂﬁw_mo MMM
that fairly shriek unto Heaven . ..” The young Emnr men mr oc_ a s
avoid “bright reds, yellows and light greens as you would ﬁrm p mm&ﬂ. )
and never, ever strut or swagger. Hortense woémﬁ.ﬂmwg who mwm ie
black life in Indianola, Mississippi, in the late Hm.mof boﬂmammmmm etter-
off African-Americans “deliberately avoided bright nuo_on an SMR
offended when clerks, on the basis of “the Negroe’s nmmﬁmﬂ%s mow
wearing gaudy clothes,” assumed they wanted moﬂ.ﬁ?mm ) voa@.ﬁ
Those who advocated a less ostentatious style were &.,.wam%mﬁ %r.m
lower-class practice of maommwmmm Mﬁmﬁé front teeth with gold, while
i ck teeth unattended. . .
FmMmemwwm mvwmm&nm list of fashion “do’s and momwmz mﬁhrmﬂmmm this
deliberately understated—and in today’s world, @H&om&os&:tmﬁ.“w?
ception of black male style. “Yes” to well-groomed rmbam, SM - Hwﬁm
suit and a “definite sense of self.” “No” to .amyommw polishe mamm Mu
“cologne that arrives before he does,” “Mr. T jewelry (the T mMmm wﬁom
tacky),” and “saggy jeans on anyone old Q.wosmr. to remem mM W W :
‘Killing Me Softly’ was first released.” Even in their most Eﬁmm <mM
tions, African-American styles have done a great deal to add color,

playfulness, and unexpected, sexy litdle fillips to “tasteful,” profes-

sional male clothing: whimsical ties, internationally Emmz.& mvﬁm. and
sweaters, and, in general, permission to bé slightly dramatic, flirtatious,

& ic -wi o . matching patterns
" and ironic with one’s_clothes.. The rule of always ma ching p ,

00, no longer holds in the world of high fashion, the result of a col-

“ ten subtext. Man, woman, what’s the diffe
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laboration (not necessarily conscious, of course) between postmodern
sensibilities and the slave legacy of bricolage.

Superstar Michael Jordan (his masculine credentials impeccable, his
reputation as a family man solidly established over the years), a very
effective spokesperson for style, has done a great deal to make fash-
iondbleness, even “femninine” decorativeness, congruous with mas-
culinity. This vear, he was named GQ% “Most Stylish Man.” “How
stylish is Michael Jordan?” GQ asks. “Answer: So stylish he can get
away with wearing five rings!” Of course, the fact that Jordan can “get
away” with wearing five rings reveals GQ’s cultural biases. For the
magazine, Jordan’s stylishness resides in the “drape of his suits, in the
plain gold hoop in his left ear, in the tempered, toned-down body lan-
guage of his late career.” For GQ, subtlety equals style. For Jordan
too. But of course that plain gold hoop would not have been viewed as
so tastefully subtle had Jordan not made ir an acceptable item of male
decorativeness.

Jordan, God bless him, is also unabashed in admitting that he shops
morze than his wife, and that he gets his inspiration from women’s
magazines. The night before he goes on the road, he tries on every out-
fit he’s going to wear. He describes himseif as a “petite-type person”
who tries to hide this with oversize clothes and fabrics that drape.
When questioned about the contradiction between the “manliness” of
sports and his “feminine” love of fashion, Jordan replies that “that’s
the fun part—I can get away from the stigma of being an athlete.”
Saved by fashion from the “stigma” of being a sweaty brute—that’s
something, probably, that only an African-American man can fully ap-
preciate. The fact that it’s being an athlete and n
the “stigma” to be avoided by Jordan-—that’s something a woman’s
got to love.

The ultimate affront to Dockers masculinity, however, is undoubt-
edly the Rockport ad on the following page, with drag superstar
RuPaul in a mmmm&&@ tailored suit. His feet and his stare are
mmunﬁmm]aﬁ:m:w identically to Michael Jordan’s posture in the feature
Pve just discussed—in that unmistakable (and here, ironic) grammar of
face-off ad masculinity. “I'm comfortable being a MAN,” declares Ru-
Paul. “I'm comfortable being a woman too,” of course, is the unwrit-

rence-so long as one is
“uncompromising” abour style? . :

ot “femininity” that’s
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my world . . . and welcome to it?

Despite everything I've said thus fax, I feel decidedly ambivalent abous
consumer culture’s inroads into the male body. I do find it wonderful—
as I've made abundantly clear—that the male form, both clothed and
unclothed, is being made so widely available for sexual fantasy and
aesthetic admiration. I like the fact that more and more heterosexual
white guys are feeling permission to play with fashion, self-decoration,
sensual presentation of the self. Even Dockers has become a little less
“me a guy .. .duoh!” in its ads and spreads for khakis, which now in-
clude spaced-out women as well as men.

But I also know what it’s like to be on the other side of the gaze. l
know its pleasures, and 1 know its agonies—intimately. Even in ﬁrw
second half of the twentieth century, beauty remains a prerequisite mowm
female success. In fact, in an era characterized by some as “postferni-
nist,” beauty seems to count more than it ever did before, and the stan-
dards for achieving it have become more stringent, more rigorous,
than ever. We live in an empire ruled not by kings or even presidents,
but by images. The tight buns, the perfect skin, the firm breasts, the
long, muscled legs, the bulgeless, sagless bodies are everywhere. Beau-
tiful women, everywhere, telling the rest of us how to stand, how to
swing our hair, how slim we must be.

Actually, all this flawless beauty is the product of illusion, generated
with body doubles, computers, artful rerouching. “Steal this look!” the
lifestyles magazines urge women; it’s clear from the photo that great
new haircut of Sharon Stone’s could change a woman’s life. But in this
era of digital retouching not even Sharon Stone looks like Sharon
Stone. (Isabella Rossellini, who used to be the Lancéme girl before she
got too old, has said that her photos are so enhanced that when people
meet her they tell her, “Your sister is so beautiful,”) Still, we try to ac-
complish the impossible, and often get into trouble. Ilusions set the
standard for real women, and they spawn special disorders and addic-
tions: in trying to become as fat-free and poreless as the ads, one’s
fleshly body 1s pushed to achieve the impossible.

I had a student who admitted to me in her journal that she had a
makeup addiction. This young woman was unable to leave the
house—not even to walk down to the corner mailbox—without a full
face and body cover-up that took her over an hour and a half to apply.
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In her journal, she described having escalated over a year or so from
minimal “touching-up” to a virtual mask of foundation, powder, eye-
brow pencil, eye shadow, eyeliner, mascara, lip liner, lipstick—a mask
so thorough, so successful in its illusionary reality that her own naked
face now looked grotesque to her, mottled, pasty, featureless. She
dreaded having sex with her boyfriend, for fear some of the mask
might come off and he would see what she Jooked like underneath. As
soon as they were done, she would race to the bathroom to reapply;
when he stayed over, she would make sure to sleep lightly, in order to
wake up earlier than he. It’s funny—and not really funny. My student’s
disorder may be one generated by a superficial, even insane cul-
ture, a disorder befitring the Oprah show rather than a PBS docu-
mentary. But a disorder nonetheless. Real. Painful. Deforming of her
life.

So, too, for the eating disorders that run rampant among girls and
women. In much of my writing on the female body, I've chronicled
how these disorders have spread across race, class, and ethnic differ-
ences in this culture. Today, serious problems with food, weight, and
body image are no longer (if they ever were) the province of pampered,
narcissistic, heterosexual white girls. To imagine that they are is to
view black, Asian, Latin, lesbian, and working-class women as outside
the loop of the dominant culture and untouched by its messages about
what is beautiful—a mistake that has left many women feeling aban-
doned and alone with a disorder they weren’t “supposed™ to have. To-
day, eating problems are virtually the norm among high school and
college women—and even younger girls. Yes, of course there are far
greater tragedies in life than gaining five pounds. But try to reassure a
fifteen-year-old girl that her success in life doesn’t require a slender
body, and she will think you dropped from another planet. She knows
what’s demanded; she’s learned it from the movies, the magazines, the
soap operas.

There, the “progressive” message conveyed by giving the girls and
women depicted great careers or exciting adventures is overpowered, I
think, by the more potent example of their perfect bodies. The plots
may say: “The world is yours.” The bodies caution: “But only if you
aren’t fat.” What counts as “fat” today? Well, Alicia Silverstone was
taunted by the press when she appeated at the Academy Awards barely
ten pounds heavier than her (extremely) svelte self in Chreless. Janeane
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Garofalo was the “fat one” in The Truth About Cats and Dogs. Re-
views of Titanic described Kate Winsletr as plump, overripe, much too
hefty for ethereal Leonardo DiCaprio. Any anger you detect here is
personal too. I ironed my hair in the sixties, have dieted all my life,
continue to be deeply ashamed of those parts of my,body—like my
peasant legs and zaftig behind—that our culture has coded as ethnic
excess. I suspect it’s only an accident of generational timing or a slight
warp in the fabric of my cultural environment that prevented me
from developing an eating disorder. I'm not a makeup junky like
my student, but I am becoming somewhat addicted nowadays to
alpha-hydroxies, skin drenchers, quenchers, and other “age-defying”
potions.

No, I don’t think the business of beauty is without its pleasures. It
offers a daily ritual of transformation, renewal. Of “putting oneself to-
gether” and walking out into the world, more confident than you
were, anticipating attraction, flirtation, sexual play. I love shopping for
makeup with my friends. {Despite what Rush Limbaugh tells you, fem-
inism~~certainly not feminism in the nineties—is not synonymous with
unshaved legs.) Women bond over shared makeup, shared beauty tips.
It’s fun. Too often, though, our bond is over shared pain—over “bad”
skin, “bad” hair, “bad” legs. There’s always that constant judgment
and evaluation—not only by actual, living men but by an ever-present,
watchful cultural gaze which always has its eye on our thighs—no
matter how much else we accomplish. We judge each other that way
too, sometimes much more nastily than men. Some of the bitchiest
comments about Marcia Clark’s hair and Hillary Clinton’s calves have
come from women. But if we are sometimes our “own wotst enemies,”
it’s usually because we see in each other not so much competition as a
reflection of our fears and anxieties about ourselves. In this culture, all
women suffer over their bodies. A demon is loose in our consciousness
and can’t easily be controlled. We see the devil, fat calves, living on
Hillary’s body. We point our fingers, like the accusers at Salem. Root
him out, kill ber!

And now men are suddenly finding that devil living in their flesh, If
someone had told me in 1977 that in 1997 men would comprise over
a quarter of cosmetic-surgery patients, I would have been astounded, I
never dreamed that “equality” would move in the direction of men
worrying more about their looks rather than women worrying less. 1

}
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first suspected that something major was going on when the guys in
my gender classes stopped yawning and passing snide notes when we
discussed body issues, and instead began to protest when the women
talked as though they were the only ones “oppressed” by standards of
beauty. After my book Unbearable Weight appeared, 1 received several
letters from male anorexics, reminding me that the incidence of such
disorders among men was on the rise. Today, as many as a million
men—and eight million women—have an eating disorder.

Then I began noticing all the new men’s “heaith” magazines on nrm
newsstands, dispensing diet and exercise advice (“A Better Body in
Half the Time,” “50 Snacks That Won’t Make You Fat”) in the same
cheerleaderish mode that Betty Friedan had once chastised the women’s
magazines for: “It’s Chinese New Year, so make a resolution to custom-
order your next takeout. Ask that they substitute wonton soup for oil.
Try the soba noodles instead of plain noodles. They’re richer in nutri-
ents and contain much less fat.” I guess the world doesn’t belong to
the meat-eaters anymore, Mr. Ben Quick.

It used to be a truism among those of us familiar with the research
on body-image problems that most men (that is, most straight men, on
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whom the studies were based) were largely immune. Women, research
showed, were chronically dissatisfied with themselves. But men tended,
if anything, to see themselves as better-looking than they (perhaps) ac-
tually were. Peter Richmond, in a 1987 piece in Glamour, describes his

aéozaommﬂwgm_mﬂinw:mOnmmmmbmérmﬁrwSmna%wnméwﬁwmﬁ_oowm
in the mirros: :

I edit out the flaws. Recently, under the influence of too many Heinekens in
a strange hotel room, I stood in front of a wraparound full-length mirror
and saw, in a momert of nauseous clarity, how unshapely my stomach and
butt have become. The next morning, looking again in the same mirror,

ready to begin another business day, I simply didn’t see these offending
areas.

Notice all the codes for male “action” that Richmond has decorated
his self-revelation with. “Too many Heinekens,” “another business
day™—all reassurances that other things matter more to him than his
appearance. But a decade later, it’s no longer so easy for men to per-
form these little tricks. Getting ready for the business day is apt to ex-
acerbate rather than divert male anxieties about the body, as men
compete with fitter, younger men and fitter, more self-sufficient
women. In a 1994 survey, 6,000 men ages eighteen to fifty-five were
asked how they would like to see themselves. Three of men’s top six
answers were about looks: attractive to women, sexy, good-locking.
Male “action” qualities—assertiveness, decisiveness—trailed at num-
bers eight and nine,

“Back when bad bodies were the norm,” claims Fortune writer Alan
Farnham (again, operating with the presumption of heterosexuality),
“money distinguished male from male. Now muscles have devalued
money,” and the market for products and procedures “catering to
male vanity” (as Fortune puts it) is $9.5 billion or so a year. “Its a

Face-Lifted, Tummy-Tucked Jungle Qut There,” reports The New
York Times. To compete, a man

could buy Rogaine to thicken his hair. He could invest in BodySlimmers
underwear for men, by the designer Nancy Ganz, with built-in support to
suck in the waist. Or he could skip the aloe skin cream and g0 on to a more
drastic measure, new to the male market: alpha-hydroxy produets that
slough off dead skin. Or he could rub on some belly- and thigh-shrinking
creams . . . If rubbing cream seems too strenuous, [he] can just don an un-
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dershirt from Mountainville House, to “shape up and pul! in loose stomachs
and sagging chests,” with a diamond-shaped insert at the gut for “extra con-
trol.” . . . Plastic surgery offers pectoral implants to make the chest appear
more muscular, and calf muscle implants to give the leg a bodybuilder shape.
There is liposuction to counter thickening middies and accumulating breast

and fatty tissue in the chest . . . and a half-dozen surgical methods for tight-
ening skin.

Some writers blame all this on sexual equality in the workplace. An-
thropologist Lionel Tiger offers this explanation: “Once,” he says,
“men could fairly well control their destiny through providing re-
sources to women, but now that the female is obliged to earn a living,
he himself becomes a resource. He becomes his own product: Is he
good-looking? Does he smell good? Before, when he had to provide
for the female, he could have a potbelly. Now he has to appear attrac-
tive in the way the female had to be.” Some evidence does support this.
A Psychology Today survey found that the more financially secure the
woman, the more important a man’s looks were to her.

I, however, tend to see consumer capitalism rather than women’s ex-
pectations or proclivities as the true motor driving male concern with
appearance. Calvin gave us those muscled men in underwear. Then the
cosmetics, diet, exercise, and surgery industries elbowed in, providing
the means for everyone to develop that great Soloflex body. After all,
why should they restrict themelves to female markets if they can
convince men that their looks need constant improvement too? The
management and enhancement of the body is a gold mine for con-
sumerism, and one whose treasures are inexhaustible, as women know.
Dieting and staving off aging are never-ending processes. Ideals of
beauty can be endlessly tinkered with by fashion designers and cos-
metic manufacturers, remaining continually elusive, requiring constant
new purchases, new kinds of work on the body.

John Berger’s opposition of “acting” and “appearing,” this body
work reveals, is something of a false duality—-and always has been.
“Feminine” attention to appearance is hardly the absence of activity,
as men are learning. It takes time, energy, creativity, dedication, It can
burt. Nowadays, the “act/appear” duality is even less meaningful, as
the cultivation of the suitably fit appearance has become not just a
matter of sexnal allure but also a demonstration that one has the
“right stuff”: will, discipline, the ability to stop whining and “just do
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it.” When I was growing up in the sixties, a muscular male body meant
beefy but dumb jock; a middie-class girl could drool over him but
probably wouldn’t want to marry him. Today, with a booming “gym-
nasium culture” existing {as in ancient Greece) for professional men
and with it a revival of the Greek idea that a good mind and a good
body are not mutually exclusive, even wnmm Goldblur# has got muscles,
and the only type of jock he plays is a computer jock.

All of this, as physicians have begun to note, is landing more and
more men straight into the formerly female territory of body-image
dysfunction, eating disorders, and exercise compulsions. Last year, 1
read a survey that reported that 90 percent of male undergraduates
believe that they are not muscular enough. That sent warning bells
clanging in my mind, and sure enough, there’s now a medical category
for “muscle dysmorphia” {or “bigorexia,”-as it’s actually sometimes
called!), a kind of reverse anorexia in which the sufferer sees his mus-
cles as never massive enough. Researchers are “explaining” bigorexia
in the same dumb way they’'ve tended to approach women’s disor-
ders-—as a combination of bad biochemistry and “triggering events,”
such as being picked on. They just don’t seem to fully appreciate the
fact that bigorexia—like anorexia—only blooms in a very particular
cultural soil. Not even the ancient Greeks—-who revered athletic bod-
ies and scorned weaklings, but also advised moderation in all things—
produced “muscle dysmorphics.” (Or at least, none of the available
medical texts mention anything like it.) Anorexia and bigorexia, like
so many contemporary disorders, are diseases of a culture that doesn’t
know when to stop.

Those beautiful bodies of Greek statues may be the historical inspi-
ration for the muscled men in underwear of the Calvin Klein ads. Bur
the fact is that studying the ancient Greeks reveals a different set of at-
titudes toward beauty and the body than our contemporary ideals,
both homosexunal and heterosexual. As is well known by now (al-
though undiscussed when I studied philosophy as an undergraduate},
Plato was not above appreciating a beautiful young body. In Sympo-
sium, he describes the beauty of the body as evidence of the presence
of the divine on earth, and the original spur to all “higher” human en-
deavors (as well as earthly, sexual love). We see someone dazzling, and
he or she awakens the soul to its natural hunger to be lifted above the
mundane, transitory, mortal world. Some people seek that transcen-
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dence through ordinary human intercourse, and achieve the only im-
mortality they will know through the begetring of human offspring and
the continuation of the human race. For others, the beautiful body of
another becomes the inspiration for a lifelong search for beauty in all its
forms, the creation of beautiful art, beautiful words, beautiful ideals,
beautiful cities. They will achieve their immortality through commu-
nion with something beyond the body—the idea of Beauty itself.

‘So human beauty is a pretty far-ranging and powerful thing for
Plato, capable of evoking worlds beyond itself, even recalling a previ-
ous life when we dwelt among timeless, perfect forms. But human
beauty, significantly (in fact, all earthly beauty), can only offer a
glimpse of heavenly perfection. It’s our nature to be imperfect, after all,
and anyone who tries to overcome that limitation on earth is guilty of
hubris—according to the Greeks. Qur own culture, in contrast, is one
without “limits” (a frequent theme of advertisements and commer-
cials) and seemingly without any fear of hubris. Not only do we expect
perfection in the bodies of others (just take a gander at some personal
ads), we are constantly encouraged to achieve it ourselves, with the
help of science and technology and the products and services they
make available to us. “This body could be yours,” the chiseled Greek
statue in the Soloflex commercial tells us (and for only twenty minutes
three times a week—give me a break!). “Timeless Beauty Is Within
Your Reach,” reads an ad for cosmetic surgery. Plato is rolling over in
his grave.

For Plato (unlike Descartes) there are no “mere” physical bodies;
bodies arze lit with meaning, with memory. Our culture is more Carte-
sian; we like to think of our bodies as so much stuff, which can be
tinkered with without any consequences for our soul. We bob our
“family noses,” lift our aging faces, suction extra fat, remove minor
“flaws” with seemingly little concern for any “deep” meaning that our
bodies might have, as repositories of our histories, our ethnic and
racial and family lineage, our personalities. Actually, much of the time
our intentions are to deliberately shed those meanings: to get rid of
that Jewish nose, to erase the years from our faces. Unlike the Plaronic
philosopher, we aren’t content to experience timelessness in philoso-
phy, art, or even the beautiful bodies of others; we want to stop time
on our own bodies too. In the process, we substitute individualized
beaury—the distincrive faces of the generation of beautiful actresses of
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‘my own age, for example—for generic, very often racialized, repro-
ducible codes of youth.

The fact is that we’re not only Cartesian but Puritan in our attitudes
toward the body. The Grecks went for muscles, sure, but they would
have regarded our exercise compulsions as msgomno of a system out of
control. They thought it unseemly—and a failure of will—to get too
self-obsessed with anything. They were into the judicious “manage-
ment” of the body (as French philosopher Michel Foucault has put it},
not its utter subjugation. We, on the other hand, can become what our
culture considers to be sexually alluring only if we’re willing to regard
our flesh as recalcitrant metal, to be pummeled, burned, and tempered
into steel, day in and day out. No pain, no gain. Obsessively pursuing
these ideals has deprived both men and women of the playful eros of
beauty, turned it all into constant, hard work, I love gay and black
body cultures for their flirtatiousness, their tongue-in-cheekness, their
irony, their “let’s dress up and have some fun” attitudes. Consumer
culture, unfortunately, can even grind playfulness into a commodity, a
required item for this vear’s wardrobe.

For all its idealization of the beauty of the body, Greek culture also
understood that beauty could be “inner.” In the Symposium, a group
of elite Greeks discourse on the nature of love. Everyone except for
Socrates and Aristophanes is in love with someone else at the party,

-and they’re madly flirting, advancing their own romantic agendas

through their speeches. Among the participants are the most beautiful
young men of their crowd. Socrates himself is over fifty at the time,
and not a pretty man to look at (to put it generously). Yet as we’re told
at the beginning (and this seems to have been historically true), nearly
everyone has at one time or another been “obsessed” with him, “trans-
ported, completely possessed”—by his cleverness, his irony, his ability
to weave a spell with words and ideas. Even the most dazzling Athen-
ian of them all—soldier superhero Alicibiades, generally regarded as
one of the sexiest, handsomest men in town, who joins the party late
{and drunk} with a beautiful wreath of violets and ivy and ribbons in
his hair—is totally, madly smitten with Socrates.

Alcibiades” love for Socrates is #ot “Platonic” in the sense in which
we have come to understand that term. In fact, Alcibiades is insulted
because Socrates has refused to have sex with him. “The moment he
starts to speak,” he tells the crowd of his feelings for Socrates, “I am
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beside myself: my heart starts leaping in my chest, the tears come
streaming down my face.” This is not the way it usually goes. In the
more normal Greek scheme of things, it’s the beautiful young man—
like Alcibiades—who is supposed to start the heart of the older man
thumping, and who flirtatiously withholds his favors while the older
lover does his best to win him. Alcibiades is in a state about this role
reversal, but he understands why it has happened. He compares
Socrates to a popular kind of satyr statue, which (like the little lac-
quered Russian dolls we’re more familiar with) could be opened to re-
veal another figure within. Socrates may be ugly as a satyr on the
outside, but “once I had a glimpse of the figures within—they were so
godlike, so bright and beautiful, so utterly amazing, that I no longer
had a choice—1I just had to do whatever he told me.”

We pay constant lip service to beauty that is more than skin-deep.
The talk shows frequently parade extreme May-December matings for
our ogling too. But the fact is that the idea of a glamorous young man
being romantically, sexually obsessed with someone old and “ugly”—
same-sex or other-sex and no matter what other sterling qualities he or
she may have—is pretty much beyond us, Historically, men have bene-
fited from a double standard which culeurally codes their gray haiy,
middle-age paunches, facial lines, as signs of wisdom and experience
rather than advancing decrepitude. My older gay male friends lament
that those days are over for them. And if those new polls about
women'’s attitudes are to be believed, the clock is ticking on that dou-
ble standard for heterosexual men, too—no matter how hard Holly-
wood tries to preserve it. With more and more expectation that men be
as physically well-tended as women, those celluloid pairings of Woody
Allen and women half as old and forty-six times as good-looking are
becoming more of a hoot every day.

There is something anti-sensual to me about current aesthetics.
There’s so much that my younger friends go “uggh” over. Fat—yecch!
Wrinkles—yuck! They live in a constant state of squeamishness about
the flesh. I find that finely muscled young Calvin Klein model beautiful
and sexy, sure. But I also was moved by Clint Eastwood’s aging chest
in The Bridges of Madison County. Deflated, skin loose around the
waistband of his pants, not a washboard ridge in sight—for me, they
signaled that Eastwood (at least for this role) had put Dirty Harry
away for good, become a real, warm, penetrable, vulnerable human

beauty (reldiscovers the male body 225

being instead of a make-my-day machine. Call me old-fashioned, but I
find that very sexy. For a culture obsessed with youth and fitness, in
contrast, sagging flesh is almost the ultimate signifier of decay and dis-
order. We prefer the clean machine—and are given it, in spades. Puri-
fied of “flaws,” all loose skin tightened, armofed with mmplants
digitally enhanced, the bodies of most movie stars and models are m:cm
dressed even when naked.

In Saturday Night Fever, John Travolta had been trim, but {(by con-
temporary standards) a bit “soft.” Six years later, Travolta re-created
Tony Manero in the sequel, Staying Alive. This time, however, the film
was directed by Sylvester Stallone, who showed Travolta a statue of a
discus thrower and asked, “How would you like to look like that?”
“Terrific,” Travolta replied, and embarked on a seven-month program
of fitness training that literally redesigned his body into a carbon copy
of Sly’s. In the film, his body was “perfect”: gleaming and muscular,
withoue an ounce of fat. He was nice to look at. Bue if I had to nroomm
between the Tony Manero of Feper and the Tony Manero of Staying
Alive, ivd be no contest. I'd rather spend time {and have sex) with a

dancing man with love handles than with a Greek statue who gets in a
nasty mood if he misses a workout.
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