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The white man’'s muscles

Until the 1980s, it was rare to sc€ a white man semi-naked in popular
fictions. The art gallery, sports and pornography offered socially sanctioned
or cordoned-off images, but the cinema, the major visual narrative form of
the twentieth century, only did so in particular cases. This was not so with
non-white male bodies. In the Western, the plantation drama and the jungle
adventure film, the non-white body is routinely on display. Dance numbers
with body-baring chorus boys (up to and including Madonna’s videos) most
often used non-white (including ‘T atin’) dancers. Paul Robeson, the first
major African-American acting star (as opposed to featured player), appeared
torso-naked or more for large sections in nearly all his films, on a scale
unimaginable with white male stars. The latter might be glimpsed for a brief
shot washing or coming out of a swimming pool or the sea (at which point
they instantly put on a robe), but a star like Rudolph Valentino (in any case
Latin and often cast as a non-white) or a film like Picnic (1955) stand out
as exceptions,' together with two genres: the boxing film (not really dis-
cussed here) and the adventure film in a colonial setting with a star possessed
of a champion or built body.

This latter form is found in three cycles. One is the Tarzan films,
beginning in 1912 with Tarzan of the Apes, continuing through forty-
six further features, along with two television series and several Tarzan
lookalikes (e.g. King of the Jungle (1927 and 1933) and Bomba the Jungle
Boy (1949-))2 A second is the series of Italian films produced between
1957 and 1965 centred on heroes drawn from classical antiquity played by
US bodybuilders, a cycle that has come to be known as the peplum.? Third,
since the mid-1970s, there have been vehicles for such muscle stars as
Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, Claude Van Damme and Dolph
Lundgren.*

The two common features of these films — a champion/built body and a
colonial setting — set terms for looking at the naked white male body. The
white man has been the centre of attention for many centuries of Western
culture, but there is a problem about the display of his body, which gives
another inflection to the general paradox, already adumbrated, of whiteness
and visibility. A naked body is a vulnerable body. This is so in the most
fundamental sense — the bare body has no protection from the elements —

but also in a social sense. Clothes are bearers of prestige, notably of wealth,
status and class: to be without them is to lose prestige. Nakedness may also
reveal the inadequacies of the body by comparison with social ideals. It
may betray the relative similarity of male and female, white and non-white
bodies, undo the remorseless insistences on difference and concomitant
power carried by clothes and grooming. The exposed white male body is
liable to pose the legitimacy of white male power: why should people who
look like that — so unimpressive, sO like others — have so much power?
At the same time, there is value in the white male body being seen.
On the one hand, the body often figures very effectively as a point of final
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Tarzan since the 1950s, the peplum heroes and Schwarzenegger, Stallone
et al. have bodybuilt bodies. The bodies of earlier Tarzans were winners, and
hence amenable to being understood in terms of white superiority, but the
heightened muscularity of the built body carries further connotations of
whiteness.

Bodybuilding as an activity has a relatively good track record in terms of
racial equality. From the 1950s on, non-white men — and especially those
of African descent — became major figures in bodybuilding competitions.
Yet the dominant images of the built body remain white. Kenneth Dutton
(1995: 232) points out that black bodybuilders are rare on the cover of
Muscle and Fitness, the bodybuilding magazine now most responsible for
establishing and promulgating the image of the sport. They feature inside,
as, given their pre-eminence in the field, they must, but a cover fixes an
image of the world evoked by a magazine, even for those who don’t buy it
_ the covers of Muscle and Fitness tend to define built bodies as white. The
treatment of non-white bodybuilders by the movies is no better. There is no
king of the jungle of African descent, no really major non-white muscle
stars.” The peplum used two spectacularly built black bodybuilders, Paul
Whynter and Serge Nubret, the latter now one of the best known figures in
bodybuilding, but they were never the heroes, only, as I discuss below,
helpers or foes.?

Bodybuilding in popular culture articulates white masculinity.” The body
shapes it cultivates and the way it presents them draw on a number of white
traditions. First, bodybuilding makes reference to classical — that is, ancient
Greek and Roman — art (cf. Doan and Dietz 1984:11-18, Wyke 1996).
Props or montages often explicitly relate body shape and pose to classical
antecedents (cf. Plate 4.2), as does writing about bodybuilding.!® The
standard posing vocabulary was claborated at the end of the nineteenth
century in conscious emanation of the classic statuary then so prized in
the visual culture. Eugen Sandow, the first bodybuilding star, affirmed for
himself a lineage back to the Greeks and Romans in his 1904 manual Body-
building, or Man in the Making.'' By this time, the Caucasian whiteness of
the classical world was taken for granted, down to the pleasure taken in the
literal (hue) whiteness that its statues now have (the Victorians were
scandalised to be told that Greek statues were once coloured (Jenkyns 1980:
146-54)). Second, bodybuilding now more often invokes a US, and &
fortiori Californian, life style, with a characteristic emphasis on ideas of
health, energy and naturalness. Dutton (1995: 17) locates bodybuilding’s
US-ness in its concatenation of labour and leisure, pain and consumerism:

The combination of an affluent consumer society and the Protestant
work ethic has been reflected in activities which paradoxically combine
disciplined asceticism on the one hand and narcissistic hedonism on
the other.
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Plate 4.2 Johnny Weissmuller, 1930s (BFI Stills, Posters and Designs)
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who called themselves the Barbarians for their bodybuilding performances.
The primitivism and exoticism of this — to say nothing of the fact that ‘the
barbarians’ are generally credited with the destruction of classical civilisation
— might suggest that this is a rather non-white image. However, not only is
the casting (and in the comics the drawing) of the hero always white, it very
often mobilises a sub-Nietschian rhetoric of the UJbermensch!? that, however
inaccurately, is strongly associated with Hitlerism and crypto-fascism. Finally,
bodybuilding does also sometimes draw on Christian imagery. The activity
itself involves pain, bodily suffering, and with it the idea of the value of pain.
This may be echoed in film in images of bodybuilders crucified. Leon Hunt
has discussed the importance of crucifixion scenes in epic films, combining as
they do “passivity offset by control, humiliation offset by nobility of sacrifice,
eroticism offset by religious connotations of transcendence’ (1993: 73).
Though infrequent, the recourse to crucifixion can be a key moment in
establishing the moral superiority of not specifically Christian characters:
Conan in Conan the Barbarian, Rambo in Rambo II (1985) (Plates 4.4 and
4.5).

Classicism, Californianism, barbarianism and crucifixionism are specific,
strongly white representational traditions. Equally, many of the formal
properties of the built body carry connotations of whiteness: it is ideal, hard,
achieved, wealthy, hairless and, tanned.

Plate 4.3 The Barbarians (USA 1987): David and Peter Paul (BFI Stills, Posters and
Designs)
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Plate 4.5 Rarmbo: First Blood Il (USA 1985): Sylvester Stallone (BFI Stills, Posters and
Designs)

structure, requiring ideals of human development. All the rhetoric of body-
building is founded on this and most vividly seen in the aspirational motifs
of the posing vocabulary, bodies forever striving upwards (Plate 4.6).

The built body is hard and contoured, often resembling armour. Body-
building has three goals: mass (muscle size), definition (the clarity with which
one muscle group stands out from another) and proportion (the visual
balance between all the body’s muscle groups). The first two of these present
a look of hardness: the skin stretched over pumped up muscle creates a taut
surface, the separation of groups seems, as bodybuilding jargon has it, to
‘cut’ into the body as into stone. Definition and proportion also emphasise
contour, of individual muscle groups and of the body as a whole. Posing
conventions, maximising size, tightening for definition, relating muscle
groups to one another, further highlight these qualities; the use of oil (or
often in films water or sweat) on the body emphasises it as a surface and hence
its shape; relatively hard, three-quarter angle lighting brings out muscle
shape; posing against cycloramas or shooting against skylines (Plate 4.7)
presents the overall body contour.

Looking like a statue again invokes the classical; men against the horizon
are a cliché of aspirational propaganda. Moreover, a hard, contoured body
does not look like it runs the risk of being merged into other bodies. A sense
of separation and boundedness is important to the white male ego. Klaus
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MUSCLE FOODS

Plate 4.6 Dave Williams in advertisement for Muscle Foods, 1980s
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Plate 4.7 Steve Reeves, cover of Muscleman (c.1950; photo dated 1947)
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schiava di Roma, La guerra di Troia, La battaglin di Maratona),'® and many
contemporary muscleman films, include sequences showing such disciplined
physical preparation. They are especially common in Stallone’s films, notably
Rocky IV (1985), which intercuts Rocky’s down-home, improvisatory train-
ing routines with his Soviet opponent’s hi-tech, body-as-machine processes.
Schwarzenegger’s films contain nothing so agonised, and he has been cast
as a machine in the Terminator films (1984 and 1991) rather than as a
machine’s opponent. Schwarzenegger, as a multiple Mr Olympia winner,
is always already a champion physique; Stallone’s body is not so certified,
his narratives involve him in proving himself physically. Schwarzenegger’s
body is simply massive, his characteristic facial expression genial, his persona
one of Teutonic confidence; Stallone’s muscles look tortured into existence,
with veins popping out and strained skin, his eyes and mouth express
vulnerability, iconic images have him bruised (Rocky) (colour Plate 12) or
scarred (Rambo).! Schwarzenegger and Stallone are variations on achieve-
ment. Their bodies, like those of all muscle heroes, carry the signs of hard,
planned labour, the spirit reigning over the flesh.

The built body is a wealthy body. It is well fed and enormous amounts
of leisure time have been devoted to it. The huge, firm muscles of Gordon
Scott, Steve Reeves or Arnold Schwarzenegger make the simplest contrast
with the thin or slack bodies of the native peoples in their films. Such
muscles are a product and sign of affluence.

Finally, bodybuilders have hairless (shaved when not naturally so) and
tanned bodies. Both of these are done in order to display the muscles more
clearly, but they have further connotations. Body hair is animalistic; hair-
lessness connotes striving above nature. The climax of GJi amori di Ercole
has Hercules fighting a giant ape, who has previously behaved in a King
Kong-ish way towards Hercules’s beloved Dejanira, stroking her hair and
when she screams making as if to rape her; close-ups contrast Hercules’s
smooth, hairless muscles with the hairy limbs of this racist archetype.!®

The modern bodybuilder tans. Although Sandow used white powder to
make his body look more Greek sculptural, contemporary bodybuilding
guru Robert Kennedy advises: “To stand out on stage at a physique event,
one must be really well tanned’ (1983: 139). Tanning, which only white
people do, connotes typically white privileges: leisure (having the time to lie
about acquiring a tan), wealth (buying that time, acquiring an artificial tan
or travelling to the sun) and a healthy life style (the California/Australia
myth that no amount of melanoma statistics seem to dim).

These bodies with their white connotations are on display in colonialist
adventure films. Few are about the settlement in and maintenance of rule
over foreign lands. Yet the heroes are also not usually indigenous inhabitants
of the land in which the action takes place. They relate to it as a post-
colonial.
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been made, that imperial possession brought, and was even done in order
to bring, benefits to the natives, informed policy since the 1950s, headed by
the idea of the USA as world policeman, sharpened by cold war rivalry over
political /economic influence. Aid is the watchword alike of foreign policy
towards the Third World and the muscleman hero.

The three groups of films offer markedly different variations on this. I will
look briefly here at Tarzan and Rambo ez al, leaving discussion of the
peplum’s probably rather less familiar colonialism to the final section of the
chapter.

The Tarzan films are clearly rooted in colonialism, but with a twist.
Very many involve a journey of white people from without into Africa.
The difficulty of the terrain, its unfamiliarity and its dangers (savage beasts,
precipitous mountain passes, tumultuous rivers, thick jungle) provide the
opportunity for the exercise of the white spirit, indomitable, organised. The
native people may have some specialised knowledge useful to the whites, but
otherwise are either serviceable to carry things or else one more aspect of
the land’s perils. All this is the familiar basis for the thrills of the jungle
adventure story. But Tarzan is already in the jungle. Apart from the Elmo
Lincoln films and Greystoke, the Legend of Tarzan (1984), which tell the
story of how he comes to be there (born of Scottish parents who die soon
after), it is simply a given that Tarzan lives in the jungle. Sometimes he helps
the whites, but very often he defends the jungle against them, for they have
come to find treasure or, most often, despoil nature (for example, killing
elephants for tusks, capturing animals who are Tarzan’s helpers). Politically,
Tarzan is a green.’® Not infrequently, he defends native people against
whites whose actions would destroy their way of life. ‘

Tarzan, then, is identified with the jungle. He is at one with the animals.
In his unadorned near-nakedness, he is natural man. Some of the comic
strips, and the Weissmuller films especially, show him merging with the
shapes and shadows of the jungle (Plates 4.9 and 4.10). Yet he is also superior
to nature, he is king of the jungle. Just as elephants and chimpanzees come
to the rescue at his call, or even because they sense instinctually that
he is in peril, so too are lions and crocodiles swiftly despatched at his hands.
Likewise, he is a friend to good natives (though never going so far as to
live with them), but an invincible enerhy of the bad, and in either case, he is
physically, mentally and morally their superior.

The theme of nature, Tarzan’s greenness, is not a mere mask for this
colonialist relation. The treatment of nature is a central aspect of colonial
enterprise. The latter is understood to involve mastery and ordering, but also
a depredation that distances the white man from nature. A lament for a loss
of closeness to nature has run through a very great deal of white culture.
With Tarzan, however, one can have colonial power and closeness to nature.
Tarzan is indubitably white — even those who do not know the story of his
Scottish aristocratic parentage and the notion of heredity so important in the
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Plate 4.9 Allen Saint-John: Tarzan illustration, c.1920s
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Plate 4.10 Johnny Weissmuller; 1930s (BFI Stills, Posters and Designs)
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occupation of Afghanistan, doing the job (of destroying the arch enemy of
US ideals, communism) that the US government should be doing. Thus he
repeatedly upholds basic American values against the actuality of America.
Equally significant as this structural pattern is the way he dresses and
fights. His spirit is evident in both his resourcefulness, that is, the intelligent,
improvisatory use of his environment, and his endurance, his capacity to
withstand pain and torture. Rambo’s actions, as well as Stallone’s tortured
muscles, both express this. Yet the resourcefulness also involves him in
adopting non-white techniques. Like Tarzan, he becomes more absorbed
into nature than the locals, most memorably in Rambo II, where he sinks
himself deep into a mud bank, only his eyes visible, before rearing out to kill
one of the US marines set on his trail. His fighting attire includes a ritual-
istically donned headband, suggesting his half-Native American parentage,
while his weapons of choice include a huge serrated knife and a powered
bow and arrow (Plate 4.11). The latter also invoke Native Americans,
though in hi-tech versions. Rambo repeatedly and explicitly espouses a love
of America, yet he dresses and fights for America by going generically native
(that is, conflating Native American with, in the second and third films, the
know-how of good Orientals). ‘America’ can only be redeemed through
bypassing the historical reality of the white USA, by returning to what can
be conceptualised as coming before and without the USA. The Rambo films

)

Plate 4.1 | Rambo: First Biood Il (USA 1985): Sylvester Stallone (BFI Stills, Posters and
Designs)
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against a built non-white body, but, since the former invariably wins, this
only affirms the ultimate superiority of the white man’s body. At the climax
of Tarzan and the Great River (1967), Tarzan (Mike Henry) fights Barcuna
(Rafer Johnson), the black leader who wants to control the country’s main
water supply (a key issue in the politics of development) (Plate 4.12).
Johnson has a fine physique, but less cut, less evidently worked at, than
Henry’s. In cross-cutting, the latter is shot from below, Johnson from
above, a standard aggrandising/ diminishing rhetoric. Tarzan/Henry wears 2
tailored loincloth (and is earlier seen in a Western suit), whereas Barcuna/
Johnson wears a leopard skin and mumbo-jumbo adornments. In other
words, not only does the outcome of the confrontation prove Tarzan’s bodily
superiority, but casting, shooting and dress bespeak it throughout. The same
contrast of attire is often found in the peplum. In Maciste nelln terra dei
ciclopi, Maciste (Gordon Mitchell) wears a cloth peplum (suggesting in fabric
as well as tailoring an advanced level of human development), as compared
to his unnamed black adversary (Paul Wynter), who wears a leopard skin
loincloth (attire based on a primitive level of development, hunted not
manufactured, draped not tailored). In this case, the adversary, Wynter, a
Mr Universe, has a finer physique than the hero, but attire and defeat
undercut it.

The hero’s body is superior, but his skin colour — tanned white — also
signals him an everyman. As discussed in Chapter 2, tanning does not
suggest a desire or readiness to be racially black —a tanned white body is
always indubitably just that. At the same time, it also implies that white peo-
ple are capable of attractive variation in colour, whereas blacks who lighten
and otherwise whiten their appearance are mocked for the endeavour and
are generally held to have failed. The tanned built body affirms whiteness as
a particular yet not 2 restricted identity, something heightened by compari-
son with the other bodies in the films. Tarzan is lighter than the natives, but
darker than other white men; on two book covers by the same artist (colour
Plates 13 and 14), he has lighter skin when battling an ape, darker when
coming upon a white woman, flexible within these extremes of male dark-
ness and female lightness. The peplum, which does not so often have non-
white characters, none the less plays on skin colour. The hero is always
darker than all white women, whether they be good (and blonde) or bad
(and brunette), a fact encapsulated in the common pose of the woman’s
white hand resting against the broad expanse of the hero’s tanned pectorals
(Plate 4.13). He is also darker than other white men, especially bad ones,
orientalist rulers whose pasty complexions are of a piece with their deca-
dence, primitives whose underground or cave dwellings have kept their
skins from sunlight. The hero, so often first seen standing in the sun against
the horizon or even, as in Maciste nelln terva dei ciclopi, apparently born in
a ray of sunshine, is the antithesis of this whiteness that shrinks from the life-
giving sun. Even good white men are seldom as dark as the hero. Yet the
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Plate 4.14 La battaglia di
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white bodybuilders, they are never granted this quality (and thus the fact
that their bodies too were produced ones is forgotten). The hero’s
physique may be fabulous, but what made it, and makes it effective, is the
spirit within.

In short, the built body and the imperial enterprise are analogous. The
built body sees the body as submitted to and glorified by the planning
and ambition of the mind; colonial worlds are likewise represented as
inchoate terrain needing the skill, sense and vision of the coloniser to be
brought to order. The muscle hero has landscaped his body with muscles
and he controls them superbly and sagely; the lands of the muscle film
are enfeebled or raw bodies requiring discipline. The built white male
body and colonial enterprise act as mirrors of each other, and both, even

as they display the white man’s magnificent corporeality, tell of the spirit

The peplum

I end this chapter by exploring the 1957-65 Italian peplum cycle in more
detail, focusing on both its class address and its relation to an explicit politics
of whiteness: fascism. The cycle draws on the image of the idealised white
man, with his spirit-perfected body and capacity to sort out the problems
of lesser beings, in a context of a damaged identity: Italian working-class
masculinity at a moment of rapid industrialisation and in the wake of a
period of nationalist, incipiently imperialist and racist politics, fascism, that
had promised working-class men so much. The whole cycle mobilises the
white resonances of the body image and the colonialist narrative structures
discussed above to negotiate positions for this class audience in this historical
moment. The films evidently address anxieties of class and gender, but they
do this with recourse, in part, to rhetorics of whiteness. This manoeuvre js
complicated by the often explicit rejection of fascism as a politics; in other
words, the films have to mobilise whiteness as a balm to a damaged male
class identity while also dissociating themselves from a discredited politics of
whiteness.

Peplum films are adventure films centred on heroes drawn from classical
(including Biblical) antiquity played by US bodybuilders. As characters
played by these performers they embody the white past and future: classical
antiquity was still unchallenged as racially white and Europeans tend to see
the USA as basically a white nation with colourful marginalia. Moreover,
classical antiquity, a material presence in Italy, was still also assumed to be
the pinnacle of all human achievement, while the USA was widely felt to
be the land of the human future.

Most of the peplum heroes figure in ancient texts (Hercules, Spartacus,
Ulysses, Samson, Goliath (as hero not villain)), but two of the most
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championing of the genre, so much as certain textual consequences relevant
to the question of white masculinity.

Given the hero performers’ ignorance (in the main) of Italian, their
inexperience as actors and their limited availability, it was clearly often easier
to keep them out of filming that involved interaction with others. Thus
Philippides in La battaglia di Maratona does not join in the land battle half-
way through but climbs a hill to throw boulders down on the enemy;
Hercules at the liberation of Thebes in Ercole e 1a regina di Lidia is occupied
with wrestling a tiger in a pit rather than joining with the other men sacking
the city; the climax of Maciste contro i mostri consists of a fight between two
tribal chiefs with Maciste looking on; the second half of Le faziche di Ercole is
devoted to Jason and the Golden Fleece, Hercules going along as indispens-
able helper but Jason’s quest being the one that propels the narrative. The
hero is kept to one side of the narrative, whether its detailed unfolding
through editing or its larger segmental organisation.

Such narrational devices permit the set pieces of posing that follow on
from casting bodybuilders. The latter are not necessarily agile or acrobatic;
the point is their size and shape, frozen in moments of maximum tension.
Holding a boulder aloft (Plate 4.15), in a clinch with a lion, these and many
other set-ups incorporate not only the posing vocabulary of bodybuilding
competitions but also the mise-en-scénes of such non-narrative forms
as physique photography and the strongman acts. The peplum’s collage
structure showcases the built body and the white values it carries.

Moreover, keeping the hero to one side of the narrative chain is of a piece
with the ambiguity of his ontological status. Is the peplum hero human?
Hercules is explicitly and traditionally not entirely so — he is half-god, half-
human, a status explored in some films ( Le fatiche di Ercole, Ercole ¢ ln regina
di Lidin, Ercole alla conquista di Atlantide); Maciste, a slave in the original
Cabiria, announces that his parents were the sun and the moon in Maciste
contro ¢ mostrs; Crios in Arrivano i Titani is a Titan, a demigod. Even when

nothing as explicit is suggested, many of the heroes seem not quite human,
not least in their capacity to leap time and space to be where they are
needed, a capacity that is never explained (Maciste’s sudden loinclothed
appearance at a Scottish witch burning in Maciste all’inferno is the most
glorious example). Their introduction into the film often has a magical
quality. Frequently the hero is discovered by water — the sea, a waterfall — as
if born of it. In Le fatiche di Ercole Hercules asks to be deprived of his
immortality and the granting of this is symbolised in his being drenched in
rain, reborn in water as human (Plate 4.16). The first shot of the hero in
Maciste nella terra dei ciclopi has him lying on a stone by the sea in a beam
of light, in a pose echoing the Adam of Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel
(an image less foreign to anyone who had been through the Italian school

system than it might be to others). Such imagery is of course Christian

(and white) — baptismal water, Genesis. It insists on the heroes’ humanity,
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Plate 4.16 Le fatiche di Ercole (ftaly 1957): Steve Reeves (BF! Stills, Posters and Designs)

However, the period of the peplum is also a period of mass internal migra-
tion in Italy, from the rural South to the industrial North, from labour based
on strength to one based on skill with machines (or, failing that, shitwork).
In the shift away from rural labour, the value of the big strong body, and the
male power that went along with it, was undermined. The peplum celebrates
a type of male body for an audience to whom it had until now been a source
of economic self-worth. The very emphasis on the simple display of muscle,
foregrounded by the films’ collage structure, and the heroes’ triumphs
through their deployment of those muscles, are an affirmation of the value of
strength to an audience who was finding that it no longer had such value.
The hero is often shown in conflict with machines, winning against elaborate
war gadgetry (La battaglin di Maratona, I colosso di Rods), freeing people
from giant wheels that have to be endlessly, mindlessly turned by hordes of
men (Nel segno di Roma, Sette comtro tutti, Maciste Puomo pine forte del
mondo). His triumph over the machine by body alone offers the audience
a fantasy of triumph over their new conditions of labour in terms of their
traditional resources.

Yet these heroes, in many ways down to earth, are also sort of divine char-
acters played by US Americans. If they speak to the realities of their initial
audiences and in many particulars seem to be of them, they are also above

them. This is one of the structures of feeling that suggests continuities
between the peplum and fascism.
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photographer Elio Luxardo (Turroni 1980) (Plate 4.18), and increased
sporting facilities and gymnastic displays were important aspects of policy
(Felice and Goglia 1982: 184-7; Abruzzese 1983: 65). Yet such imagery,
though important, was not saturating and, notably, it was almost absent
from the cinema: the one attempt to harness the epic tradition to fascist
ends, Scipione PAfricano (1937), did not use a muscleman as hero and was
not a great success (Hay 1987: 155-61; Dalle Vacche 1992: 27-49).
Scipione was however, especially in the attendant publicity and reviews,
obvious in its reference to Mussolini. For he was the supreme hero figure of
the regime. Indeed, as a child wrote in one of the essays elicited by the film
journal Bianco e nevo when Scipione first appeared:

Era bello Scipione sul suo cavallo bianco. Perd il Duce & ancora pitl
bello e pitt bravo di Scipione.
(How handsome Scipio was on his white horse. But il Duce
is even more handsome and brave than Scipio.)
(Quoted in Brunetta 1975: 77)

Mussolini, as Gian Piero Brunetta (1975) and James Hay (1987) have
observed, was the Maciste of fascist Italy. He was so both, as it were,
narratively and iconographically. His role in the story of Italy was that of
the strongman (physically, morally, temperamentally) who could sort out
the country’s problems: unemployment, corruption, inefficiency. It was
only in the mid-1930s that this became tied up with questions of Italy’s
greatness measured imperially (realised in the war with Ethiopia) and
racially (the passing of anti-Semitic legislation in 1938). Iconographically,
as Hay (1987: 227-9) details, Mussolini drew his gestures from silent
screen heroes and his emblematic roles (warrior, builder, patriarch) from
the fascist repertoire. Most significantly here he promoted these qualities

through his body, in his stature and posture (aided by camera angles) when

dlothed, in the very display of himself when unclothed. He posed for

photographs as a swimmer, athlete or bare-chested skier (Felice and Goglia

1983: 82, 88) (Plate 4.19); he appeared stripped to the waist working

alongside peasants for photographs (very Maciste-like in Felice and Goglia

1982: 141) and in the newsreel film I/ Duce trebbin il grano nell’Agro

Ponzino (Il Duce threshes wheat in the Pontine Fields) (1938); he was the

model for the imperative that everyone should have the body of a 20 year

old (to the point that he forbade publication of his date of birth (Milano

1982: 32)).

The relation of the peplum to the athletic, Mussolinian image of the male
body is complex. A given film may seem to be both denouncing and
applauding fascism. Ercole contro Roma, for instance, establishes Hercules’s
Ureckness with unusual thoroughness and has him come to the rescue of
the ordinary Roman people through the good offices of an Arab merchant-

=
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Plate 4.18 Elio Luxardo: photographic study of Primo Carnera, 1930s
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Plate 4.19 Benito Mussolini at Terminillo, 1930s

Where there is explicit reference to fascism in the peplum, it is hostile.
This is often expressed iconographically. The obviously fascistic regime of
Atlantis in Ercole alla conquista di Atlantide, breeding a flaxen-haired master
race of men,' is emblematised in a vast Atlas-like statue in the queen’s
underground palace; the giant male statue bestriding the harbour entrance
in 1l colosso di Rods is an object of hate, serving as a prison for dissidents and
aimed at strategic dominance of the Mediterranean; the work camp in
Spartacus e i dieci gladiatori is reminiscent of Nazi?® concentration camps.
Arena displays make oblique reference to the regime’s mass spectacles and
references to Rome are often coded references to fascism, because of the
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importance of Rome in fascist rhetoric. The emphasis on Rome was both
part of fascism’s modernising attempt at national centralisation and a bid to
suggest continuity with the empire of ancient Rome, which would placed
Italy at the forefront of white civilisation.

More generally, peplum societies are characterised by cruel authoritarian-
jsm, with rulers who have usurped power by force and trickery while often
(by no means always) having the support of the hoodwinked people. Their
aims can be avowedly racial: “Inferior races must be subjugated to us’ says
the evil ruler in Maciste il vendicatore dei Mayas, ‘If we do not contaminate
the purity of our race,2! one day we will be masters of the world’, says his
equivalent in Sette contro sutti. Tt is usual for the hero to restore traditional
authority. Significantly, unlike Mussolini, he is never himself a ruler, nor
explicitly identified with leadership.

To this conscious if vague anti-fascism, we may add two important points
that further seem to distance the peplum from fascism. First, the very
absence of Maciste ez al. from the cinema under fascism, and the revival of
these pre-fascist heroes in the late 1950s, would suggest that if there was
a harking back to the past it was to a past that Mussolini had displaced. The
“interpretation of fascism as a momentary “perversion” or “deviaton”, as a
parenthesis in Italian history’, with real Iralianness to be found in earlier
cultural continuities, was widely canvassed at the time (Cannella 1973/4:
12) and would accord with this rediscovery of the pre-fascist figures of
Maciste ¢z al.

Second, the casting of US, or US-seeming, bodybuilders is crucial. It
should be stressed that it is not just that these performers were presumed to
be US,22 but that they looked it. The style of the built body was set by US
bodybuilders in the post-war period (and especially by Steve Reeves
(Sanguineti 1983: 88)) and the peplum stars’ haircuts are those of Dean,
Brando and Presley. This is sometimes emphasised in the contrast between
the hero and his chief helper among the people: in Ercole contro i figh del
sole, both Hercules (Mark Forrest) and Mytha (Giuliano Gemma), the Incan
warrior he befriends, are very well built, but Mytha has straight, shoulder-
length hair and a headband whereas Hercules sports the quiff and sheen of

a rock star (Plate 4.20). The significance of the heroes’ US-ness is above all
that they were not Italian. Here was the display of the muscular male body
promoted in Italian society only fifteen years previously stripped at a stroke
of its fascist connotations. To this one should add the importance of the
USA in the popular imagination in Italy, something both exploited by
fascism but also a talisman on the left. US soldiers had spearheaded the
liberation of Italy from Nazi occupation at the end of the war.2? The USA
was a land of modernity, as evident in these technologically honed, scientifi-
cally fed bodies. It was the land of the Common Man. Not least, it was 2
land of mass Italian emigration.

Yet for all its explicit anti-fascism, its heroes who are not rulers and its use
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for the audience to identify with: for that the spectator has ‘common man’
figures in crowd scenes, lovers in sub-plots that show the impact of war,
or simply the masses. Hay (1987: 152) traces this back to pre-fascist film
spectacles, where through ‘throngs of extras, mass audiences were given a
stake in the films’ action’ but in terms of a presence ‘for whom the central
characters acted’. The interests of ordinary people are met, and are only
able to be met, by the strongman. This is the structure of the peplum. The
way the hero is kept to one side of the narrative reinforces the sense that
what is at stake in the narrative are the tribulations of the people, but that
they have to be solved by the intervention of the hero: he is not involved
in the action, he merely performs the vital resolving actions. The fact
that the hero, unlike Scipio or il Duce, is not a ruler is part of the films’
rejection of fascist polity even while it replays the appeal of fascism’s
strongmarn.

The peplum’s contradictory relation to fascism (which, I want to stress,
does not mean that the peplum is ‘really’ fascist but that it is, precisely,
contradictory) is embodied in the hero, most explicitly in Ercole alla
conguista di Atlantide. Here the wicked Antinea, Queen of Atlantis, over-
sees the breeding of a race of ideal men; when she encounters Hercules she
of course realises that here is the ultimate specimen of ideal manhood;
Hercules is opposed to this fascist regime but Reg Park’s muscles embody
its very ideals. The appeal of this body type, especially with renewed force in
a period of class upheaval, remains throughout the peplum in tension with
the memory of its exaltation in the disgraceful recent past.

The peplum offered its original working-class audience an affirmation
of the value of the big strong body; its contradictions work through the
problems of that body’s association with a discredited recent polity. The
implicit whiteness of all this comes to the fore in both the films’ colonialist
structures and their occasional use of black bodybuilders.

Like other muscleman films, the central narrative motif of the peplum is
intervention. The hero arrives in a foreign land and sorts out its problems.
This very often means that he fights on the side of an ethnic other. If need
be, he will side with them against bad whites. In Il figlio di Spartacus (colour
Plate 15), the hero, Rando, 2 Roman, is first won over to the North Africans’
plight by seeing a crucified black man and then observing the enslavement
of the people. He even goes so far as to observe that ‘if Rome is for slavery,
then I am against Rome’. Yet the people can only be saved by the inter-
vention of Rando and Vezio, his bleached blond German comrade in arms.
Moreover, the people suffer as much from barbarian tribes and Saracens as
from Romans, and the latter are seen as corrupt individuals, Rando finally

bringing about the restoration of the good Caesar’s dominion. Rando, son
of Spartacus, the slaves’ champion, restores enlightened colonialism.
Pepla are not necessarily set in known historical or mythological pations,
but when they are, those that predominate are the most geopolitically close
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that their best and true place is in subservience to the white man. In Maciste
nella terra dei ciclopi, the unnamed slave (Wynter) stands by as Maciste is
tortured by having to hold a rope in each hand at the end of which are teams
of men; they pull in a tug of war and whichever loses will fall into a pit of
lions; one team is white, the other black and when asked which team will
win, the slave says the white one - he instinctively (it does not seem cyni-
cally) recognises racial superiority. In Maciste Puomo pin forte del mondo,
Maciste rescues Banco (Wynter again) from the mole men,; as a result Banco
says he will be Maciste’s slave for ever, for he gave him life; Maciste says that
Banco’s mother gave him life, that there should be no masters and slaves,
yet Banco is unable to accept this and throughout the film acts as a slave.
Slavery is thus condemned but shown as what blacks, not whites, crave.

Maciste’s refusal of Banco’s servitude displays his moral enlightenment.
This is often suggested by the hero’s behaviour in combat with black
men. Marco, the chief hero of Sette contro tutti, refuses to kill his black
combatant in the arena. In Arrivano i Titani, Rathor (Serge Nubret) is at
first a snarling slave who has run amok; however, in gladiatorial combat
Crios defeats him but gets the king to allow him to spare his life; thereafter
Rathor is Crios’s devoted helper. In the process he changes character: before
he meets Crios in combat, he has despatched another (white) opponent
to his death and he smiles at his success, his sweating muscles gleaming in
the torch light; after Crios has saved his life we have no more such shots of
exultant physicality. When Maciste and the black slave fight in Maciste nella
terra dei ciclopi, Maciste is at first under the influence of the slave’s magic
potion; there is a lengthy sequence in which Maciste is viciously beaten by
the slave; when the potion wears off and Maciste recovers his superior
strength and skill, he despatches the slave very quickly — while the black slave
has lingered over the torment, Maciste just acts with maximum efficiency
and minimum pain.

When the black man becomes the white man’s slave, he is of limited
practical help to him. The hero may occasionally need the black man, either
as additional support or as sheer force; but the black man needs the hero
even more, because of the latter’s ability to size up situations, know right
from wrong, do the right thing. This motif of brain versus brawn is explicitly
commented on in Arrivano i Titani, which insists on its racial dimension by
casting the very dark Serge Nubret as Rathor against (as Nubret 1964: 61
confirms) bleached blond Giuliano Gemma as Crios. Before they fight, all
the gladiators have to choose swords; Rathor muscles his way to the front
and picks the biggest, Crios stands nonchalantly by and winds up with the
smallest. (White mythology’s racial penis size obsessions require comment
only in this bracket.) Yet in combat it is Crios’s skill, his acrobatic swiftness
of foot and eye, that win over Rathor’s brute size. When Rathor selected the
biggest weapon, Crios shook his head and said: “Tutti muscoli, niente
cervello’ (all muscles, no brain). A little later, Crios, now favoured by the
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King, watches a contest between a white man and a black bull; the former
wins and the Queen comments, ‘I ’intelligenza trionfa sempre’ (intelligence
always wins).

There is an extraordinary scene from Maciste Pwomo pin forte del mondo,
which encapsulates many of the characteristics of the peplum. The Queen of
the mole people has had Maciste chained with a yoke across his shoulders
on to which are lain more and more vast heavy weights; if Maciste buckles
under the strain, prongs beneath the yoke will pierce his two companions
who are tied down on either side of him. One of them, Banco, tells him not
to hold the weights up on his account, thereby displaying both his slavish
readiness to sacrifice his life and his lack of broader sense (since if Maciste
does not hold the weights up he, Maciste, will be put to death). The Queen
looks on and the film cuts to what she sees: close-ups of Mark Forrest’s
bulged and glistening pectorals and biceps. A point comes at which Maciste
threatens to buckle; the weights slip, a prong enters Banco’s chest, blood
seeps out; by a supreme effort, Maciste pushes up the weight again and then
higher and higher until he is holding it aloft above his head; as the music
climaxes, a reaction shot of the Queen shows her breathing and gulping with
an excitement that it is hard not to read as orgasmic. The set-piece muscle
display, the lusting bad woman’s point of view, the white jman’s triumph
in the fiendish underground orientalist test, a triumph spurred on by his
moral compulsion to save the good black primitive, of such elements, here
screwed up to an exceptional pitch of sado-masochistic delirium, is the
peplum’s construction of the built white male body in colonial enterprise
composed.

The peplum validates the image of the physically strong male body. It
asserts this through the pleasures of adventure and desirability (everyone
admires the hero’s strength and women adore it). It negotiates the difficul-
ties of its association with fascism. These difficulties are also being reworked
in the films’ handling of colonialism and race. Both of these were at issue
in Tralian fascism, less stridently and apocalyptically than in Nazism, buf
none the less there. Colonial ambitions and the assertion of Romanness both
laid a claim for Italy to be included at the heart of whiteness. Such a claim
offers a sense of superiority (‘at least ’'m not a colonial black’) to those
at the bottom of the white heap. It is always implicit in the peplum. The
oddness of the cycle is that it simultaneously offers figures with whom the
imputed audience may identify — the validated strong male body — and takes
this away by placing them above the common man, exceptional like il Duce.
and not played by Italians. The recourse to more explicit colonial structures,
including confrontations with black bodybuilders, may be a strategy
overcome this: ‘as a white man, 1, an Italian working class man, may not be
il Duce or an American, but they act on #zy behalf over against the Third
World and racial inferiors.” Such juggling is crucial to the maintenance o!
white masculinity.
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Reeves (Aeneas). (Glauco Leto), > Gi2 (The Last Days of Pompeii) 1959; Steve Reeves
Maciste all’inferno (Maciste in Hell) 1962; Kirk Morris. Ursus (Ursus; Mighty Ursus) 1
Muciste alla corte del Gran Khan (Maciste at the court of the Great Khan; Ursus ¢ la ragazza i tUS 961; Ed Fury.

Samson and the Seven Miracles) 1959; Gordon Scott. Robinson. rearunga (Ursus and the Tartar Girl) 1961:
Muciste alla corte dello Zar (Maciste at the Court of the Czar) 1964; Kirk ; Joe

Morris. :

Maciste contro i Mongoli (Maciste versus the Mongols) 1963; Alan Steel.

Maciste contro i mostri (Maciste against the Monsters; Colossus of the Stone
Age, Land of the Monsters) 1962; Reg Lewis.

Maciste contro il vampiro (Maciste versus the Vampire; Goliath and the
Vampires) 1961; Gordon Scott.

Maciste contro lo scescco (Maciste versus the Sheik) 1962; Ed Fury.

Maciste il vendicatore dei Mayas aka Ercole contro il gigante Golin (Maciste
the Mayas’ Avenger/Hercules versus the Giant Golia) 1965; Kirk
Morris.

Maciste Puomo pin forte del mondo (Maciste the Strongest Man in
the World; The Mole Men Battle the Son of Hercules) 1961; Mark
Forrest.

Maciste nella tevra dei ciclopi aka Maciste contro le cyclope (Maciste in the Land
of the Cyclops/versus the Cyclops; Atlas in the Land of the Cyclops;
Monster from the Unknown World; The Cyclops; Atlas against the
Cyclops) 1961; Gordon Mitchell.

Muciste nella valle dei ve (Maciste in the Valley of the Kings; Maciste the
Mighty; Son of Samson) 1959; Mark Forrest.

Mauciste nelle miniere del re Salomone (Maciste in King Solomon’s Mines;
Samson in King Solomon’s Mines) 1964; Reg Park.

Nel segno di Roma (Under the sign of Rome; Sign of the Gladiator) 1959;
Georges Marchal (Marco Valerio).

Quo Vadis? 1912; Bruto Castellani (Ursus).

Romolo ¢ Remo (Romulus and Remus; Duel of the Titans) 1961; Gordon
Scott (Remo), Steve Reeves (Romolo).

schinva di Roma, La (The Roman Slave Girl; Blood of the Warriors) 1961;
Guy Madison (Marco Valerio).

Sette comtro tutti (Seven against all) 1966.

sette fatiche di Ali Baba, Le (The Seven Labours of Ali Baba) 1963; Rod
Flash Jlush.

Simbad contro i sette Saracens (Sinbad versus the Seven Saracens) 1965:
Gordon Mitchell.

Spartacus e i dieci gladiatori (Spartacus and the Ten Gladiators; Day of
Vengeance) 1965; Dan Vadis.

Ulisse contro Ercole (Ulysses versus Hercules; Ulysses against the Son of
Hercules) 1962; Georges Marchal (Ulysses), Michael Lane (Hercules).



