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Gentlemen Prefer Hercules:

Desire I Identification I Beefcake

Robert A. Rushing

Anyone Here for Love?
One of the most memorable seqtiences in Howard Hawks's Gentle-
men Prefer Blondes (US, 1953) is the musical number "Ain't There
Anyone Here for Love?" Dorothy Shaw (Jane Russell) is accom-
panying her friend Lorelei Lee (Marilyn Monroe) lo Paris on a
cruise across the Atlantic. While Lorelei is romantically involved
with a wealthy young man, Dorothy is single—and lonely for some
company. So she is only too happy to find that the ship is filled
with a team of handsome male athletes, bodybuilders, and gytn-
nasts. As Dorothy asks in an earlier scene, "The Olympic team? For
me? Now wasn't thai thoughtful of somebody?" Her sense of tri-
umph fades, iiowever, once the voyage is underway. The athletes
are in training and barely glance at her. The song's lyrics likewise
revolve around this conflict between spot ts and sex: for instance,
one stanza runs, "I'm apatbetic / and nonathletic / Can't keep tip
in a marathon / I need some shoulders to lean iipon / . . . Ain't
there anyotie here for love?" Love itself, of course, is figured as a
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kind of sport as the number continues, with Dorothy calling out
"Doubles? Anyone? Cotu t's free! . . . Dt>esn't anyone want to play?"
At first glance, it might appear that the real conflict is between
solitary sports ("physical culture" in particular, the contemporary'
term for bodybuilding) and Dorothy's desire to play "doubles."
Since Dorothy has ftiUy metaphorized sports as an expression of
sexttality, there seems to be a concern that the bodybuilder and the
g\mnast, who.se sports are principally solitary, may resist Dorothy's
mote social—and clearly heterosextial—desire for cotipling. In
short, the anxiety the song plays witb is that men who are devoted
to the culti\'ation of their own bodies are expressing a narcissistic
or even mastiirbatoiT sexuality that might derail the workings i)f
normative heterosexuality. Btit there is more at work here.

We should note at the outset that the entire sequence is
introduced by a shot of a crowd of adoringyotmg women, delighted
by the spectacle of masctiline muscle being staged lor them, before
the film cuts to one particular viewer, nanieh' Dotothj. In "Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," Laura Mulvey pegs this as the
standard techniqtte in classic Hollywood cinema for .structuring
identificatiiin and desire—we usttally see a crowd of men watch-
ing a female singer or dancer, before we cut to one particular man
watching, our protagonist.' In that moment, our gaze is aligned
with the man watching (identification—we occtipy a position
strticturally identical to his), and otu" desire is the same as his (to
see what he wants to see, the woman's body). It is, of course, the
inversion <ÍÍ genders iti this seqtience from Gentlemen Prefer Blondes,
along with the comical failure of the whole scenario, that gives the
sequence its campy force and comic appeal. The choreography
was done by Jack Cole, who was known for his homoetotic appre-
ciations of the male form, and it sttggests that the men are not so
much uninterested in Dorothy as they are, perhaps, interested in
each other. The sexually piovocative posttires the men assume are
not the kind that are presumably aimed at heterosexual women,
particularly when the athletes form two lines and begiti rhythmi-
cally thrusting their rear ends into the air. This suggests that the
comic threat to heterosexuality is less the narcissism of the body-
builder than his concealed desire to look at exquisitely sculpted
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male bodies—and by extension, tlie male viewer's desire to see
the same spectacle.

Astibtext lends support to the homoeroticism: the sequence
relies on aseries of references to ancient Greece. To begin with, ihe
team of athletes is the Olympic team, but this is reinforced by one
of the opening images of the "Ain't There Anyone Here for Love?"
sequence; a gymnast spinning in slow circles on a bar in front of
a wall decorated by an enormous image of a Greek warrior. The
Greek subtext appears again in a brief seqtience of Clreco-Roman
wrestling—and now we understand that the tan-colored, skintight
shorts are in fact supposed to suggest the original condition of
Greek wrestlers: naked. Finally, Dorothy's song also contains two
references to ancient Greece (references that also speak to sports
and bodybuilding). Dorothy "can't keep up in a marathon" and
needs "some chappy / To make [her] happy / And he don't have
to be Hercules.'*

And here we seem to have the central quandary: if our
culture of athleticism, sports, the Olympics, bodybuilding, and all
the rest comes to us from ancient Greece, how can it not simulta-
neously invoke the same-sex desire that is so strongly as.sociated
with that culttire? Particularly when certain aspects of athleticism,
especially in the case of physical culture, seem to speak to a rejec-
tion of conventional forms of heterosexual ity in which men are
those who look and women are those who are to be looked at?
Centlemen Prefer Blondes can easily dismiss this problem—Greek
athleticism and homoeroticism in this film are confined to this one
.sequence, largely undone at tbe end, and the rest of the principal
men, although relatively flat characters, enjoy both an untroubled
hetero.sexuality and a total lack ol interest in sports. Such was noi
true, bowever, of a curious genre that enjoyed a brief, although
powerful, poptilarityjust a few years after this film's release: the
Italian peplum, 01 sword-and-sandals movie.

Beginning principally with ¡^faticlie di Érenle (Hercules, dir.
Pietro Francisci, Italy/Spain, 195B), the peplnm enjoyed a vogue
that lasted until the mid-iQfios. Its infltience continues, with its
emphasis on spectacular action and a spectacular male body, to
inflect contemporary films.-' In what follows, I want to address the
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peplum generally, since it is not well known, but also to disctiss
specifically how the peplum handles the "problem" of its obviously
non heteronormative attractions: well-oiled and nearly naked body-
builders, typically feattu ed as charismatic leaders of all-male bands
oi devoted and adoring followers. These attractions are a problem
insofar as they are both obviotis and, in some sense, impossible.
One perplexed critic, Michèle Lagny, asks, "Is this done to appeal
to women spectators? O r . . . is it a way of alluding to the delights of
censured homosexuality?" But this question is not easily answered,
precisely because peplum films were designed to appeal to a male
audience (with constant displays of strengtli and violence), and
their popularity indicates that they were clearly not consumed by
exclusively or even predominantly gay attdiences.'* David Clhap-
man, the author of/íí'/rfí.SVuíí, notes that the American release of/^
fatiche di Ercole featured a massive ad campaign "targeting . . . the
American male," which took out ftill-page ads in 132 magazines,
including "just about every national men's periodical."' Of particti-
lar interest for my purposes is that the marketing campaign also
specifically targeted teens and preteens: Dell Comics, for example,
"quickly produced a comic-book version of the film" to attract the
youth audieuce (12). Peplunis appear to have been constmied pri-
marily by heterosextial, adolescent male viewers, an audience ihat
would seem to have needed some way of negotiating the highly
visible and eroticized spectacle of the male body that these films
traditionally presented.^

The Peplum
In I9t4, Giovanni Pastrone directed ihe silent epic Cabina (Italy),
a key work in early cinema that strongly influenced D. W. Ciriffith
and others. One of the actors in the film was Bartolomeo Pagano,
a brawny dockworker who Pastrone cast as Maciste, a loyal slave
belonging to the film's principal Roman character. Maciste was an
entirmous hit and went on to star in dozens of films in the teens
and twenties, including Maciste poliziotto {Maciste the Policeman, dir.
Roberto Roberti, Italy, 1917). Maciste innamorato {Maciste in Love,
dir. Ltiigi Borguetto, Italy, 1919), Mariste contro lo sceicco {Mariste
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against theSheik, dir. Mario Cameritii, Italy, 1925), and many more.
These films eschewed certain realist expectations: Maciste seems
to have ahvays beeti eveii'where, appearing as an early-twentieth-
century niotintain climber as well as a Roman slave. His interven-
tions are equally unbounded by space, as he moves from Italy to
Japan, China, Argentina, the Middle East, Mexico, Africa, Amer-
ica—even to hell iu Maciste aU'inferno {Maciste in Hell, dir. Gttido
Briguone, Italy, tcjü.^). I should be clear that numerous early
films starred strongmen; in Italy, as elsewhere, this was one of the
pieces of vatideville that early cinema inherited, and it would be a
mistake to think that it ever went away. From Johnny WeissmuUer
in the Tarzan and Jungle Jim fihns during the 1930s and 1940s
to Vin Diesel, Arnold Schwarzenegger, and the Rock, we do not
lack for proof that the bodybuilder is a permanent fixture of the
cinema (particularly of the fiiutastic) even today. But the arrival of
Pietro Francisci's Ixfatiche di Frcole promised something different:
a gen re .*̂

As many as three hundred peplum films were made in Italy
or as Italian coproductions from about 1957 to 1965, and very
quickly a series of generic conventions and expectations devel-
oped.'̂  Although the films were made predominantly in Italy, they
invariably starred, or at least pretended to star, an Aniericau or
an English bodybuilder iu the principal role (Italian strongmen
used assumed names .such as "Alan Steel" [acttially Sergio Ciani]
or "Kirk Morris" [ra^'Adriano Bellini]). Although the initial set of
peplum films was loosely—but clearly—based on literary sotirces,
the bulk of these works took one of a haudful of characters and
sent them on increasingly exotic adventures: Herctiles, Maciste,
Samson,Jason, Ursus, Goliath, aud a few otliers." Iu the American
versions, almost all of the.se characters became Hercules (or "son
of Hercules" on late-night television). All of the pepltims show a
propensity for hybridity, for mixing characters, locales, aud tem-
poralities. In the earliest pepltims we see Ulysses lighting alougside
Hercules, but in later films it is not unusual to see Hercules battling
the biblical Samson, as in Sansone {Samson, dir. Gianfranco Paro-
litii, Italy/France, 19(51), or a four-way combat between Fiercules,
Samson, Ursus, and Maciste, as in Ercole, Sansone, Maciste e Ursusg^
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invincibili (Samson and the Mighty Challenge, dir. Giorgio Capitani,
Spain/Italy/France, 1964). The heroic strongman fights Zorro in
one film (Zorro contra Maciste \Sam.\on and the Slave (¿ueen. dir.
Umberto Lenzi, Italy, it}tJ3]) íind in another, even tbe three stooges
(Tlie ThreeStooges Meet Hércules, dir. Fdward Bernds, US, 196^). This
hybridity extended to genres as well. Peplums could easily incor-
porate horror, as in Ercole al centro della terra (Hercules in the Haunted
World, dir. Mario Bava and Franco Properi, Italy, 19(31), Maciste con-
tro il vampiro (Goliath and the Island of Vampires, dir. Sergio Corbucci
and Giacomo Gentilomo, Italy, 1961), or Ur.su.'i, U terrore dei kijghi.si
(Heirules, Prisoner of Evil, dir. Antonio Margheriti, Italy, 19O4). Some
peplums bring in science fiction, as was the case with several of the
Atlantis-themt'd films stich as // conquistatore di Atlantide (Gonqunar
of Atlantis, dir. Alfonso Brescia, Italy/Egypt, 19(15) or II gigante di
Metropolis (The Giant of Metropolis, dir. Umberto Scarpelli, Italy,
1961). In at least one case, the peplum met the spaghetti Western
halfway, in Sansone e il tesoro degli Incas (Hercules and the Treasure of the

Incas, dir. Piero Pierotti, West Germany/Italy, 1964).^

In spite of its generic flexibility, the peplum is also bighly
structured. Certain scenes are veiy nearly obligatory and aie
rcpeateíl in almost every film. These have litile to do with tbe
mythological basis of the films and much to do with sbowca.sing tbe
physique of the protagonist; he uproots a tree and swings it against
his enemies; he wraps chains around the pillars of a building atid
pulls it down; he wrestles with a dangerous wild animal such as a
lion or a tiger and subdues it; be lifts one of his opponents into tbe
air and uses him as a weapon against the others. Tbe hero must
assume pose after pose to showcase his intiscles, even wheu he is
ostensibly relaxing. Leon Hunt notes the "transparent nariative
pretexts" that are provided to display "those well-oiled pectorals"
in a series of " 'classic' bodybuilding poses whicb bear little or no
relation to the script."'** He must also, of course, be clothed in a
tnanner tbat shows off his physique—hence the name of tbe genre,
the peplum, the loose-fitting, one-shouldered toga (but one should
note that the peplum was an article of female clothing in ancient
Greece)." Very quickly, however, the hero takes off his peplum
in favor of more revealing costuming: at times, the hero appears
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to be wearing nothitig so mtich as a miniskirt or a cloth diaper.
In Maciste alia corte del Gran Khan {Samson and the Seven Mirucles

of the Wmid. dir. Riccardo Freda, Italy/Fratice, i9(n), as in many
(if the pepltmis that ate set in "exotic" locales, this produces ati
extravagantly bizarre Jtixtaposition: our six-foot-three hero (the
bodybuilder Gordon Scott), wearing nothing btit a bright red dia-
per, moves among medieval Chinese peasants who take no tiotice
of the giant, naked white man in their midsi; seventeenth-centtiry
Scottish Presbyterians seem equally nonplussed by a tiearly ntide
athlete sporting an impressive Elvis bouffant (Kirk Morris) who
shows up at their witch burning in the 1962 Maciste all'inferno {'The
Witch s Curse, din Riccardo Freda, Italy); Hert ules is equally ignored
by pre-( '.olombian Incas in Enole contro ifigli del sole {Hercules against

the Sons of the Sun, dir. Osvaldo Civi ran i, Italy/Spain, 19(34).'-

These examples are comic, but they mask a seriotis point:
a good deal of criticism was devoted (especially in the 1990s) tí)
ihe "tendency of Hollywood action cinema towards the constrttc-
tion of the male body as spectacle," a spectacle that is often bnilt
on scenes of .sadistic torttire.'^ Such scenes provide a convenient
exctise for the display of the male body (they work neatly within
the diegesis as proof of the antagonist's evil), while al.so marking
stich displays as erroneous, unnatural, or "wrong," a mistake that
the protagonist will eventttally correct (see Ina Rae Hark, who
notes that similarly spectacular scenes of female bodies go imre-
marked).'^ In tiie context of Italian popular gente films, scenes of
sadistic torture that exhibit the body ate exceedingly common,
from the spaghetti Western—where the torttuc and mtitilation
of the male body is a staple—to the giallo, or horror film, where
either sex (but preferetuially women) may be pttt sadistically on
di.splay. One of the keys to understanding the Italian peplum is
the acknowledgment that stich scenes are rate and never form the
fotmdation for displays of the male body, fhe male body is t)ii
display Immediately and contiiuiotisly throughout the lilm, and in
ways that "transpire unremarked in the diegesis," as Hark notes of
women in the Hollywood Greco-Roman or biblical "spectacular"
(15;;). In other words, the theoretical apparat tis erected to explain
displays of the male physiqtie in, say, the /írtWiAp films of the H)8OS



i66 . t;anu'rii Obsctira

will not work for the peplum, whose sexual tiniverse is astonishingly
comfortable with spectacular displays of both sexes' bodies, bttt
especially men's.

It is rare in the peplnm if a problem cannot be solved by
physical strength. Althotigh some problems in the central section of
the film may be solved by cleverness or skill, the climactic sequences
always feature a demonstration of truly gargantuan strength,
ranging from Hercules toppling a building in Lefatiche di ErcoleX.o
Samson, buried underground, catising a massive earthquake as he
breaks out of his tomb in Maciste alia corte del Gran Khan. Both Rich-
ard Dyer and Maggie Günsberg have speculated that this absolute
faith in the power of muscle is related to the rapid industrializa-
tion of Italy during the 1950s and ltjfios, in which niral workers
had to abandon traditional agricultural manual labor and move to
tinfamiliar positions in manufacturing and industry, where a whole
set of new skills appeared to be called for.'̂ ' In this view, the pep-
lum represents a kind of proletarian fantasy, a universe that is still
comprehensible and unfragmented by modernity. I will return to
this point later in a more psychoanalytic vein, although it is worth
pointing out that this dream of an organic society unfragtnented
by modernity was also a dream of Italian fascism,

Gritics have, of course, made the same claim about the
action film. Both genres "present physical strength and dexterity
as the solution to social conflicts," as Mark Gallagher notes, in a
world "that severely limits . .. the bourgeois male's ability to estab-
lish his identity through physical activity.""' Both also frequently
target adolescent males, an audience presumed to be largely white
and heterosexual. But there are several key differences between the
peplum and the action film as well (not the least of which is that
pepltim films may not, as Dyer and Gfinsberg suggest, be addressed
to a middle-class audience). Action films tend to rely on displays
of violence, while graphic violence at least is quite rare in the pep-
ltim, which prefers to focus on spectacular scenes of strength. And
while (iailagher claims that 1990s action films increasingly adopt
an unrealistic, ironic, atid postmodern aesthetic, in contrast to an
earlier, more realistic era, peplum films were never realistic. Their
fantastic (sometimes surreal) atmospheres are not at all ironic. And
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while contemporary action films frequently appear to be based on
ihe emotions of anger and resentment, pepliun films are almost
entirely bound up in wonder and admiration.''^

As a genre, the peplum presents at least two other features
worthy of note. First, aluiost every pepltiin's plot revolves around a
crisis in political legitimacy. In l.^fatiche di Ercole, for example, the
legitimate king was murdered by his brother ten years earlier, and
Hercules has the task of restoring the legitimate king's son to the
throne—Hamlet gets a brawny helper. In Maciste alia cni1e del Gran
Khan, the proper Chinese rulers, the children of the emperor, are
being manipulated by the evil Mongols who have tisurped their
authority. These plots typically tely on a vague, romantic nation-
alism; the usurpers are generally foreign in st»me way or being
maniptilated by foreign agents. Like the cowboy or the classic detec-
tive, the strongman arrives from the outside. He is not invested in
the political strnggle personalK but fights to restore legitimacy out
of an ethical commitment—he sets things right and then rides off
into the stinset.̂ '̂  In some peplums, he may be libidinally invested
(an attractive princess loves him and needs to be saved), but, as in
the Western, this investment is usually marginal to the plot and
always unconvincing, ininsberg nicely calls the ei otic action of the
peplum "tokenistic and sketchy."'" In general, however, the pepltim
strongman stands largely outside both the political and the erotic
action that tuifolds during the film. This disinterested stance is, of
course, what makes the peplinn politically uuth reaten ing, despite
its proletarian fantasy of physical labor providing a kind of fouuda-
tion to political legitimacy: the strongman has no interest in ruling,
only in restoring rule to the proper lenders. Dyer notes that while
the peplum is ostensibly antifascist (it turns to the Greeks rather
than to Benito Mussolini's mtich-beloved Romans, for example), it
deploys "structures of feeling" that are typical of fascism, in particu-
lar the idea that "the will of the people" is simply to be ruled by tlieir
proper (that is, racially correct) ruler.•'̂ " The peplum nods toward
democracy, but it is actually inclined to authoritarianism. Irmbert
Schenk suggests that there is also a strong continuity between the
first peplum cycle (of the teens and twenties) and fascism.'-" which
seems generally clear (Mussolini seems to have modeled some of
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his ptiblic poses on Maciste). I tnight sttggest that the antifascism
of the second peplutn cycle is best described as reluctant—it main-
tains an untriïubled belief in the heroic, infallible, and charismatic
leader (namely Hercules), hut it regretfully concedes that he can-
not be the political leader.

The second noteworthy feature of the peplum is that it typi-
cally offers a heterosexual romance—yet one that does not involve
the stningman—that is equally in ciisis, Ireqttently as part of the
crisis in political legititnacy.-'-' If the Prince of Atlantis must be
restored to the throne that his uncle has usurped, for instance,
Hercules may very well help him regain the throne, but he may also
help our overly shy prince in his romance witli the exotic Egyptian
princess who happetis to he visiting the Atlantic court. The "other
man" in these film.s piays a decidedly secondary role to the strong-
man, of course, often functioning as a sidekick, but occasionally
just playing the part of the "dude in distress." It is not only his
narrative function that is inferior to that of Hercules, however.
He is frequently visually marked as slightly deficient rather than
simply average in his masculinity—clean shaven, overly slender,
vaguely feminine if not effeminate, with lighter hair. At times the
hait is very visibly dyed in a manner that may suggest homosexual-
ity, either latent or covert, especially when it is dyed red or streaked
blond. The strongman, by contrast, almost always has dark brown
or black hair, and he is instantly identifiable as Hercules if he also
sports a beard. The "other man" (botli when he plays the sidekick
and when he plays the "dude in distress") — IUo (Sandro Moretti)
in La vendetta di Ercole {Goliath and Ihe Dra^n, din Vittorio Cottafavi,
Italy/France, i960), Jason (Fabrizio Mioni) in I^ fatiche di Ercole,
and Keuamun (Angelo Zanolli) in Maciste nella valle dei re {Son of
Samson, dir. Carlo Campogalliani, Italy/France/Yttgoslavia, 1960),
for example—can be inclined to moodiness and melancholy and a
lack of clear direction, also in his pursuit of the woman. He may also
be overly ardent, like Theseus (George .^rdisson) in Ercole al centro
della tena, who pursues all women he sees. But he is still marked
as symholically deficient, blond, and weak: he cannot control his
own behavior, his flirtation is compulsory, he repeatedly makes
foolish decisions. Once Theseus falls in love, he hecomes weepy.
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sentimental, passive; once he loses his love, he becomes surly and
sullen. The strongman is, of course, at all times decisive; he knows
what he watits, handles women with ease, seizes tbe day.̂ ^

Alternatively, there may bc a more or less subtle racializa-
tion of the sidekick: rather than being blond, he may have slightly
darker skin and be marked as racially other. See, for example,
Samson (Iloosh Khoshabe, btu usually billed as "Richard IJoyd"
or "Rod Flash") in Ercole sfida. Sansone (Hercules, Samson, and Ulysses,

dir. Pietro Francisci, Italy, 19(13), whose Middle Fastern appearance
is beightened here; Cho in Maciste alia corte del Gran Khan, who is
played by an Italian (Gabriele Antonini), but again with darker skin
to indicate his half-Chinese race; and Prince Maytha (Giuliano
Ciemma) who looks convincingly Incan in Ercole contro ißgli del sole.
In all these films, however, the sidekick is visibly less masculine
than the principal, and whiter, strongman. Even in a film in which
the sidekick is also played by a bodybuilder, as with Samson m Ercole
sjida Sansone, he is beardless, long-haired, markedly less assertive,
and easily tricked or seduced by women.

It is not difficult to see that the strongman's sidekick, this
slightly-less-than-average male, is a kind of stand-in for these films'
primary audiences, e.specially outside Italy: young male adole.scents.
In sbort, the strongman typically forfeits his libidinal and political
interests to rectify or repair those of others, and in the process be
acts as a prop to legitimate those conftised and protean iulolescent
interests as racially pure and heterosexual. The libidinal ptísition of
the strongman himself, however, may be a little harder to ascertain,
as is, ultimately, that of the atidience. Günsberg describes this with
another apt phrase: "Episodes of illicit hetero.sexuality piuictuate a
ht>moerotic baseline . . . heterosexuality is constantly put on hold,
denied and ttltimately postponed until the final, cursory moments
of closure."-''

All thisbiingsiisback to the questions I began with. What is
the target of audience identification, and what is the target of audi-
ence desire? In Mtilvey's famous model, desire and identification
in the classic Hollywood film are organized around two markedly
separate axes: the fihn is structured to solicit identißcatioii with the
male protagonist and desireforúxe female protagonist. The peplum
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seems LO be organized along markedly different lines: although it
happily puts female bodies on display, it is much more interested
in male bodies as objects of spectatorial desire. How does it accom-
plish this, all within a genre that was destined for, and principally
consumed by, heterosexual adolescent males?

"I Wanted You to Notice Me; I Want to Be Like You"
Now I CAU return to the Greek athleticism and homoeroticism
1 began with. An early scene from Le fatiche di Ercole establishes
these connections explicitly, and in precisely the way in which, I
will argtie. other pepltims behave; that is, it is relatively forthright
abottt activating same-sex desire, and yet it denies that it has done
so. The scene is the training camp sequence that takes place in
Iolco shortly after Hercttles (Steve Reeves) has arrived, where we
see dozens of yottng men training and wing for his notice; they
"talk of nothing but Hercules." The entire seqtience is visually
reminiscent of the "Ain't There Anyone Here for Love?" nutnber
from Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, down to the leg-baring, tan-colored
outfits worn by the athletes. But, in its own way, it is acttially more
explicit abotit how same-sex desire structures the film.

After the initial setup—an older man who cannot finish
a maratlion is taken away on a stretcher, and the other elders of
Iolco are talkitig abotit the Hercules craze that has gripped the
city and their fears that the sons may rebel against the attthorlty of
the fathers—the poet Orpheus (Gino Matteta) asserts ihat there
is nothing to fear. He gestures upward, saying that one need only
look at Hercules to be sure that there is no deceit or danger in
him. The film cuts to a shot of Hcrctiles atop a cliff, overlooking
the training. This shot is remarkable. First, it presents a campy
vision of gay erotica, with the massive, bearded Hercules flanked
by the decidedly prettier twins Castor (Fulvio Carrara) and Pollux
(Willi f'olombini). scantily clad and well oiled, arranged precisely
as if they were on an Olympic medal platform. Btit second, it pre-
sents the manly trio precisely as a spectacle, as something to be
seen, to be admired (admiration is without a doubt the affective
response that the pepltim seeks tnore than any other). Let us note
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that Hercules is only ostensibly overseeing the training. In reality,
he has merely .struck a dramatic pose, staring into space, literally
"overseeing" (overlooking, looking over) the heads of tbe aspiring
athletes, much as he will "oversee" the political and erotic action
of the film: he will guide it but stand outside it. Those who are
engaged in active gazing are, instead, the young men below. The
scenario presented dtiplicates the conditions of the actnal specta-
tor in the movie theater: a host of yotitig men looking tip at a giant
figtire, blocked from them and inaccessible, very mudi presented
as a spectacle. In short, Hercules' body as spectacle commands our
gaze, and this is a gaze that is sattirated by same-sex desire. But at
the same time, we are tricked into believing that this is the gaze of
identification.

Lest we have any dotibis. the next ¡jari of the sequence
removes them. An eager and excited yonng man, handsome btit
slender and underdeveloped, more clever than strong—iti short,
the idealized version of the actual .spectators of these films—rushes
toward Hercules. With the help of a little pole vaulting, he realizes
a quintessentially male fantasy: be passes through tbe barrier, the
screen separating the audience and the object of desire. He arrives
next to Hercules and explains, "I wanted yott to notice me; 1 want
U) he like yoti."--'

This phrase, of course, aligns perfectly with Mnlvey's two
axes: desire and identification. "I wanted yeni to notice me" is an
eager adolescent declaration of love and ai tictilates tbe desire of the
spectator. "I want to be like you," on the other hand, clearly speaks
to identification. But most readers will also have noticed the non-
parallelism, the inconcinnity, at work here. I zvantedyxm to notice
me: I ruant to be like yoti. The pepltim concedes that it is driven by
same-sex desire, bnt places that desire in ilie past, as .something
that is over. Instead, it prioritizes the question of identification,
and it does so precisely by relocating—in a fantasy, of course—tbe
spectator from his passive role as the one who ga/es al the spec-
tacle of Hercules' body from below, from a place in the audience,
to a place alongside the hero, in what John Ellis has characterized
as "fetishistic looking" that abolishes the space separating viewer
and viewed, the opposite of voyeurism.-'^ This "togetherness," this

dcurley
Highlight
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alongsidedness, is in fact the prei eqtiisite for identification, accord-
ing to Mulvey, for now we can imagine that we will be doing what
happens in the typical Hollywood film: looking at things along
with the male hero. In the past, it may have been desire, btit now
it is identification. In fact, this slender adolescent who vaults up
to Hercules is literally marked for identification—unlike Castor
and Pollux, he wears a skirt that is nearly identical, in color and
pattern, to the one worn by Herctiles, and Hercules emphasizes
his position alongside him: "Now you will stay by my side and I'll
teach you to fight."

F(ir some time—at least since Steve Neale's essay "Mascu-
linity as Spectacle"—we have recognized that identification and
desire work in multiple aiiii complex ways: audiences that enjoy the
sadistic infliction of pain may simultaneously identify masochisti-
cally with the sufferer; the gaze of desire may tèiishistically present
itself as something else, in short, desire and identification fttnc-
tion less as separate axes than as pneumatic or hydraitlic flows,
capable of moving in multiple and even contradictory directions
at the same time. But even when there is clearly a "series of iden-
tifications . . . shifting and mobile . . . every film tends to specify
identification in accordance with the socially defined and con-
structed categories of male and female."-^ At lea.st at this point in /j^
Jatiche di Ercole, it is precisely the ÍÍIUS017 shifting of desire into the
past that allows the film to sustain normative heterosextiality—
or at least, the illusiou of it.

This structure, in which identificatiou relocates a present
psychic desire into the past (a past that is now phantasmatic, since
the desire never was located there), is assuredly connected to the
ways in which the peplum treats the actual histoiy that gives it its
stage. Let us briefly take two peplum "bookends": the t9i4 Cabirla
and Zach Snyder's ^00 (US, 2007). Cahiriawas released into a wide-
spread anxiety about the failures of Italy's colonial experiments,
such as the Libyan disaster of 1911. It is relatively apparent that the
film te-creates an ancient Roman victory (the Battle of Zama in
2i)2 BĈ ) to recast Libya as a success; more tellingly, it precipitates
a contemporary desire (to blame someone else for tbe failure of
the Libyan adventure) into the past. Cabiria imagines an originary
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wrong that was done to the Romans—the abduction of the title
character when she was a little girl — thatjtistified Italian foreign
policy citca 1914- As I have remarked elsewhere in an essay on
the pepltim and histoiy, it is as if to say, "yes, perhaps colonialist
exploitation is brutal, but after all, we had to save that little girl."^*'
Snyder's ^00 presses the modern peplum into similar work, imag-
ing a criiel and autlioritarian society (the Spartans) who turn out
tobe the only defenders of "freedom" (the freedom of infanticide
and rape, evidently) against barbaric hordes from the East (the
Persians) who wish to destroy their way of life. This, too, presses
present-day desires (that, say, the invasion of Iraq might have been
Justified) into a phantasmatic past in which the Spartans actually
qtiote members i>f the Bush administration to Justify their call to
war: "freedom isn't free," declares Queen Gorgo (Lena Headey).
While the earliest and the most recent peplum films have projected
desire into the past, theirs has usually been a désire emerging ottt
of ressentiment. This is not true of the Italian midcenttu y peplum
films, however, which instead use the past as a playground in which
it is possible to imagine an entirely united, coherent people (radi-
cally unlike theecijnomically, politically, and linguistically divided
Italy of the late t95os) and in which the only sour note is sounded
by an other who intrudes from the outside (again, qttite unlike the
numerous and evident internal others of Italy in the midst of an
unprecedented economic expansion).

The concealment of desire witliin identification provides
an interesting contrast to the model Mulvey describes, which aims
at rendering perfectly visible—and separate—identification and
desire, both on-screen and for the spectator in the theater. This
is also precisely what Jttdith Butler describes as initiating "hetero-
sexual melancholy," as same-sex desire is concealed within het-
erosexual identification. In Bodies That Matter, Butler points to
the recurrence of the figuie of the "melancholic drag queen," a
common stereotyped image of the homosexual. Melancholy, she
notes by turning to Sigmund Freud, is "the effect of an ttngrieved
loss";^ no surprises here, since a suite of common images marks the
homosexual as a tragic figtue. ostracized from society, dying from
AIDS, weeping for an "inipossihle love" with a straight man, and
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SO on. The homosexual is constituted as a field of loss—a childless
existence, socially stigmatized, rejected by his or her family. Most
crucially, the secret character of homosexuality prevents an open
mourning for these losses. The homosextial cannot openly grieve
what has been lost without a full acknowledgment of his or her
sexuality, still strticturally prohibited (don't ask, don't tell). What
else is there to do but don a false happy mask (hence the garisbly
tnade-up drag queen) over the tears and perfortn, perform pre-
cisely the double layering of affecL, the joyous celebration of the
musical laid over the tragic kernel of gay subjectivity?

Butler, of course, wants lo argue that «//gender is a perfor-
tnance somewhat akin to drag, incltiding normative heterosextial
gender and sexuality.'"' Is all gender performance tiecessarily
"melancholic," allegorizing a loss it "cannot openly grieve" (235)?
This isjust what she suggests: "Drag allegorizes some set of melan-
cholic incorporative fantasies that stabilize gendef (235; enipbasis
original). (And, nicely, it turns out that the tragic drag queen is
simply performing more openly tbe secret that heterosexuals are
always "keeping in the closet," as it were.) That is, "drag exposes . .
. the mundane psychic and performative practices by which hetero-
sexual genflers form themselves tlnotigh the renunciation of the
po.s.sibility of homosexuality, a foreclosure tbat prodtices a fiekï ot
heterosexual objects at the same time tbat it produces a domain of
tbose whom it would be impossible to love. Drag thus allegorizes
heterosexual melancholy, the melancholy by which A masctiline
getider is formed from the refusal to grieve the masculine as a
possibility of love" (23-,). Butler's argument has the advantage of
explaining the "hyperbolic identifications" typical of heterosexual-
ity: "The straight man becomes (mimes, cites, appropriates, a.ssurnes
the stattis of) the man he 'never' loved" (23(1). In other words, it
is precisely the foreclosure of same-sex desire, and the need to
disavow that foreclosure as a kitid of loss ("I wantedyou to notice
me"), that leads to an identification with hetero.sexuality, even lo
"hyperbolic identifications." What makes the peplum so interesting
is that these identifications are quite strong and explicit ("I want to
be like you"), and yet the beterosextiality at work in the identifica-
tion is so fraught and weak—after all, LHysses is taking as his point



Gentlemen Prefer Hercules • 175

of identification a character whose erotic activity is, as is typical
of the peplum world, "tokenistic and sketchy." Identification and
gender may be hyperbolic in the peplum, but sexual orientation
is, if anything, "hypobolic."

The Sidekick and Sexual Difference
Naturally, the yoting man "alougside" his hero ("you will stay by
my side and I'll teach you to fight") finds perfect expression in a
figure who is named for this position, the sidekick.- '̂ The sidekick,
as I suggested earlier, is always the actual target of viewer identi-
fication, in the sense of occtipying the same strticttiral position
as the viewer, the one who gazes with desire—yet he is a sulky
adolescent who always comes off worse in comparison: more sexu-
ally ambiguous, indecisive, and weaker. It should be clear that this
is precisely one of the greatest pleasures of the peplum. namely,
the ability to hold one s own image in cotitetnpt, to misrccognize
one's own structural position within the text—the "kick" in side-
kick. I have argued elsewhere that this is what takes place in detec-
tive stories that feattire a sidekick: the sidekick is precisely the sub-
ject "presumed not lo know," just as the reader of the story does
not yet know "whodunit."-̂ '-̂  In both cases, we believe our point
of identification is the heroic figure at the text's center (brawny
strongman or brainy detective), while we most closely resemble
the skinny Ulysses or the clueless Watson. The trick is to get tis to
enjoy this misrecognition, an enjoyment intensified by our being
able to project our least wanted attributes onto the sidekick.

We have already covered the obviotis basis for this coniempt
toward the sidekick in the pepltim—the sidekick's comparative
weakness, indecision, and uncertain sexual orientation. Bttt the
peplum manifests an increasing hostility toward the sidekick: he
may be presented as a helple.ss figttre of ridictile, magically domi-
nated by an evil enchantress (as is Kenamun in Maciste nella valle
dei re), or he may be acttially mocked and abused by the strongman,
as in La vendetta di Ercole, when Goliath (Mark Forest) endlessly
ridicules his brother Illo for his sullenness and resentment, eventu-
ally tying him to a tree next to the family dog while everyone else
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enjoys a celebratory feast. The contempt for the sidekick becomes
even more apparent in those peplum films that redttplicate the
sidekick into a third figure, even more diminished and ridiculed.
In Ercole al reviro della terra, this means that Hercules (Reg Park)
and his sidekick, Thesetis, are also accompanied by a short buffoon
named Telemachus (Franco Giacobini), a coward and a weakling
(of course the Homeric Telemachus is an emblematic figure of a
retarded or incomplete manhood) who has no role in either the
political or the erotic entanglements of the real heroes.

I have disctissed earlier films in which the sidekick may
himself be a strongman btit is racially distinct from the white pro-
tagonist, as in Ercole.sfida Samone, typically pi odiicing a slightly less
assertive and less masculine hero. In a few instances, however, this
sidekick may be more radically racially other, like the West Indian
bodybuilder Paul Wynter, who appears in Maciste, Vuomopiù forte del
mondo {Mole Men x.'er.sus the Son of Hercules, dir. Antonio Leonviola,

Italy, 1961). In that film. Bango (Wynter), the black man whom
the hero saves from the Mole Men, immediately throws himself
flat on the ground in front of the hero and places the hero's foot
on his neck, swearing to be his slave. Here one can no longer pre-
cisely speak of a "sidekick," since the character refnses a position
alongside the strongman in favor of one nnderneath him, pro-
ducing a sidekick who is untisually dependent, incompetent, and
desexttalized. Dyer offers an excellent discussion of race in the
pepltim, of cotirse, bnt I would hope to be able botii t(i sustain a
reading like Dyer's that insists on the peplum's contribution to the
constrtiction of whiteness and simultaneously not to overlook the
fact that the peplum is busy constructing its spectator at the same
time. Bango's prostration before Maciste (Mark Forest) speaks to
the eminently stibordinate position of the racial other in the pep-
lum, but we should not lose sight of the way in which the sidekick's
black skin can function as an exaggerated vistial "echo" of the
adolescent—and more likely white—spectators own social insig-
nificance and alterity, as wefl as of his willing avowal of admiring
inferiority before the perfect physiques of Hercules, Maciste, and
the re.st.33 \^ other words, this is at least as mtich a denial of racial
difference as a recognition of it: everyone is more or less a shadowy
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Kirk Morris and Iloosh Khosfiabe (credited as •'

Llovd") as Hercules and Sanisoii in Eraili' .sfida SfiiLsonr

(Hercules, Samson, and IHysses). Aflcr spending nnich of

the iTHtvic in cctjillirt with each other, ihe two slrungmen
have here learned up, pt-rforniiiifí the ritiializinji feats of

sliengtii lliai are so typical of the pepkuii: ihrovving rocks,
bending bars ofsteei, and ibe like. At ihe same lime, Samson

is indispuiatïly secondary 10 Hercules in ihe film (and
Ulysses onte again appears as a secondary .sidekick, weak

and inieUectual); Samson is both less masculine (none ot

the facial hair so typical of (he peplum strongman) and less
wbite than bis Grecian counterpart. Photofcst
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reflection of Hercules; everyone is white, but some are less white.
This logic, as we shall see shortly, emerges from the pepltim's simi-
lar logic of .sexual difference (and it is worth noting that Bangos
immediate recognition of his own overwhelming inferiority is remi-
niscent of nothing so much as the little girl's automatic and intui-
tive recognition of her inferiority in Freud's essay on "anatomical
consequences").'"

In Frcole alia conquista di Atlantide {Hercules and the Gaplive

Women, din Vittorio ("ottafavi, Italy/France, 1961), all these ten-
dencies reach their logical and prestiinably ultimate conclusion:
Hercules (Reg Park) must save his weak and indecisive son from
an evil enchantre.ss, bring him to his /;ro/;ir heterosextial object of
desire, and do so while accompanied by a wisecracking but cow-
ardly midget. (The midget as the secondary sidekick also appears
in La vendetta di Frcole) Here we can see the secondary sidekick for
what it is: a line of reflections or shadows, each one progressively
smaller, weaker, less masculine than the last, ever more abject in
Julia Kristeva's sense of what the subject attempts to expel from
itself, extending from Hercules down to a midget—prestimably
a midget with dyed blond hair. In shoi t, as one moves away from
the pepltim's literally universal stibject (Herctiles is everywhere at
all times in htunan history), one shrinks, becomes dark or pallid,
more feminine. Btit all these differences, much like the endless
variations in the pepltim's time and geography, are always .subject
to the universal white. Western, male subject, one whose hodily
perfection guarantees that he is free of deceit, as Orphetis claims.
There is no depth to Hercnles,jtist the play of light across his oiled
and lightly tanned musculature.

The brilliance of the pepltun's tise and abuse of the sidekick
is that the more he is presented in a debased, comic, humiliated,
or abjected form, the more impossihle it becomes for the spectator
to recognize himself, the greater the pleasure in the spectacular
misrecognition of the strongman as "me." Now, this is obviously a
double pleastire: not only does the misreiognition of the strong-
man as the target of the viewer's identification enable the spectator
to "miss" his own semblance in the sidekick but it also facilitates
misrecognition of the film's same-sex desires. That is, classic Holly-
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wood cinema rigorously maintains the separation of the axes of
identification and desire; so if Hercules is the character with whom
I identify (and the sidekick is obviously the object of my contempt),
my desire must lie elsewhere. Iti .short, the peplum facilitates the
following misrecognitions in the spectator: I am not a passive spec-
tator btit an active participant, alongside the hero; I am not a sulky,
moody, physically slight teenager btit an ideal, assertive specimen
of adult masculinity; I am not comically small but heroically large; I
am not watching nearly naked, well-oiled, muscular men wrestling
ont ofdesire but rather out of identification.

In my list of misrecognitions, you might have noted that the
spectator may explicitly disavow—as does the yoting pole-vatilter
in Le fatiche di Frcole—same-sex desire.•''•''That is not, of cotirse, the
same thing as avowing, explicitly or implicitly, heterosexual de.sire.
Here we must attend to the end of the exchange between Hercules
and the yoting Ulysses. For Hercules completes Ulysses' game of
tense shifting:

ui.YSSKs: I wanted you to notice me; I want to become like you, Hercules!

HKRCtiLKs: And I'm sure you'll succeed if you have a strong will. . . . If

you stay by me rU teach you to fight—but not only with your arms. And

someday, friends and enemies will know you as the wise one.

Herctiles defers the day in which Ulysses' adult tiiasculinity will
come. The peplum is set iti a universe that exists before a cotn-
plete recognition of sextial differetice and mortality, but shot
throtigh with constant premotiitions that this recogtiition will
come one day, if not now. Indeed, the chief sotirce of the pep-
ltim's campiness lies precisely in its refusal ftilly to recogtiize
sextial difference. In its exaggerated and yet desexualized ver-
sions of masculinity and femininity there is also a bltirring; both
men and women in the pepltim wear scanty clothing and have
shapely legs and big breasts; for all the men wearing miniskirts,
the women may appear in male costume, either literally (as Agar
[Anna Maria Polani], who disguises herself as a boy, in Maciste e la
regina di Samar [Hen ules against the Moon Men, dir. Giacomo Cienti-

lomo, Italy, 1964]) or figutativelv iti positions of total domitiance
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(wicked women in the pepltun have a magic power that allows
them to control men: Samara's tjany Clair] necklace in that same
film, or Qtieen Otnphale's tSylvia Lopez] magic powder in Ercole
e la regina di Lidia [Hercules Unchained, dir. Pictro Francisci, Italy/
France/Spain, 1959]).

For films with so tiiany scantily clad men, however, there
is no sense of genitalia—that is, the viewer's eye is drawn again
and again to the same fealtire of Hercules, and it is not his bulg-
ing crotch; it is his chest. We might say, then, that these films pre-
sent us with a fantasy of a phallic mother and a nursing father—a
tinivcrse of total plenittide, where everj'one has "It," regardless
of whether it is the paternal breast or the maternal phallus. In
Ercole sfida Sansone, for instance, Delilah (the biblical seduclress,
played by Liana Orfei) attempts to entice Hercules (Kirk Morris),
frolicking naked in a lily pond and inviting him to join in with
her best "come hither" eyes and voice. Similar sedttction scenes
abotind in the pepltim, almost invariably ineiïective, but this film
is tinusually clear in its deliberate refusal of any scenario so clearly
based on adult sextiaiity. Hercules prottdly holds tip a dead bird
instead: "I just caught this chicken! 1 think I'd better bring it over
to yoiir maids." The disconnect could not be clearer, ofcour.se, nor
could the image of Hercules as essentially a giant, albeit lerociously
strong, baby.

1 suggested earlier that I would be returning to the Marx-
ist reading of the peplum, namely, that it ¡presents for the man-
ual laborer a universe that is still comprehensible and tinfiag-
mented by modernity. It is a world tincom plicated by machines or
mechanical time. Hercules eats when he is hungry, sleeps when
he is tired—and he is no good with machines, except perhaps at
breaking them. (In an early scene in Le fatiche di Ercole, lleictiles
is unable to tepair Princess Iole's broken chariot wheel—"Fm not
much good as a carpenter," he says; naturally, he solves the problem
with brtite force, which is always more effective than machiiit'iv in
the peplnm.) In essence, the pepium offers the same otgauic unity
for its sexual universe. It is al.so constantly staging and restaging a
psychic universe that is still comprehensible and unfragmented by
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sexual difference—let alone sexual orientation. And here we can
see how the pepltim's most evident feature, whatjacques Siclier has
called its desire to "rêver sur le passé" (dream on the past), conceals
iti plain sight a desire to rettirn to the snbject's past, to play out
"tine tnascarade sans cesse" (an endless masquerade) where adults
play dress-tip as if they were children.^'' Simultaneously, of course,
the pepltim imagines that the acttial historical pust was something
like this—an age of innocence, one peopled by buxom babes and
brawny fellows united by their lack of interest in each other. No
dotibt this historical fanta.sy is also a projection of how tbe peplum
imagines childhood as well—tintrotibled by sexnalitv. tnitrotibled
by modernity, untroubled by an awareness of death (Herctiles'
imiversality and timelessness is also a sign of his immortality). Le
fatiche di Ercole ACtuaWy begins with Princess Iole's flashback to the
"innocent" days of her yotith, days fractured by a double rtiptnre
that takes place when she is about thirteen years old. On the one
hand, she becomes aware of mortality (she sees a prisoner on the
road condemned to death and cannot stop thinking about it), and
simultaneously the kingdom falls to an iisnrper, her own father,
who murders her uncle. What is missing from this flashback, from
these two bloody events, is a third bloody event that nitist have
taken place at about the same time—Iole "becomes a woman" with
the onset of menstruation. Sexual difference is the last "fracture"
that the peplum tiniverse is willing to admit in its ceaseless mas-
quei ade, its adults still wearing costtimes.

hi the fi nal sequence of Aiflm/(?i?/ii7)? '̂narfi.S'ßmnr, Hercules
(Sergio Ciiani) finally figures out how to end the threat of Selena
(.Anna Maria Polaiii), the moon meti's queen, and her indestruc-
tible rock men army—he casts down a stattie. This breaks the spell
of the "Motmtain of Death," and the omnipotent female villain
disintegrates along with her stone servants. What Hercnles casts
down is the only entirely naked body I have ever seen in a pepltmi.
It is a primitivist stattie of an adult female body, and in the last
moment as it pitches over, one canjtist glimpse the genital region.
This is, if you like, the peplum's defense against the displeastire-
inducing anxiety prodticed by woman in classic Hollywood film.
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;u<di(iing to Mulvey.''" It relocates ttie viewei" into a universe before

llic Í;Í1I. lífíiKc fill' (lis(i)\fi\ and complete recognition of sexual

clitterence. Si'xual ditiererue will he cast down, disavowed, and ihe

fate ot the ¡Jt-plurn universe literally depends on it.

1 his is win peplum lilnis so often enii with a fall, a cast-

ing down, hom llic Iciiuilc slaUu- in Mnon Mfii to the building-

shattering eartluiuakc in Maciste alia carte del (¡ran Khan. At the

end of the film, tlie h t io . our ostensible point of identification,

tvpicallv receives the thanks and giatimde of the populace and of

the ht'tci'oscxual couple he has set uivd. I licii \]t_- withdiaws into

some other coiiift of the pcpliini iini\frsf. where he will scciu^e

yet another tenuous i;limpsf of sixiial dilk'iencc, (ast down \et

anothei" phallic inollici\ and wilhdi.iw once again.'''^ One can see

that the liri<i is cssi-nli.ilh a lirlciiiscxiial ci)loni/fr orgentrifier of

thisprepnhfscc'iil iiiiivcisc, lml <>iir whn is sirniiltanetiusly ¡iainting

himsrll into a toi tu-r — he <(iiislaiilK runs [IK- risk of conijileting

this iiaiisiorinaiion, ()i fullv com'citing I he world, of running out

of ps\(lii( iKniiicr. . \nd so we (an hcgin to understand the most

yppairnih illogit al and hi /a t ic fcaiiirt- <il ilu- peplum. nanielv, its

tendenc\' to leap from sctiing l<» selting, tinu- Lo time, continent

to continent, always in scaitli of some new space. Prom Athens to

Thebes to Irov tn an( ient Kgvpt lo (v.ii isi Russia and the Mayan

Empire. Irnm Creek m\ths to ilic Bihic to ici 11iurics that aie purely

fantastic—Samai. Atlantis, worlds whcix-Samson fought alongside

Jlercule.s, where the two ibuglit eat h <>tln-i\ where they teamed tip

against lUvsses.

Ill shoil. ihf |)( piiirn is effectively negotiating an imagi-

narv reconciliation of ilu- multipledeadtocksof sexual difference.

desire, and orientation, including the wish to avoid, at least for

a litilc while, foreclosing on an ambigiiuiis. potentially same-sex

desire, a ÍDrcclosiirc lli.ii lt-ad> lo IÍIIIUT'S lificrnscxnai melancho-

lia, the literally unspeakable grief Over what one has had to give

up when one takes on heterost xuality. Iu a beautiful example.

ill Lcjaliclw di Ercole, the uiain palace in Jolco is decorated with

hanging tapestries, tapcsli ics wlmse images can oiiK tie jiarlialh-

seen thiongh ihc < lassii al Ciiliiimis dial sii|)p(ni ihe |>alacf. One
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»)l the lajiesiries (visible, torexainjilc. when I lercnlesisconfnmu-d

b\ the king alter- his son is killeil h\ itie Neinean IJon) depicts a

young man. <i wairior—and a hand loucliiiig this votui^-warrior's

crotcli. This <letLiil ou ihc tapcstrv is almost luiiioiiieablc. \et it is

not so niiich (oncealed as it is hidden in plain sijĵ lii. I In- idcniiiv

nl'ihis OLIHT hand, liowcvei; is left iu doubt, con(faK-<l lioin ilie

catiiei^a by a nearb) colinnn. .Al the end of tlie liliii. howewi. wi-

will return to this locati»»n. and HeKules will pull tlowii the siij)-

porting columns wit h his chains. As ihr buihiings collapse, we will

glimpse that lieteioscxual Inlnre r<'\('ale(l—\ve (\ui now sec that

lite hand in fact bi'longs to a maiden—but from a distance, as we

w it hdr.iw bat k into the pepluin"s fantasy. The desires and choices oi

[lie |)os[-C)edipal snbject will increasingly follow an excUisive logic

of eitlii'i-or. ail iiH-ij)lent pivssuie on the adolescent and larm'h'

lieterosexual viewers of the pcpltnti to enjoy the male boily, wbde

thry still can. This is precisely the reason tliat the ¡jepluni fbcuscvso

much more on the spectacle of the desirable male IxxK than on

id.U 1)1 the wnman — //if//clesiif. lor tin-woman's bot i\. is J [)le:istire

[hat tlie majority of the peplum viewers will tiot ha\e to reiiotiiice.

In the |»epltuii, we can still imagine a tuiiverse in which we stay by

I k'rctiles' side. Iu thai universe, gentlemen prefer brtuiette.s—with

beards.

Notes

Ntimcroiis cnlleagucs haw ^i\en lm- lccdha« k and siii;ticsiiiins on
this work, foi which I .im very grateful. 1 woulri he remiss il I did
not niciuioti. at a niiiiiiniini. Pat Gill, l.ilva Ka^'anovsk\. Mit liael
Ruihlxiu;, M.intK'l Rota, fini Hanstii. led Ksn. .ind Daia Cioldriian
here at Illinuis, .md Marco Rttffiiti. [aiie Winston, Scnii Dtiiham.
and Y.(\ Muir a[ \(»T ihwestif ii l'ni\cisi[\, when- 1 presented some of
this niateiiiil in a talk. I also thank itiy t-<'\ ieuets at Cumrra Ohscurn.
indtiditig Sharoti \\ illis. Un' theii inan\ insightitil s

1. l.aura MtiKe%. "\ i.snal l'leasnie and Narrative (Ütiema," in
StnratiTi: Appimitus. /tlralogy: .\ Film iliroiy ¡ifadcr. ed. Philip
Rttsen (NewYork: C:oltnnhia TniM-rsity Piess, ujHy). 'jo;i-_i.
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Peplum titles are generally confusing, since English-language
versions t)flen used "tniiislations" that iliOt-red radically Irnm
the original Italian. Aca.se in point is ¡Maciste e Ui regina di Samar
(dir. Giacomo Gentilomo, France/Italy, 1964), which is literally
"Maciste and the Queen of Samar"—a fairly typical peplum
title. However, the American release aimed both at a more
recognizable hero and at a science-fiction ambience: Hercules
against the Moon Men. Moreover, there were often three or
four English titles, as films were released and re-released with
attempts to appeal to different audiences and were ultimately
shunted off to late-night television—frequently with a brand new
title.

Michèle Lagny. "Popular Taste: Tlie Peplum," in Popular European
Cinem/i, ed. Richard Dyer and Giuelte Vincendeau (London:
Routledge, 1992), 171.

David Cliajjinaii, Retro Stud: Muscle Mome Po.sters from around the
World (Portland, OR: Collector's Press, 2002). 12. I own a period
lobby card for Ercole alia conquista di Atlantide (Hercules and the
Captive, Women, dir. Vittorio Cottafavi, Italy/France, 1961), which,
despite the risqné title, carries a sticker announcing the time of
the "kid's .slum." Perversely, another pt)Stei\ for the equally tame
La vendetta di Ercole (Goliath and the Dra^n, dir. Vittorio Cottafavi,
Italy/France, i960), carries a sticker informing that the film
was "classified by the Ontario Board of Oii.sors" as "adult
entertainment." As I will suggest, this is a central confusion of
the pcplnm universe: it does noi know whether it i.s for boys or
for men precisely because its supersi/ed stars push it louard
adult men (or even supermen), while its steadfast refusal to
recognize sexnal difference—as I argue at the end — locates it
ill the realm of piepiibescence or early adolescence.

See Carol j . Clover, Men, Women, and Chainsawx: Gnider in the
Modem HorrmFilm (Princeton, NJ: Princelon University Press,
1997), for a look at a different genre (horror) also principally
tonstimeti by adolescent males who had t(> negotiate a series
of identifications that were nol (or were not exclusivelv)
heteronormative.

Le fatichf di Ercole m<irk^ A somcvtha{ arbitrary starting point for
the |)fpluni. The director had made oilier fantastic, epic films
in the years befoi e, and iht- precursors to the peplum obviously
extend back to the ver\ eailiest davs ofcint ma. What is clear.
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however, is that the enormous popularity of the 1958 film
created a genre, with nil of its recognizable tics, strtictures. and
repetitions.

7. Both Maggie Gûnsberg in hulian Cinema: Gender and Genre
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1^97) and Richard Dyer in
H%i> (New York: Routledge, 1997) give 1957 to ujtir, as the
conventional dates for the peplum, and while M. Domenico
Cammarota in ¡Icinema fieplum {Peplum Cim-nm) (Riinic: Fanticci,
19S7) does noi give either a heginnitig or an end, he lists only a
handful of films made after 1965, some of which are parodies.
Michèle Lagny cites "the late 1940s to early ujGos" as the second
"golden age" ior the peplum ("Popular Taste," 163). Christopher
Wagstaif gives the titunher of three htindred peplum films
("Cinema," in Italian Cultural Studies: An Intwduction, ed. David
Forgacs and Robert [.umley [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
tyyö], 21Ö-32). David Chapman claims two hundred in Retro
Stud. Wagstalf is probably the most reliable of these sources,
and while the number three hundred may seem surprising, it
wa.s dwarfed by the number of spaghetti Wt-slerns turned out in
the yeats following the collapse of the pepltim's popularity. The
pepltim continues, of course, in films like Clash oftJie Titans (dir.
Desmond Davis, US, 1981), currently being remade for a possible
2oto release, and recent television series stich a.s flnrul^s: '¡'he
Ugendary Journeys (1995- 1999) and Xena: Warrior Princess
('99ñ-'-í»"0. iiltiiough the peplum craze died off tapidly after
19Ö5. One cannot ignore the resurgence of American films set
in mythic antiquity starring beefy protagonists, frotn Gladiator
(dir. Ridley Scott, UK/US, 2000) to Troy (dir. Wolfgang Peteisen,
US, 2004) to ^00 (dir. Zach Snyder, US, 2007) and ¡ieowulf
(dir. Robert Zemeckis, US/Malta/UK, 2007). These last two tise
comptitergtaphics to augment I heir protagonists' musculature,
a shoi trui that was unavailable to Sieve Reeves and Gordon
Scott. ßfoiiJu/^actually tises (Xi to create a completely new body
for its protagonist.

8. Lagny makes the obviou.s point that peplum films are iiol
historically accurate ("Populai Tiiste," i(i7-li8); iliis poiut seems
too obvious to contest (they conflate battles, scenes, chat acters.
and so on, as well as introducing obviotis anathronisnis). but
it misses how sut prisingly taithiÏ1I the) art- lor a poptilar and
explicitly populist genre.



- {^anirrii Obscura

See Kar iiu- laniuit. "I.c pi''|>luin í;iiit;istÍqiR'" ("The Faiiuistit
Pepltmi"), in CinemAction 8t) (K)t)S): 72-74. I^uinut notes that
the "uiii\cis délirant [ífu| péplum fanlustiqtie" (the delirious
iuii\iisf nl the fantastic ¡x-pltini) is A "grande spécialité
italieiim-" (great Italiiui s|)("cialty) and points to the nunu-rotis
Uali;ni [>cplunis featuring /oinbies. vampires, science-fklicm
settings, and so fortli. Shi- also describes the science fiction as
more like a "•paléo-sciciKi--fi( tion" and calls these woi ks "( 111 iiux
films li\brides" (ctirions h\bri(l films). In thai same issnr.
Géi;ir(f Dcsseit- tiikcs np a simihn titpic in "Vitgabontfiigi- tin
pépitnn (fans les antres j;cnivs" ("The I'cpliiin WinideTs llnnngh
Other (ic-riics"). CinrmAititui Sy fU)()H): H [-ijo. There weit-
verv it-w Weslcrn-pephiiii li\t)rids. Imi niniicroiis bodvhnildcrs
uhn li.nl ln-cii pail 111 llu- peplum cra/c went on lo wnrk in
sp;i<;lu-tii Wt-sirt ns. ;is did llin,se dire<lors wlio could ni;in.i^c ilie
tr;nisiiiiin—incUuiin^ Seij.;i() [.(.-one.

Lfoii Hum. "W h;u Ate Hii; llii\s M.idf Ol": Sliartacii\. El Cid Mid

the Male Kpii." in You Ihizan: Masculinity. Movies, and Men. ed.
Pat Kirkliiuii and ¡anei Iliuniim fNê v \oik: St. Mailing Press,

I I. For the ei\iuol()g\ Dfllic word, see (ihiude .\/.Í/,;L "f .C nioi el

lachóse" ("'fhe VVniti .\ut\ \\w Tilinta"). CiiiñnActiun S9 (iç)()S):

7 - 1 1 . Tlu- pi 'dani i ta lh n n ic( t pinial o l 'peplum is. in I;H t.

peplii (il was a nenter noun in Laliii, aud ilie (.rt^ek (nii^inal is

pepUiii). A/i/,a notes itial il i)iiiiinall\ relci u'<i to "nn \êlei[U-nt

fcniinin" ia letnale ai tit le ot el(illiirii;i bill is pleased. toni;nf

in (heek. m fnid a t ilalion sliowing iliai il ¡)aiticul;uh ic le t red

Io the ji.irnu-nt wot 11 h\ I'allas Alhena, an appropriatel\

andni^Mions liguie—"I'l lc avail quelqiK' chose dc viriluide qui.

à ^ bien réilêeliir. s'atcortlerait assez bien . . . avec rc(|UÍ\oi)ii('

qu"rulH'liennt'Ut dans les liliiis ces 101 ps mast ulius u o p bien

polis" islu' had sonu' t lni igvii ik ' about bei thai, ou lu r i lu i

consideralion. would ^'o (¡nite nicely aloug u i th the anihif.íuii\

that those too-polished male bodies present in llie lihns) (7 -S) .

Precisely speaking, ihe word ¡ii'phuii is used iu Franc e and flaly

to rrrci i;eiu-rallv toa l l < inenia ot classic al. l>iblital. or l'.L;\|)tiau

aiitii|uil\. !)Ut 1 ba \e used il bere ti) relei lu ilu' mitkeiUnrv

fialiaii liliii.s s tarr ing bodvbuilders. since ibai is liow il is U'̂ etl in

English.
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12. hs'er—qiiiie iif;lillv — makes iiiiich of'iacc in ifu- peplum. and ul
lllll^e liKimenls in which racial K tision and nuial difference are
nmsi appareiil. ll is uotih iioliriii. however, how (rciiiientlv r.icv
is luitd iinilor. Imw ii magitalK and impossihlv—-fetisliisiicalh.

ill laci—fiisappeais. In ihe ¡(((io Maciste ncllii I'tdb'/li'i re {Smi nj
Snmsiiii. dir. Carlo ( iaiiipot^alli.ini, halv.'Fraiu tvA'n^oslavia). the
same kind of Íii\ isihie ciilliiral and racial inn)iij'riiii\ appears;
ihe nearh-naked. i;iaiii white lieio sirolls casiialh amid a
1 rmvd of E^n]Jliaiis dressed in "traditionar' cn.sltitiie — lifiioc^
uiiiuniciTf. "fhe logic of [he |)e[)fiiiii is fs.senlial!\ —as I will sfiow
i.Hei —prcpiihcsccni: it does nni vet /íí//vrec(ijíni/e difl'erence,
(ilher sexual or racial. Hence die "men in miniskirts" witli
(lKji liions chesis are maicht'd b) the women in ininiskirts—.\\\o
wiifi eiKirnioits chests.

i;i. ^'\Ilnne Iaskt't. "Dniiib Mo\Íes Im Diimb People: Mas(ufinil\.
the Body, and the \oice in t^onieinpin ar\ .Action C Jiiema." in
Scri-f'ning thr M(dr: l\\ploring .Ma\niiinitii's in ¡¡tillyuuiotl Cnictiifi.
fd. Steven (.itlian and Ina Rae Hark (NewYork: Routledge.
H)();i). 23t). 1 his link between male display and sadomasocbislit
scenes of toi uire is made fre(|uently. from Tasker to Hark (see
below), and by Steve Neaie in the same volume. See Steve N'eale.
"Masculinity as Spectacle: Reflections on Men and Mainsn i am
(iiiicma." in (iohan and Hark. Sneen ing the Mali; i-\. .See also,
of course, David Savran, 'Faking It Like a Man: White Masculinity.

MasiH'hism. and ContenifKirary Amrrican Cull nir (E'l inceion. \ [ :

Princeton L'liiversilv Press. K)<ÏH).

14. Ilia Rae Hark, "Animals or Romans: Looking at Mascnfinit\- in
Spurtacus^ in (folian and I lark. Screening the Mah: i r.,'^.

13. l)\cr, Whitr. lOS-Oi); (;t"*insberi;. U/diati Cini'iiin. (17.

i(>. Mark (iaffa.iiher. "I Married Ranif)u: S|jeciacle aiul Melochama
in the Hollywood Action Film," in Mythologies of Violtmce in
¡'ostmodern Media, ed. Christopher Sliarreti (Delroil: Wavne .Sial<'
l'niversity Press, ii){)([). 210, ujt).

17. Mai liii Fiadlev. "MaxinuLs Melixfi.imalicns: Mas( iiliiiii\,
Masochism, and White Male Paranoia in (•oniempurary
Hollywood Cinema," in Action anil Adventiiri' Cinema, etf. Yvonne
Taskei- (NewYork: Routledge. lioo.}). 235-^,1. See also C.aflai;ei.
"I Married Raiiilx)."" i(H|-2jii.
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tS. Dyernote.s that, in ÍLS reliance on the intervention of the white
hero into a series of exotic locales, the peplum is precisely
"post-colonial." and he makes an excellent arginnent for why
the pephini is deeply imbricated in the discourses of coloiiiality
{White, 155-61).

19. Günsberg, Italian Cinema, 107.

20. Dyer, White, 169.

21. Irmbert Schenk, "The Cinematic Support t«ï National(istic)
Mythology: The Italian Peplum 1910-ly^o." in (¡Inbaliz/ition,
Cultural Identities, und Media Representations, cd. Natascha Gentz
and Stefan Kramer (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2006), 153-68.

22. See. for instance. Derax and Billis iti Maciste e la regina di Samar,
Cho and Lei-Ling in Maciste alia cortf del Cran Khan, Kenamun
and Nofret in Maciste nella valle dei re, Illus and Thea in I/i
vendetta di Erróle, lrlar- and Moah in Maciste contro i mo.stri (Fire
Munsters against the Son of Hercules, dir. Guido Malaiesta, Italy,
196a).

•¿'t,. All of this is already true in the earliest peplum, the 11)1.4 Cabiria:
ihe strongman may be the sidekit k, but the central character,
Fulvius Axilla (Umbet to Mo/zato), is physically small and
weak, indecisive and prone to giving up at the slightest sign of
diffii-tilty. The suongman, Maciste (BarU)tomco Pagano), at
times just picks up Fulvius and carries him. and at the end of
the film he serenades Fulvius and Cabiria (Carolina Catena) to
cement their romantic union.

24. Günsberg, Italian Cinema. loH.

2fv riie young man is idetitiHed later as Ulysses (Gabriele Antnnini).
We should note the subtle presentation of a nascent Oedipal
conflict: all the older men. including his father. Laertes (Andtea
Fantasia), are coticerned that they are losing ¡he loyalty of their
son.s to Hercules, and Ulysses will express his disapptoval of his
father's womanizing later in the film.

íi6, John Ellis, Visible Fictions (London: Routledge, 1982), 47.

27. Neale, "'Mascvilinity as Spectacle," 11.
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aH. See Robert Rushing, "Memory and Masculinity in the Italian
Peplnm Film and Zach Snyder's joo" in Culture et mémoire {Culture
and Memory) (Paris: Presses de l'Ecole Polytechnique, 2008), 244.

2í). Jtidith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the DLscursit'e Limds of "Sex"
(New York: Rontledge, 1993), 234.

;io. I am fndging on several points here for the sake of clarity: Btitler
is actually very reltictant to use drag as a model for gender
performance for a number of reasons, but particularly because
it suggests that we have a "voluntary" relatioiisliip t(f gender, that
we can perform it tir not at will, or perform this gender rather
than that gender as we like. She is adamant that this is not the
ease (although it is interesting thai she has to keep lettniiing
to this inadequate and insufficient model of drag to make her
points). Second. 1 am fudging the terms genderduá sexuality here,
in part because Butler does a bit as well. They are obviously not
necessarily parallel, do not tine np neatly, and although Butler
always discusses gender performativity, she is also often talking
about the peribrmance of sexuality as well.

31. In Italian, the term for sidekick is slightly nK>re
ambiguous—spalla literally means "shoulder." While spalla
suggests one who stands to one .side, it is also clearly someone
who is behind you, the one who "ha.s yotir back."

32. Robert Rushing, Resisting Arrest: Detective Fiction and Popular
Culture (New York: Other Press, 2007), 153—57.

33. Not all racial others are treated as inferiors in the peplum—the
Incas in Frcole contro I figli dd sole-Art- treated much the same as
Hercnles and aie even hard to distinguish visually.

34. Sigmund Freud, "Some Psychological C;on.seqnence.s of the
Anatomical Distinction between the Sexes," in The Standard
F.rlition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, trans,

[ames Strachey (London: Hoganh Press.

35. ///•//ij/wrnakes use of the story ofjason and the Argonauts—this
is accurate insofar as Hercules was actually on the Argo
and pai ticipated in the qncst lor ihe Cokieii Fleece. It is
inaccurate insctfar as it eliminates the key event in the journey
for Hercules, namely, the loss of his male lover Hylas (a loss to
heterosexuality—Hylas is seduced by a watrr iiymjili) and his
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ensuing madness. This is typical of the pepium — it invokes
scenarios that make explicit appeals to same-sex desire and then
reworks them.

v^6. Jerques Sitlier, "L'age cUi peplum" {"The Agt- of Peplum").
Cahins du cinéma, no. i;ii (KJIILÍ): 28.

'Î7. Miihey. 'A'i.siial l'lcasurc,'" 20;^.

38. See Mai ¡sir nt'lla terra dei ciclopi {ÁII(I\ in Ihr Land of ¡he C\clops. dir.

Antimio Leon^iola. Italy 1961), Maciste alia rorte del Gran Khan.
Hercidfs and ihe Ihiiicess o/Ttvy (dir. Albert Band, US/Italy. U)(>5),
and Macisie ndla valle dei re.

Robert A. Rushing is an associate professor of Italian and
ol (unijiarative literature at the University of Illinois, I'rbana-
Champaign; lie holds affiliate appointments in tinema studies and
(1 itit ism and interpretive theory. His book. Resisting Arrest: Detective
Firlioi! ni!<l Popular Cullure, appeared in 2007. He has also published
un Alfred Hitchcock. Micliclangelo Antonioiii, Slavoj Zizek,
psychoanalysis, and the television show Monk.



iT Hrrni¡/- 191

Slc-\f R e e v e s .IS l l e i x u i e s i n a p n i i i n i U o i i ; i l si ill l i m n

¡.efatichfih Frcole (Hprnites). T h i s is l lu- iciealiiit-ci l o r i i i

i h f s t ro l l (ftiiari: asseri iv«-, ( l i r r c t . ;ni<i l u l l D f l i l c ¡iiicl
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