
DON'T LOOK NOW
RICHARD DYER EXAMINES THE

INSTABILITIES OF THE MALE PIN-UP
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' O N E OF T H E things I really envy about men,' a friend once said to
me, 'is the right to look'. She went on to point out how in public places,
on the street, at meetings, men could look freely at women, but that
women could only look back surreptitiously, against the grain of their
upbringing. It is a point that has been reiterated in many of the personal-
political accounts that have emerged from the consciousness-raising of
the Women's Movement. And it is a fact that we see endlessly reworked
in movies and on television. We have all seen, countless times, that scene
of Young Love, where, in the canteen, at school, in church, the Boy and
the Girl first see each other. The precise way it is done is very reveal-
ing. We have a close-up of him looking off camera, followed by one of
her looking downwards (in a pose that has, from time immemorial,
suggested maidenliness). Quite often, we move back and forth between
these two close-ups, so that it is very definitely established that he looks
at her and she is looked at. Then, she may look up and off camera, and
we may go back briefly to the boy still looking-but it is only briefly, for
no sooner is it established that she sees him than we must be assured that
she at once averts her eyes. She has seen him, but she doesn't look at him
as he looks at her-having seen him, she quickly resumes being the one
who is looked at.

So utterly routine is this kind of scene that we probably don't remark
on it, yet it encapsulates, and effectively reinforces, one of the fundamen-
tal ways by which power relations between the sexes are maintained. In
her book Body Politics, Nancy M Henley examines the very many djfier-
ent non-verbal ways that gender roles and male power are constantly
being rebuilt and re-affirmed.1 She does for gesture, body posture, facial
expressions and so on what, most recently, Dale Spender's Man Made
Language2 does for verbal communication, and shows how non-verbal

1 Nancy Ai Henley,
Body Politics,
Englewood Clifls
NJ, Prentice-Hall,
1977.

2 Dale Spender, Man
Made Language,
London, Routledge
& Kegan Paul,
1980.
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communication is both a register of male-female relations and one of the
means by which those relations are kept the way they are. Particularly
relevant here is her discussion of eye contact.

Henley argues that it is not so much a question of whether women or
men look at each other, but how they do. In fact, her evidence suggests
that in face-to-face interactions, women look at men more than men do at
women-but then this is because women listen more to men, pay more
attention to them. In other words, women do not so much look at men as
watch them. On the other hand, in crowd situations, men look more at
women-men stare at women, whereas women avert their eyes. In both
cases, this (re-establishes male dominance. In the first case (one-to-one),
'superior position... is communicated by visually ignoring the other
person -not looking while listening, but looking into space as if the other
isn't there'; whereas in the second case (crowds), 'staring is used to assert
dominance-to establish, to maintain, and to regain it'.3

Images of men aimed at women-whether star portraits, pin-ups or
drawings and paintings of men-are in a particularly interesting relation
to these eye contact patterns. A certain instability is produced-the first
of several we encounter when looking at images of men that are offered as
sexual spectacle. On the one hand, this is a visual medium, these men are
there to be looked at by women. On the other hand, this does violence to
the codes of who looks and who is looked at (and how), and some attempt
is instinctively made to counteract this violation. Much of this centres on
the model or star's own 'look'-where and how he is looking in relation
to the woman looking at him, in the audience or as she leafs through the
fan or women's magazine (not only Playgirl, which has male nudes as
Playboy has female ones, but also the new teenage magazines like Oh
Boy! and My Guy, with their half-dressed pin-ups, and such features as
'Your Daily Male' in the Sun and 'She-Male' in She).

To repeat, it is not a question of whether or not the model looks at his
spectator(s), but how he does or does not. In the case of not looking,
where the female model typically averts her eyes, expressing modesty,
patience and a lack of interest in anything else, the male model looks
either off or up. In the case of the former, his look suggests an interest in
something else that the viewer cannot see-it certainly doesn't suggest
any interest in the viewer. Indeed, it barely acknowledges the viewer,
whereas the woman's averted eyes do just that-they are averted from
the viewer. In the cases where the model is looking up, this always
suggests a spirituality: he might be there for his face and body to be
gazed at, but his mind is on higher things, and it is this upward striving
that is most supposed to please. This pose encapsulates the kind of
dualism that Paul Hoch analyses in his study of masculinity, White Hero
Black Beast-higher is better than lower, the head above is better than
the genitals below.4 At the same time, the sense of straining and sjriving
upwards does also suggest analogies with the definition of the very
sexuality supposedly relegated to an inferior place-straining and striv-
ing are the terms most'often used to describe male sexuality in this
society.

3 Henley, op cit,
p 166.

4 Paul Hoch, White
Hero Black Beast,
London, Pluto
Press, 1979.
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64 Arnold
Schwarzenegger
demonstrates the
merits of the master
race, while (opposite)
Michelangelo's
Moses castrates with
a glance.

It may be, as is often said, that male'pin-ups more often than not do not
look at the viewer, but it is by no means the case that they never do.
When they do, what is crucial is the kind of look it is, something very
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66 often determined by the set of the mouth that accompanies it. When the
female pin-up returns the viewer's gaze, it is usually some kind of smile,
inviting. The male pin-up, even at his most benign, still stares at the
viewer. Even Paul Newman's frank face-on to the camera or the Oh Boy!
coverboy's yearning gaze at us still seems to reach beyond the boundary
marked, when the photo was taken, by the camera, as if he wants to reach
beyond and through and establish himself. The female model's gaze
stops at that boundary, the male's looks right through it.

Freud noticed a similar sort of look on Michelangelo's statue of Moses
-though Moses is not looking at us but at the Jews' worship of the
Golden Calf. Since Freud, it is common to describe such a look as
'castrating' or 'penetrating'-yet to use such words to describe the look
of a man at a woman is revealing in ways that Freudians do not always
intend. What, after all, have women to fear from the threat of castration?
And why, come to that, should the possibility of penetration be necessar-
ily fearful to women? It is clear that castration can only be a threat to
men, and more probable that it is the taboo of male anal eroticism that
causes masculine-defined men to construct penetration as frightening
and the concept of male (hetero)sexuality as 'taking' a woman that
constructs penetration as an act of violence. In looking at and dealing
with these castrating/penetrating looks, women are caught up in a
system that does not so much address them as work out aspects of the
construction of male sexuality in men's heads.

If the first instability of the male pin-up is the contradiction between
the fact of being looked at and the attempt of the model's look to deny it,
the second is the apparent address to women's sexuality and the actual
working out of male sexuality (and this may be one of the reasons why
male pin-ups notoriously don't 'work' for women). What is at stake is not
just male and female sexuality, but male and female power. The main-
tenance of power underpins further instabilities in the image of men as
sexual spectacle, in terms of the active/passive nexus of looking, the
emphasis on muscularity and the symbolic association of male power
and the phallus.

The idea of looking (staring) as power and being looked at as power-
• lessness overlaps with ideas of activity/passivity. Thus to look is thought

of as active; whereas to be looked at is passive. In reality, this is not true.
The model prepares her- or himself to be looked at, the artist or photo-
grapher constructs the image to be looked at; and, on the other hand, the
image that the viewer looks at is not summoned up by his or her act of
looking but in collaboration with those who have put the image there.
Most of us probably experience looking and being looked at, in life as in
art, somewhere among these shifting relations of activity and passivity.
Yet it remains the case that images of men must disavow this element of
passivity if they are to be kept in line^with dominant ideas of masculinity-
as-activity.

For this reason images of men are often images of men doing some-
thing. When, before the full invention of cinematography, Eadweard
Muybridge took an enormous series of photographic sequences, each
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one in the sequence taken a few seconds after the other, one of his inten-
tions was to study the nature of movement. Muybridge photographed
sequences of naked male and female figures. In a study of these sequen-
ces, Linda Williams shows how, even in so 'scientific' an undertaking
and at such a comparatively 'primitive' stage in the development of
photography, Muybridge established a difference between the female
subjects, who are just there to be looked at, and the male subjects, who
are doing something (carrying a boulder, sawing wood, playing baseball)
which we can look in on.5 This distinction is maintained in the history-of
the pin-up, where time and again the image of the man is one caught in
the middle of an action, or associated, through images in the pictures,
with activity.

Even when not actually caught in an act, the male image still promises
activity by the way the body is posed. Even in an apparently relaxed,
supine pose, the model tightens and tautens his body so that the muscles
are emphasised, hence drawing attention to the body's potential for
action. More often, the male pin-up is not supine anyhow, but standing
taut ready for action.

' Linda Williams,
'Film Body, an
Implantation of
Perversions',
Cineiracts, Winter
1981, vol 3 no 4,
pp 19-35.
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Ready for action: a supine model tautens his muscles for Playgirl.

There is an interesting divergence here in ethnic and class terms, a
good example of the way that images of male power are always and neces-
sarily inflected with other aspects of power in society. In relation to eth-
nicity, it is generally the case that the activity shown or implied in
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6 Eric Hobsbawm:

'Man and Woman
in Socialist
Iconography',
History Workshop
Journal, no 6,
pp 121-138.

images of white men is clearly related to the split in Western society
between leisure and work activity, whereas black men, even though they
are in fact American or European, are given a physicality that is inextric-
ably linked to notions of'the jungle', and hence 'savagery'. This is done
either by a natural setting, in which a generalised physical exertion is
conflated with the energies of nature (and, doubtless, the beat of drums),
or else, more recently, in the striking use of'black power' symbolism.
This might seem like an acknowledgement of ethnic politics, and per-
haps for some viewers it is, but the. way the media constructed black
power in fact tended to reproduce the idea of a savage energy rather than
a political movement-hence the stress on back-to-Africa (in the white
Western imagination still an amorphous jungle), or the 'senseless'
violence erupting from the jungle of the ghetto.

Such images also put black men 'outside of class (though there has
been the promotion of specifically middle-class black images, as with,
especially, Sidney Poitier). White men are more likely to be class differ-
entiated, but this does overlap with the work/leisure distinction. Work is
in fact almost suppressed from dominant imagery in this society-it is
mainly in socialist imagery that its images occur. In nineteenth century
socialist and trade union art and in Soviet socialist realism the notions of
the dignity and heroism of labour are expressed through dynamically
muscular male bodies. As Eric Hobsbawm has pointed out, what this
tradition has done, in effect, is to secure for masculinity the definition of
what is finest in the proletarian and socialist traditions-women have
been marginalised to the ethereal role of'inspiration'.'Moreover, it is
certainly no conscious part of this tradition that these male bodies should
be a source of erotic visual pleasure, for men and women.

Sport is the area of life that is the most common contemporary source
of male imagery-not only in pin-ups of sportsmen, but in the sports
activities of film stars, pop stars and so on. (She magazine recently ran a
series of pin-ups of wrestlers.) Although certain sports have very clear
class associations (the Prince of Wales plays polo, not football), there is a
sense in which sport is a 'leveller'. Running, swimming, ball games are
pretty well open to anyone in any class, and so imagery derived from
these activities does not have immediate class associations. What all
imply, however, is leisure, and the strength and vitality to use it. The
celebration of the body in sport is also a celebration of the relative afflu-
ence of Western society, where people have time to dedicate themselves
to the development of the body for its own sake.

Whether the emphasis is on work or sport or any other activity, the
body quality that is promoted is muscularity. In the copy accompanying
the pin-ups in Oh Boy!, for instance, the female readers are called on to
'getta load of his muscles' and other such invitations. Although the
hyper-developed muscularity of an Arnold Schwarzeneggar is regarded
by most people as excessive, and perhaps bordering on the fascist, it is
still the case that muscularity is a key term in appraising men's bodies.
This again probably comes from men themselves. Muscularity is the
sign of power-natural, achieved, phallic.
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From savagery to the black bourgeoisie: a short Afro and modern jeweljewellery.
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At a minimum, developed muscles indicate a physical strength that
women do not generally match (although recent developments in women's
sport and physical conditioning suggest that differences between the
sexes here may not be so fixed). The potential for muscularity in men is
seen as a biological given, and is also the means of dominating both
women and other men who are in the competition for the spoils of the
earth-and women. The point is that muscles are biological, hence
'natural', and we persist in habits of thought, especially in the area of
sexuality and gender, whereby what can be shown to be natural must be
accepted as given and inevitable. The 'naturalness' of muscles legitimi-
ses male power and domination.

However, developed muscularity-muscles that show - i s not in truth
natural at all, but is rather achieved. The muscle man is the end product
of his own activity of muscle-building. As always, the comparison with
the female body beautiful is revealing. Rationally, we know that the
beauty queen has dieted, exercised, used cleansing creams, solariums
and cosmetics-but none of this really shows in her appearance, and is
anyway generally construed as something that has been done to the
woman. Conversely, a man's muscles constantly bespeak this achieve-
ment of his beauty/power.

Muscles, as well as being a sign of activity and achievement, are hard.
We've already seen how even not overly developed male pin-ups harden
their bodies to be looked at. This hardness may then be reinforced by
aspects of setting or symbolic references, or by poses that emphasise hard
lines and angular shapes (not the soft roundness of the feminine aesthe-
tic). In her book The Nude Male, Margaret Walters suggests this hard-
ness is phallic, not in the direct sense of being like an erect penis but
rather in being symbolic of all that the phallus represents of 'abstract
paternal power'.7 There is no doubt that the image of the phallus as
power is widespread to the point of near-universality, all the way from
tribal and early Greek fertility symbols to the language of pornography,
where the penis is endlessly described as a weapon, a tool, a source of
terrifying power.

There is a danger of casual thought here. The phallus is not just an
arbitrarily chosen symbol of male power; it is crucial that the penis has
provided the model for this symbol. Because only men have penises,
phallic symbols, even if in some sense possessed by a woman (as may be
the case with female rulers, for instance), are always symbols of ulti-
mately male power. The woman who wields 'phallic' power does so in
the interests of men.8

This leads to the greatest instability of all for the male image. For the
fact is that the penis isn't a patch on the phallus. The penis can never live
up to the mystique implied by the phallus. Hence the excessive, even
hysterical quality of so much male imagery. The clenched fists, the bulg-
ing muscles, the hardened jaws, the proliferation of phallic symbols-
they are all straining after what can hardly ever be achieved, the embodi-
ment of the phallic mystique. This is even more the case with the male
nude. The limp penis can never match up to the mystique that has kept

71

7 Margaret Walters,
The Nude Male,
London,
Paddington Press,
1978.

See, for example,
Alison Heisch,
'Queen Elizabeth I
and the Persistence
of Patriarchy',
Feminist Review, no
4, pp 45-56.
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72 The masculine
mystique: an erection
in the US gay
magazine Blueboy and
(opposite) Warner's
hysterically phallic
portrait of the young
Bogie.

it hidden from view for the last couple of centuries, and even the erect
penis often looks awkward, stuck on to the man's body as if it is not a part
of him.

Like so much else about masculinity, images of men, founded on such
multiple instabilities, are such a strain. Looked at but pretending not to
be, still yet asserting movement, phallic but weedy - there is seldom any-
thing easy about such imagery. And the real trap at the heart of these
instabilities is that it is precisely straining that is held to be the great
good, what makes a man a man. Whether head held high reaching up for
an impossible transcendence or penjs jerking up in a hopeless assertion
of phallic mastery, men and women alike are asked to value the very
things that make masculinity such an unsatisfactory definition of being
human.
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