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NOTES ON A MASCULINE IMAGE

Davide Meneghello NOTES ON A MASCULINE IMAGE

As a metaphor for sculpting the self and the body, photography 

played a major role in making the abstracted body into a more 

tangible commodity.

Michael Anton Budd1

I’ve never been much of an Adonis. As I creep past the point where it’s 
acceptable to look perversely younger than I am, I wonder, what kind 

of man am I going to be? In such a youth-oriented marketplace, it can 

feel as though the window of sexual opportunity is narrowing. I hear 

many of my gay male friends in their early to mid-30s contending with 

this: if you’ve relied on youth as a way to get things, when it’s gone, it 

can leave you bereft of attention. I’m not complaining, really. I’m just 

interested in how I can grow into something that has never seemed 

particularly appealing. 

  In 2019, I started to research the role that pornographic imagery plays 

in constructing gay male sexual practice, in response to a conversation 

with a friend about iconography and finding – or not finding – 

identifiable designs for yourself. He spoke about feeling alienated from 

conventional representations of muscle men in explicit magazines, and 

how in the 1970s and 80s, his peers used porn to inform the size and 

shape of their own bodies. 

  Michael Anton Budd’s essay Every Man a Hero: Sculpting the Homoerotic 

in Physical Culture Photography (1998) describes ‘the broad range of 

phenomena relating to popular fitness’ as ‘physical culture’. Photos 

from the pages of physical culture magazines have been a conduit for 

homosexual desire forever. It’s so undeniably gay that it manages to pass 

as sport: the men in this book are exhibiting the profits of their labour – a 

sort of hyperbolic, old-fashion greasy muscle. In essence, the photos skirt 

a fine line between outright pornography and the impotent appreciation 

of physical prowess. 

THINLY VEILED SOFT PORN

Sean Burns
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