Detait from Artita Richard Lukacs™ painting “!'he Young Spartans Challenge The Boys To Fight,” 1938
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A wholesale appropriction of skinhead
iconography has taken shape in queer
punk, These images are linked through a
self-consciously performative aspect of
gay masculinity. This masculinity is reflex-
ive, ironic and camp. It relies on codes
which identily gay men with one another
in a society where most articulations of
affection between men are forbidden. For
gay men to be masculine despite exclusion
from the category by virtue of a "fteminiz-
ing” desire involves a form of masquerade.
Gay men, just like everyone else, are play-
ing a game of gender. We are simply more
likely to be aware of it. This performance is
about looking hot. Osear Wilde, in his
obsession with art and appearance,
expresses this sensibility clearly: "It is bet-
ter to be bequtiful than to be good. But... it
is better to be good than to be ugly.” Goy
men have been accused of being “apoliti-
cal.” On the contrary, there is a politics of
looking hot.

At the spring 1992 symposium of
Carleton University's Cenire for Research
in Culture and Society Susan Douglas pre-
sented her analysis of “The Finest Young
Men..."” by Attila Richard Lukacs. This work
depicts a group of naked skinheads loung-
ing in Do¢ Marten's. Conference goers
expressed discomfort, even « sense of
threat, in their apprehension of muscular
naked skins. Imagine their surprise that
this image, a work of the gay Lukacs,
would be of compelling interest, could
even be found comical, to some gay men.

How could skinheads - a youth culture
often linked with violent racism and, spe-
cific to this case, virulent homophobia - be
of sexual interest to gay men? How could
they be amusing? There was a logic to the
surprise of my straight collecgues: how
could gay men relate to an image of mas-
culinity which is not a slerectypical "femi-
nized" representation of gay men?

asculinity”

We need to excmine the limitations placed upon the performance of the self when a gay man cannot be muscular
and virile without participating in the oppression of others and, by exiension, the oppression of himself. The skin-
heads of Lukacs’ painting are perceived as threatening, racist, violent and unequivocally masculine. But gay? Gay
mer, by virtue of a desire which does not fit, are denied participation in masculinity. As a resull we can be incredibly
resourcetul and creative in the performance of curselves, Yat members of the gay male community continue to val-
orize our exclusion from more ‘conventional’ codes of masculinity. After all, who would want to lock like this mascu-
line oppresscr? Who could desire a skinhead?

The visual cues that signal the skins' participation in o specific youth culture also emphasize their masculinity.
Heads are shaved. Faces grimace. Bulging biceps are emblazoned with militeristic tattoos. Their nakedness under-
scores the "shitkicker” footwear. These fine young men are emblematic of unrestrained masculinity - unreasoning
and aggressive. But quesr punk men are not considered perplexing because they have shaved heads, combat boots
cnd an oggressive aesthetic: powerful symbols of masculinity. They are perplexing because of their seemingly incon-
sistent desire for men. This play on expectations can be troubling to many gay men. It may be perceived as a betrayal
of the "feminine" constructs which have differentiated straight and gay masculinities. A gay man with a shaved
head? How can we reconcile this symbol of aggressive masculinity with “being gay?” Symbolic inclusion and exclu-
tsion is not limited to o determining straight society. Many gay men also engage in the policing of a correct masculini-
V.

Two gay friends come to mind: one an androgynous queer fairy, the other a truck driver. Most people have no trou-
ble identifying the first as gay. Slim and svelte in flowing clothes and make-up with a campy bite in his speech, he is
a five hazard. The second stands in contrast, the epitome of the butch top man with rugged jaw and plaid flannel work
shirts. He has been thrown out of gay bars for not locking gay enough.

These two have never met. They would not be able to stand each other. For the one, androgyny is the only recourse
for o male who does not wish to participate in codes which reproduce hierarchical relations of domination and sub-
mission. Also, he is not siraight but gay and wants to signal that he fucks men. For the other it is a ragged masculinity
to which he is aitracted. His leather and denim signify the Marlboro man he wants, and the one he wonts to perceive
in himself. Also, he is @ man who wants to have sex with men and they should know he is ¢ real man!

Both of these friends are gay. Both could identify each other across a busy street as gay. And yet their perfor-
mances of masculinity are very different and mutually repellent. One performance appears to deny or contradict con-
ventional styles of masculinity while the other appears to embrace those styles.

Both my friends should know better, And they cannot claim ignorance as an excuse. Here is g community whose
disciplined desire insists on further compartmentelizing itself. This is a result of living a life in dread of being
exposed as a fraud and in fear that someone may see behind the mask. Here, Oscar Wilde offers guidance: “T hope
you have not been leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and really being good all the time.” This may be the
case with Lukacs’ skinheads. Most skinheads [ have met are of the queer variety and have been resolutely anti-racist
and pro-feminist. When I leughed out loud at “The Finest Young Men..." I was laughing with Lukacs’ camp sensibility.

* These hunky boys look so tough but rarely are. My friend David summed it up when [ told him I would be discussing

Lukaces' work: “Lukacs’ naked skinheads...those paintings are so fucking hot!"

Nicholas Packwood is the editor of AIDS amd Culture,
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