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Fig. 10. Bert Wickham’s Piccadilly Circus stunt, from the Ottley Coulter Collection,
H. J. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sports, University of Texas at Austin.
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first accomplished by Georg Lettl, who used cars that were “exception-
ally light in the rear, thus enabling him to lift them clear of the ground, so
that, when the engines were thrown into gear, the back wheels failed to
grip the floor.”?” Wickham went one step further, employing the help of
theatrical collaborators, who, instead of driving forward, simply reversed
slowly. This was finally exposed when the local chauffeur Wickham had
hired “at the start of a circuit engagement for which he had angled long
and most assiduously . . . jammed his gear lever into one of the forward
speeds and went off the stage, right through the scenery and into the wall
of the theatre itself, trailing poor Bert himself.”?® Other fakes were simple
acts of misdirection. To bend an iron horseshoe, Wickham would throw it
offstage in frustration, whereupon an identical, but false horseshoe would
be returned to him by a stagehand. Wickham concealed the obvious decep-
tion by working the emotions of the audience, who shouted for him to
take one more attempt.”’

Wickham’s fakery was laughable, even at the time: his former manager
burlesqued the act as “Wert Bickham” in the music halls shortly after his
fraud was exposed.*® However, I suggest that he was not a pathetic or
tragic provincial example of the strongman craze. Rather, he was, as Pul-
lum writes, “the exaggeration of an epoch.”?! Indeed, in his outlandish
entrepreneurialism, Wickham is perhaps the clearest embodiment of what
I will call the strongman’s “speculative logic.” The Welsh Hercules fre-
quently threw out challenges to the public and other strongmen, backed by
real money. While open challenges were a common theatrical practice for
strongmen (as well as wrestlers and boxers), Wickham’s 1907 challenge
took it to another level. He claimed to be “the world’s champion athlete”
and prepared to match any amount from £100 to £500 to any man who
would contest him in nine events: “viz., wrestling, boxing, cycling, run-
ning, walking, jumping, ball-punching, swimming, and feats of strength.”3?
Joshua Buck notes that “open challenges with monetary prizes were com-
mon as a way for strongmen to legitimize their claims to strength. The
logic was that strongmen would not offer money if there were a chance of
losing it.”** Indeed, there is no record of anyone coming forward to meet
Wickham’s challenge. The outlandish challenge, underpinned by a large
sum of real money, also represents a kind of “financialization of self”:
speculation in the present on future profits. Wickham was speculating on
his ability to generate value in the future in an increasingly saturated mar-
ket, and an increasingly dispersed economy of attention.

Buck divides strongmen performers into two categories, “lifters” and
“fakers,” that is, those who were legitimately strong, and those who used
tricks and deception to perform feats.’* In this taxonomy, a faker like Bert
Wickham might be contrasted with the weightlifter Edward Aston. Born
in Leeds in 1884 (a year after Wickham), Aston’s debut came in a match
against Max Sick (Maxick) at the Holborn Empire, London, in 1910.%
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The exhibition was strictly weightlifting, with one and two hands, and
was devoid of spectacular tricks. The following year, Aston contested fel-
low weightlifter Thomas Inch to become “Britain’s Strongest Man.” As a
proponent of “scientific lifting,” which he lectured about at weightlifting
clubs across the United Kingdom, Aston had a strong influence on the
sport of Olympic weightlifting as it is practiced today. He wrote: “Sci-
ence means quickness and agility, being able to get under a heavy weight
instead of pushing it up. Scientific lifting is done as much by the brain
as by muscle, and because of this I strongly advocate scientific move-
ments in weight-lifting.”3¢ Aston denigrated the German performer Lionel
Strongfort as a “mere itinerant music hall showman.”%” Were Strongfort to
adopt the technique of scientific lifting, however, Aston states, he would
be welcome into “the ranks of the B.W.L.A.”3 The B.W.L.A is the Brit-
ish Amateur Weight-Lifters’ Association, and the “Amateur” nature of the
association suggests what is at stake in Aston’s disparaging of the music
hall showmen: weightlifting (and by extension, being strong) is an activity
worth doing in itself, during one’s leisure time, and it is cheapened and
corrupted by money.

Perhaps, though, Aston and Wickham were not that different. After all,
Aston did perform in music halls. In a letter to Health and Strength in 1914,
he writes: “In my entertainment I am introducing some startling novelties
for which T am in strict training. I shall also attempt several heavy weight
records. . . . Just at present [ am uncertain whether or not my engagements
will be transferred to the music halls.”3* A contemporary program from
the Hippodrome Golders Green (in north London) shows that he was per-
forming in a “Grand Weight-Lifting Competition” alongside acts such as
the Sisters Julian (“Duettists and Dancers”), Mozzeto (“One of the World’s
Finest Jugglers”), and Frank Powell (“Patter Comedian”).** There is no
indication of a challenger for such a “competition,” and we might assume
that his act consisted of the standard physical culturist repertoire: including
“(1) A LECTURE on Common-sense Physical Culture; (2) A Demonstra-
tion of the ASTON SYSTEM of Training; (3) A Marvellous Exhibition
of POSING and MUSCLE CONTROL.”#! Despite Aston’s advocacy of
physical culture for its own sake, his use of “scientific” discourse, and his
rather sly use of the post-nominal “B.S.M” (Britain’s Strongest Man), he
was plying his trade within the same theatrical economy of attention as
Wickham, using the stage as a means to generate attention and thus value
for his mail-order business, which included systems of training and “chest
expanders.” Aston’s weightlifting was also “speculative”; in other words,
a risky feat in the present that bets on a return in the future. Thus, I argue
that despite being categorically opposed to each other as a faker and lifter
respectively, Bert Wickham and Edward Aston both represented theatrical
interventions into a new economy, in which certainties about labor, work,
and value were disappearing.
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Feats and Financialization

The main unit of dramaturgical action in strongman performances is
not the scene, but the “feat.” The word “feat” comes from the twelfth-
century French word fait, meaning “action, deed, achievement.” Fait, in
French, carries the related meaning of “fact,” aligning the feat with a sense
of authenticity. However, from the fifteenth-century “fait d’armes,” feat
also takes on the meaning of “exceptional deed.” A feat has the ambiva-
lent sense of being a real deed whose authenticity is put into question
by its astonishing nature. As Edmond Desbonnet writes, “the taste of the
public for exercises of strength is probably similar to our love for the
supernatural; an athletic prowess has, in effect, for our culture something
miraculous.”® In the space of the theater, feats create a precarious and
escalating economy of attention, with each feat constantly working to
outdo the last in astonishment while maintaining enough reality not to be
called out as fake.

This expanding novelty was characteristic of “popular performance,” a
genre of theater that embraced circus, the dime museum, vaudeville, variety,
and the music hall (all places where strongmen performed). As Oliver Dou-
ble writes, popular performance (1) involves a “direct connection between
performer and audience”; (2) “embraces skill and novelty”; (3) is “rooted
in the present moment”; and (4) “involves an interlacing of performer
and role.”® These four defining characteristics mean that popular theater
performers, far more than actors in the traditional company structure,
could embrace the entrepreneurial spirit of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. In Britain, the ownership of stocks and shares grew
substantially in the period between 1870 and 19335, with economist Leland
H. Jenks calling the country “a stock-and-bondholding aristocracy.”** In
America, the period between 1900 and 1930 saw a turn to “financial-
ization” in government and corporate policy, which indicated a wider
cultural shift in how risk was perceived.* As John Maynard Keynes noted,
there was a distinct change in the “mentality of entrepreneurs towards the
pursuit of prospective, and even speculative, profit as compared to the
mentality of the entrepreneurs in the late 19th century,” in addition to the
invention of consumer credit.* In other words, speculation—wagering the
material present for returns in the future—took on greater importance
on both sides of the Atlantic. Risk became something to be borne by the
individual, for potentially great dividends. In popular performance, we see
such individual risk borne by the entrepreneur-artist in the high level of
investment and invention in each act, calculated to best capture the atten-
tion of spectators.*’

According to strongman Harold Ansorge, “the difficulty of a feat does
not necessarily prove it good for stage work.”* A feat must have “flash”
and “action” in order to draw the attention of the audience.*’ In this sense,
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feats of strength resemble “stunts,” a related category of performative acts
that similarly balance risk, attention, and economy. Kirstin Smith argues
that stunts embodied concerns about the financialization of the economy
in the nineteenth century, or what Marx calls “fictitious capital.”*® Often
performed to drum up interest in a corporation or product, the stunt, she
writes, “express[es]| both the act and the selling machine.” ! The stunt gen-
erates value for the company for which it is intended to garner attention,
as well as the performer, who through the performance of labor in the
present, is able to bet on future work. But such speculation is accompa-
nied by considerable risk. Smith discusses one stunt in which a performer
was electrocuted and died riding his bicycle across a live wire, suggesting
that stunts embodied a fantasy about financial capitalism: “that precarity
could be invited, yet at the same time entirely negated, through the skill of
an individual body.”>? In other words, the vicissitudes of the market were
acceptable because there would always be exceptional people who could
take such risks and win. Strongmen, too, embody ideas of who “should”
be exceptional.

The strongmen’s feats generated value for the theater owners, who
could boast of the best bill in town, while increasing the possibility of
future employment for strongmen, who quite literally had to “circulate,”
plying their trade on a circuit of theaters. The normal engagement in a
theater was one week, and there was no guarantee of future work. As
Buck notes, the salaries of strongmen in early twentieth-century vaudeville
were actually quite high, so the onus was on the performer to make sure
his act was memorable enough to be booked again. The best way to ensure
repeat bookings was a spectacular finale.’® Strongmen “challenges” must
also be seen in light of this precarious economy, since they functioned as
free publicity for the strongman giving the challenge, as well as the upstart
strongman who meets the challenge (should he be successful). Wickham’s
most famous stunts, stopping cars in front of (un-paying) crowds, were
unpaid labor that projected toward a future realization as value, in the
space of the theater and the paid contract.

Edwardian strongman performance was therefore characterized by an
oscillation between enormous risk and potentially huge reward, explain-
ing its propensity for endless novelty and invention. The use of “living
weights,” that is, using other people as weights, was one such innovation.
Living weights increased the mobility of the act on the touring circuit,
since the use of audience members was preferable to transporting sev-
eral hundred pounds of weight for a simple deadlift. They also mitigated
against claims of fakery.** In a letter to circus strongman and physical cul-
turist Ottley Coulter, George Jowett wrote: “When in New York . . . T was
told to do away as much as possible with weights, as the public were fed
up on them thru so many fakes, and they like novelty the best.”** Some-
times innovation resided in the dramaturgy; the arrangement of theatrical
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elements. One review of the strongman Maximus, in the New York Clip-
per, illustrates this: first, the apparatus (a dumbbell) is brought onto the
stage by three stagehands. Maximus “juggled this dumbbell, raised and
lowered it,” then “placed it on one end of a springboard, jumping upon
the other end of the board and catching the weight as it was hurled into
the air.” In a final feat, “hanging by his knees from a trapeze, [Maximus]
held this dumbbell with his teeth.”>¢ The escalation of the act masked the
initial misdirection, in which the stagehands act as though the dumbbell
is much heavier than it actually is. Finally, escalating novelty can be seen
in the strongman’s use of objects, which ranged from misusing everyday
objects, to creating elaborate contraptions (such as “harness lifting”), to
the “Tomb of Hercules,” a well-known feat since the days of Sandow, in
which the strongman would brace a board across his thighs, abdomen,
and chest in a bridge position, while supporting stupendous amounts of
weight on it, using other people, animals such as horses and elephants,
and automobiles. Responding to Ottley Coulter’s suggestion to include the
feat in his act, Jowett refused, writing, “I never figure on killing myself.”>”
While the risk in the Tomb of Hercules is bodily, all forms of strongman
acts, including faked feats, involve a level of risk, such as the apparatus
malfunctioning or, simply, failing to do the trick properly, which is always
possible when techniques are increasingly complex. In exchange for fame
and significant monetary rewards, strongmen and women risked exposure
as frauds. Strongman performance was therefore born in a speculative
economy. But what can we discern from the content of strongman perfor-
mance, that is, its obsessive invention with materials and objects? In the
next section, I turn to fiction for an answer.

2017. Austin, Texas

It’s February, and I'm shivering from the air conditioning in the stacks at
the Stark Center. Jan is showing me the archive’s collection of “things”:
bistorical barbells, plates, kettlebells, trophies. Each is labeled with a
manila tag and a neat white label. Jan grabs a weight plate with ber bare,
ungloved hands (can she do that?) and hands it to me. “Notice anything?”
I do. The size of the plate suggests 20 kg, but it feels half that. “It’s fake,”
I say. “That’s right.”

It still feels heavy, though. I wonder if anyone would notice that if they
didn’t spend hours every week carrying these around.

Props and Tricks

Insofar as strongman performance is “about” anything, I suggest that these
performances’ inventiveness with materials and objects are spectacles of
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mastery over what Ahmed defines as “willful” objects, those that “refuse
to provide residence for human will.”*® But these are also anxious spec-
tacles, as demonstrated by their economy of risk and reward, that such
patriarchal mastery has already been lost, or worse, that the subject of his-
tory, “Man,” might himself become an object in an economy of use. After
all, industrial capitalism, in which strongman performances circulate, is
forged through the violent colonial relation that defines Black bodies as
objects of the slaver’s will, and defines others who do not meet the descrip-
tive statement of “Man” in a subaltern relation to that will. I now turn
to two fictional accounts of strongmen in the theater from fin-de-siécle
physical culture media; a 1903 story that illustrates the willful nature of
the material world to which the strongman responds, and a 1901 story
that, despite its outlandish melodrama, nonetheless communicates a strik-
ing racial anxiety. Both stories take a dim view of theater, and in doing so,
reveal serious concerns about the nature of the practice.

In the second issue of Apollo’s Magazine of Strength, Skill, and Sport
(July-August 1903), we find the first part of F. C. Hannen-Swaffer’s serial-
ized fiction “A Man of Muscle.” The serial centers on the theater strongman
Iron-Arm, who in the first episode arrives at the Theatre Royal in the town
of “Mudborough.”>* It is Christmas time, and with him is his ward, Teddy, a
foundling boy that Iron-Arm has rescued from a traveling fair. The Theatre
Royal is a miserable place run by the cruel manager Fitzherbert Marlbor-
ough, who forces Iron-Arm to do a clown act: “I am to burlesque myself
and make mistakes, and then to grin.”¢® Iron-Arm is authentically strong, so
the burlesque is demeaning, but he decides to go through with it to pay for
a Christmas dinner for himself and Teddy. On Christmas Eve, “some scen-
ery” falls on Teddy, and he is killed. The manager forces Iron-Arm onstage,
but in his grief Iron-Arm cannot lift even the lightest barbell. The audience
laughs at Iron-Arm’s failure, believing it to be part of the show.

Hannen-Swaffer’s story is anti-theatrical. He describes the Theatre
Royal at night thus: “Oh, the misery of the theatre when the puppets have
been put to bed and the lights of the candles have died their evil-smelling
death!” Theater represents profit-seeking and capitalist illusion; these are
anathema to the authentic masculine values of Iron-Arm, who resents
falseness, parody, and attention-seeking. The actor-manager Fitzher-
bert Marlborough here is the speculator, willing to convert the risk of
real injury and death into stage-managed fantasy (like the illusion Marx
called “commodity fetishism”). When the audience laughs at Iron-Arm’s
grief, they demonstrate the amoral power of this illusion. However, as I
have demonstrated, it was typically the strongman who most inventively
devised new illusions. Therefore, Hannen-Swaffer’s insistence on Iron-
Arm’s moral certainty and “real” strength kicks against the strongman’s
theatrical economy of spectacle and speculation, that is, the very economy
on which physical culture was in part based.
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In “A Man of Muscle,” there are two moments in which the material
world asserts its will: the falling scenery (never specified) which kills Teddy,
and the recalcitrant barbell that defeats grieving Iron-Arm in the final
paragraphs. Sara Ahmed suggests that willfulness is attributed to anything
(or anyone) “if it gets in the way of the completion of an action that has
been agreed.”¢! However, the barbell which, in the final moments, refuses
to cooperate with Iron-Arm’s will is nonetheless accepted by the audience
as part of the spectacle, demonstrating the curious quality of objects in the
theater. Theatrical objects are usually called “props,” deriving from the
term “theatrical property.” For Andrew Sofer, an object becomes a prop
only when it is in some way moved, transformed, or manipulated by an
actor.®? Stage props are both fictional signifiers and material things, tools
to assist the fictional stage action. In other words, props are props so long
as they obey the will of the actor handling them—a prop gun that acciden-
tally kills an actor is no longer a prop.

However, barbells, chains, bars, stones, horseshoes, and all other things
of strongman performance are a special category, since their incorporation
into a fiction cannot be too smooth. To a turn-of-the-century audience
hungry for novelty, the value of the strongman’s feat rested on its ability to
seem “real,” meaning that the best acts resist the theater machine’s ability
to “ingest the world of objects and signs only to bring images to life.”®?
As the director Peter Handke puts it, in the theater “a chair is a chair pre-
tending to be another chair.”®* A kitchen chair from Ikea pretends to be
a throne when surrounded by the mise-en-scéne and machinery of King
Lear’s dramatic narrative. The objects of strongman feats do not pretend
to be anything other than what they are. Indeed, they reassert their “essen-
tial” nature by being misused. Take, for instance, the turn of W. S. Harvey,
reviewed in the New York Clipper on October 10, 1915. This fourteen-
minute act was staged in an “interior” set, a naturalistic bedchamber, in
which he appears with his assistant, Madge Anderson. The furniture ini-
tially appears as part of the dramatic illusion, which is then vitiated by
Harvey’s feats: he balances on his chin “all the furniture in the room until
he finishes up with a full size brass bed.”® Upon being misused the furni-
ture seems to reassert its own “will,” objecting to its use in the fantasy of
the strongman. This is the thrill of the feat, and it was most spectacular
and astonishing when there was the possibility of actual failure and injury.
On March 5, 1909, the Clipper’s vaudeville man breathlessly recounted a
performance in which Lionel Strongfort’s Tomb of Hercules act with an
“automobile filled with people” weighing over 6,000 pounds went wrong.
“He was crushed to the ground just as the automobile reached the middle
of the bridge, and the settling of the bodies down on the supports at either
end was the only thing that saved him from being killed, apparently.”¢®
The automobile, a machine controlled by humans, overpowers the human
and the stage fiction. In such moments we feel a frisson, or what Bert States
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calls “the shudder of [the object’s] refusal to settle into the illusion.”®” Yet,
as the Clipper writer notes, too risky (or too real), and the act would also
fall flat: “applause for [Strongfort’s] feat was naturally silenced because
of the fear that he had been badly hurt.”®® In such moments of danger,
strongman objects threaten to upstage the performer entirely, turning the
performer into a “meat prop.”

Strongman performance in the early twentieth century required a tricky
balance: like other forms of popular performance, such as circus acrobat-
ics or stage magic, its success relied on the presentation of an astonishing
fantasy of mastery; but this mastery had to retain the possibility of acci-
dent or danger. This tricky balance was also an ideological one. On the
one hand, the strongman’s fantastic transformations of the material world
spoke to the growing intensification of industrial capitalism at the turn of
the century, when raw materials were turned into commodities by human
will. But the strongman also embodied a lost time in which this power
was held by the individual worker, during a moment when the will of
the worker was oppressed. By the late nineteenth century, the power to
transform materials in this manner had been, as Harry Braverman shows,
transferred to managers, corporations, and machines via the processes of
scientific management.®’ The strongman act thus performed two contrast-
ing, but mutually reinforcing, scripts. On the one hand, it was a nostalgic
performance of a value of craftsmanship that was by this time already long
gone. On the other hand, it asserted that certain bodies—those meeting
the markers of a white, heteronormative, European masculinity—might
exceptionally escape the vicissitudes of a newly risky and precarious econ-
omy of speculative capital and financialization. This ideological confusion
in strongman performance was why fakery was so rampant, and yet its
exposure seemed to cause outsized consternation. Fakery could even be a
matter for legal arbitration, which is illustrated by an incident in Vienna
in 1923 when Siegmund Breitbart exposed the fakery of his rival Erik Jan
Hanussen and his assistant Martha Farra.”” A committee was assembled to
evaluate the claims of all three, and eventually they were required to prove
their claims in court. Hanussen, a slim stage hypnotist who claimed to
use mental powers to achieve his feats, was found to have used fake stone
blocks and steel bars in his act.”! Hanussen was convicted of “theatrical
fraud,” a crime that would seem to apply to all theater.”> Hanussen’s fraud
was ultimately about accomplishing a feat/task by means of the mind
rather than by true physical strength. The backstage manipulation of the
object represented the transfer of control of the production process from
the hand to the mind, from worker to manager. The outcry against stage
management was greatest when such management was obvious, since it
challenged the natural order by which a visibly strong man like Breitbart
“should” have power. Thus, the Edwardian performance of the strongman
was an entrepreneurial practice of risk that simultaneously traded on a
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nostalgia for a faded craftsmanship, represented by an atavistic vision of
virile masculinity.

This anxiety was also a racial one,” as evidenced by a short story by
George Sutton Surrey entitled “Signor Garcia’s Strong Man,” published
in Sandow’s Magazine in July 1901.7* In the story, the strongman George
Marchant is taken to see a new performer, Vulcanus, who can perform
feats hitherto unimaginable on stage. Marchant suspects that Vulcanus is
a faker. But upon testing the weights Vulcanus has used, Marchant deter-
mines that they are real. Vulcanus really is that strong! After the show,
however, Vulcanus’s manager, Signor Garcia, is murdered and dismem-
bered by Vulcanus, who is then found drowned in an apparent suicide.
Examining Vulcanus’s body, detectives are shocked to discover that Vul-
canus is not a strongman at all, but is in fact a gorilla in a rubber “human
suit.” Vulcanus’s rubber costume had fooled everyone: Marchant’s sus-
picion of Vulcanus initially turned on the feats themselves. “All of these
professional strong men,” he says, “can do things which, to their audience,
seem wonderful, almost incredible, but they are tricksters, and either their
weights are not genuine or they have some mechanical assistance which
is hidden from the public view.””* Yet it is only when Vulcanus becomes
violent that the truth is revealed.

The reveal has multiple layers. Surrey’s story, while not explicitly men-
tioning race, nonetheless uses the racist trope of “simianization”:”® the
comparison by whites of another ethnic group, often Black people, to non-
human primates, as in racist caricatures contemporaneous with this short
story. It would be easy to compare Vulcanus’s circulation within a theatri-
cal and sporting economy to the dehumanization of the African American
boxer Jack Johnson, who was represented in the press as “primitive and
gorilla-like, in asserting his supposedly innate inferiority.””” The act of vio-
lence at the story’s end, therefore, would suggest a continuation of the
trope of animalistic dehumanization that was pervasive in the ongoing
myths of innate Black athletic superiority. However, it is also significant
that Vulcanus turns against his manager, the cruel Signor Garcia. This
would suggest a white supremacist anxiety over slave revolt, as well as,
perhaps, an acknowledgment of the violence of racial capitalism. Capital-
ism’s “wonderful, almost incredible” miracles of strength—which work
out ideas of material transformation into commodities—are made pos-
sible via the expropriation of the unfree labor of Black people and the
indentured labor of subaltern peoples. Marchant initially describes Vulca-
nus’s tricks as “an imposition,” deriving from the archaic usage to mean
“the action of imposing upon or deceiving by palming off what is false
or unreal,””® with the further sense of a fraud to extract value from the
deceived. Fakery is therefore close to Ngai’s definition of the gimmick as
a labor-saving device, without, perhaps its aesthetic transparency.” While
its discussion of the strongman’s tricks and gimmicks works out anxieties
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about the exploitation of the economy of speculative capitalism, in its rev-
elation of a new kind of “trick,” the gorilla in a human suit, Surrey’s story
inadvertently demonstrates, to quote Nancy Fraser, that “the racialized
subjection of those whom capital expropriates is a condition of possibil-
ity for the freedom of those whom it exploits.”®” Surrey’s story reveals the
coterminous production of whiteness and the built body, in the context of
a practice that is itself an anxious working out of these questions.

Short stories like “A Man of Muscle” and “Signor Garcia’s Strong
Man”—curiosities of physical culture media that have not attracted the
attention of sport historians—can be seen to explicitly work out the
questions of labor, value, exploitation, and racialized expropriation that
unconsciously underpin the strongman’s theatrical practice. However, the
purpose of both these stories, as well as other physical culture fiction, is
also to consolidate the idea that authentic strength is possible, whether
represented by Iron-Arm or George Marchant, and to evoke the desire to
be strong in the reader. This desire, I argue, is now returning today in the
form of strongman training as a contemporary fitness practice.

Performing Strength in the Twenty-First Century

The taxonomy of fitness is traditionally based on what bodies do: cardio,
strength training, high-intensity interval training, yoga. But we can also
think about an alternative taxonomy based on things, and how they act
upon the body and determine behaviors. Insights from new materialism,
actor-network theory, and object-oriented ontology have all prompted
a move away from anthropocentric thinking towards questions of the
agency of nonliving and nonhuman “objects.” Such a view—in which the
lifter and barbell are both “things”—shifts our perspective of physical
strength away from the unidirectional model of the exertion of force on
objects, to a relational perspective, where just as humans make things,
things equally make humans and, by extension, the social meanings appar-
ent in our interactions with the material world.

Robin Bernstein proposes the concept of “scriptive things,” which, she
writes, “like a play script, broadly structures a performance while simulta-
neously allowing for resistance and unleashing original, live variations that
may not be individually predictable.”®! Bernstein suggests that “agency,
intention, and racial subjectivation co-emerge through everyday physical
encounters with the material world.”®* Things script behavior through
determined actions, such as the sequential pagination of a children’s book,
or through prompted actions, like a racialized doll made of a specific
form of rubber that scripts “broadly violent play.”®? Things in fitness cul-
ture, I suggest, are scriptive in a similar sense. Bodybuilding machines,
for instance, script behavior through determined actions: the pectoral fly
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machine might seem unfamiliar at first, but once your body encounters
the machine, measures itself against it, and gets a feel for the movement,
there is only one way the action can go. Barbells, dumbbells, Atlas stones,
and kettlebells, on the other hand, prompt behavior rather than determine
it. The shape of the kettlebell, with its upward-facing handle, prompts the
body to grasp it manually, but from there its weight and mass provoke
numerous variations. Furthermore, these things also resist the action of
the performer. A barbell loaded with 100 kgs prompts numerous actions—
clean and jerk, deadlift, back squat, front squat—but it also resists, rather
than aids, the completion of the action.

As fitness became industrialized (and institutionalized) in the twentieth
century, its apparatuses shifted from things that prompt behavior to things
that determine behavior, a shift that broadly correlates to the decline of
strongman acts in music halls and vaudeville. Carolyn de la Pefia’s history,
The Body Electric, points to the rise of fitness machines and apparatuses
between 1870 and 1935. “Many of these objects,” she writes, “such as
exercise machines and electric belts, appeared in forms typically associated
with urban life and industrial production.”®* Moreover, these machines
were aimed at augmenting and restoring energies lost through “brain
work” (see chapter 4), but they had the further effect of instituting a fit-
ness culture in which the body is subordinate to the machine, as embodied
by the global commercial gym, in which the body is told what to do by the
machine. The resurgence of strongman performance as a form of training,
alongside the growing popularity of other strength sports like Olympic
weightlifting and powerlifting, therefore might be seen as a challenge to
this state of affairs.

In London, “strongman” is offered as a stand-alone mode of progres-
sive training in at least five locations, including the dedicated venues of
City Strongman and Strongman Bootcamp, Genesis Gym, the Commando
Temple, and two locations of the Foundry. Additionally, CrossFit Strong-
man workouts are delivered by numerous CrossFit boxes worldwide, and
strongman equipment such as tires, stones, prowlers, and sledgehammers
have become common even in mainstream gyms. Daniel Kunitz also points
to hybrid events such as the “Strongman Run” and obstacle courses such
as Tough Mudder.®* We might say that strongman, with its almost endless
arsenal of creatively misappropriated things, has become a kind of partici-
patory theater, with the audience stepping into the role of the strongman.

The spectacle of the strongman, in the Edwardian music hall and vaude-
ville, T have argued, worked out the latent contradictions of an accelerated
twentieth-century industrial capitalism. In the ideology of industrial capi-
talism, the material world was open to be transformed into commodities,
yet the actual reality of this system was highly dematerialized, with specu-
lation and scientific management creating surplus value. The relationship
to the material world might therefore be conceptualized via Heidegger’s
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concept of das Zeug, usually translated as “equipment” or “tools.”®¢ In
Heidegger’s analysis, tools are objects that exist in a network of other
objects and, crucially, human usage. Das Zeug are like props in the
theater—part of our story. Objects present themselves as ready-to-hand
(Zuhanden), that is, existing as something we use or know already. The
ready-to-hand object is there for us, and it is only when the object breaks
down or impedes normal usage in some way that it reveals its presence-
at-hand, its being-for-itself. By presenting a spectacle in which things are
misused but nonetheless mastered, the turn-of-the-century strongman rep-
resented an ideology by which the world of recalcitrant matter could be
“property,” and furthermore, available to be made into commodities. It
was theater in which the subject, through sheer will, masters the world
of matter, a fantasy of the (masculine) volitional subject that has been
critiqued by post-structuralist thought.®” Hence, the frequent tampering
necessary for such spectacles to take place; in such an intensification of
capitalism, who would want the illusion to fail?

Today we continue to be faced with questions of labor and craft,
precarity and financialization, though marked by a historical shift to a
globalized, post-industrial capitalism in which material labor has not been
replaced but rather displaced to the margins of the world. In this con-
text, strongman takes on new meaning. Strongman training has become
a participatory practice that courts failure, since failure builds strength.
In seeking to train with objects like stones, tires, and yokes, the partici-
pants in strongman training are attempting to master the object, but also
to experience the feeling of the willful object, the object that resists our
use and its place in a network of affordances determined exclusively by
human action. In this way, strongman training does not reject the pos-
sibility of human mastery but embodies anxiety over it. When we fail to
master an object—failing to flip a tire or dropping an Atlas stone—we feel
the world act upon us, a moment of disorientation in which we experience
the world outside of human action.

To be “willful,” Ahmed says, is to resist or disobey what Rousseau calls
the “general will” of the social body. To become part of the social body, one
must be willing “to acquire a function.”® Strongman performance, I have
argued in this chapter, is about fantasies of the will. In the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, strongman acts in the theater, whether expertly
mastering a lift or inserting a false breakable link into a chain, tried to
represent the material world as containers for “Man’s” will, including the
racialized and physical markers of who was most able to assert their will.
At the same time, the strongman’s act was thrilling because it was risky,
and therefore, in its speculative economy of risk and reward, it anxiously
suggested that men in the new economy should be subject to the larger will
of the social body, that of an accelerating and financializing capitalism.
These questions of the will are still very much alive today. However, by
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turning an “impossible” theatrical practice into a participatory practice,
modern strongman training might attempt to reassert the willfulness of
things. As much as the techniques might be about mastering the material
world, they also provide the experience of the material world mastering
you. When you pick up (or fail to pick up) an Atlas stone, the agency of
that thing is revealed, reasserting that outside the stage-managed world
of the theater, objects are not props, and the world of matter has an
enchanted life of its own.

2019. Vancouver, Canada

It’s September, and I'm lifting weights at a slightly crummy gym off Vul-
can Way and Knight St. in Richmond, British Columbia. I'm back home
because my dad is dying.

I'm 37 and objectively the strongest I have ever been. I can snatch 90
kg, and deadlift twice as much, I bench 100 kg, I squat 140. I load 2.5 kg
more on each side of the bar. I have 30 more minutes, and then I should
relieve my mom at the hospice so she can go home and have breakfast.

When I was younger, my dad was my model of masculine strength. I
imagine for many men it’s the same. My dad was shorter than me, even
when 1 was a teenager, only 5'6", but he seemed huge, barrel-chested, fore-
arms forged by work. He was a mechanical engineer on a factory line.
He knew how to take things apart, to craft things, his hands could shape
the material world. Fix engines, build things out of wood, cook. But all
I knew as a child was his physical power and how much this intimidated
me. He was strong, and 1, the very opposite of him in many ways, was
not. But my dad is now 79 and his body is succumbing to the weakness
that all our bodies will succumb to one day. I now understand that what
I perceived as physical strength in my father was the symbolic product of
our relationship. His true strength was his expertise, bis understanding of
bhis particular material reality and how he could change it—and knowing
when he could not.

I finish off the squats, shower, and get back in the car.



Chapter 4
*
Failure and Recovery

The Cross-Contamination of Progressive Overload

Training to failure has been a central principle of fitness since Thomas
Lanier Delorme began his experiments with “progressive resistance exer-
cise” in 1944.! When a muscle is trained to failure, it grows stronger and
larger. While studies in exercise science and physiology have contested
the validity of training to failure, it nonetheless remains prominent in the
imaginary of fitness culture.” Images such as the bodybuilders helping each
other through “forced reps,” or the powerlifter grinding out a 1RM dead-
lift and then passing out connect strength training to a heroic, endurance
model of masculinity.’> No fitness practice celebrates performed failure
more than the relatively young form of CrossFit. An intense and var-
ied group exercise practice that combines weightlifting, gymnastics, and
cardiovascular training, CrossFit reveres pushing the limits of the body.
CrossFit has a ritualized performance of failure: as the buzzer timing the
“workout of the day” sounds, all athletes throw down their kettlebells and
speed-ropes and let their sweating, gasping bodies hit the floor.

In this chapter, I turn from performances in the theater to participa-
tory performances of failure and recovery, in the early twentieth century
and the present. I connect the spectacle of groups of bodies collapsing
and slowly recovering together in CrossFit to the twentieth-century phe-
nomenon of neurasthenia and the exercise cure. A mainly white male,
middle-class American phenomenon, neurasthenia was typically defined
as a disease of “weak nerves,” with symptoms including headache, fatigue,
anxiety, heart palpitations, neuralgia or “nerve pain,” and depression. But
the epidemiological description obscures the way neurasthenia was also
a performance, one that was determined by vectors of race, class, nation,
and the transforming industrial capitalist economy of the early twentieth
century. As a performance of failure, neurasthenia was cured by physical
culture: the exercise cure. In some cases, this took the form of rhythmic
group exercises that resembled other physical culture forms associated
with nationalism, biopolitics, or “racial hygiene” (eugenics), such as the
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German turnen (gymnastics) movement and the dance pioneer Rudolf
Laban’s Bewegungschoren (movement choirs).* Considering neurasthenia
as a social drama of failure and recovery, then, I argue that the exercise
cure was a form of participatory theater that articulated an aesthetics of
what T call “white woundedness,” which enabled a performative trans-
formation of failure into success, thus reifying the liberal, individualist
masculine subject and his bodily integrity. I call this “white woundedness”
because nonwhite subjects were structurally barred from participation in
such a ritual, and even, as I will show, biologically marked as incapable of
developing neurasthenia in the first place. In this way, CrossFit and asso-
ciated high-intensity interval training (HIIT) group fitness forms, which
bear the embodied inheritance of neurasthenia and the exercise cure—in
their exercises and equipment, their kinesiological notions of work capac-
ity and overload, and the spectacle of failure and recovery—carry a legacy
of racial violence, not (only) in the explicit exclusions articulated by Shan-
non Walsh,® but rather, to quote Arabella Stanger’s work on the “hidden
violence” of Euro-American theater dance, “in the sense of the histories
of social domination that materially underwrite [it].”® I explore Theodore
Dreiser’s unfinished roman a clef, An Amateur Laborer, written in 1904,
as a vivid example of the social drama of white woundedness. The novel
details Dreiser’s neurasthenic breakdown in New York City and his recov-
ery through exercise at the sanatorium of William Muldoon, a former
wrestler, in White Plains, New York state. The memoir is an autobio-
graphical account of the exercise cure that places this performance in an
economic context of accelerating industrial capitalism.

At the same time, the transformed landscape of the dispersed, net-
worked, post-industrial present in which CrossFit emerged also provides
openings to resist and trouble the white wounded liberal-individualist
subject. In this sense, I follow Colin Counsell’s understanding of Laban’s
Bewegungschoren as a performance, which, even as it functioned as
“the somatic expression of a specific social consciousness,” nonetheless
postulated alternatives to it.” Whereas in previous chapters I discussed
“theatricality” as a force undermining the regulation of bodies, here 1
focus on relationality as a positive force produced by the performance
of physical culture. Therefore, in the second part of the chapter, I turn to
my own autoethnographic and auto-theoretical writing over an intensive
period of fieldwork conducted in July 2017 and again in March 2018 at
an independent gym in Glasgow, Scotland. T was not recovering from a
neurasthenic breakdown, nor was this a sanatorium, but in the course of
training daily in CrossFit-style, high-intensity, coach-led group exercise,
I performed failure, and recovery, many times. My fieldwork in Glasgow
took place in the regenerating industrial quarter of Port Dundas, a canal
district that was once Glasgow’s heart. Against this backdrop, I explore
training together as a form of fluid relationality, in which bodies can act
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upon and contaminate the other. In one sense, the gym is an early par-
ticipant in the area’s targeted regeneration. But in another sense, thinking
through multiple levels of movement—the internal flows of the body, the
improvised negotiations of bodies in space, and the circulation of goods
and capital in the industrial quarter—the gym represents the possibilities
of bodily practice to invent new lifeways and relations.

Performing Failure

As a child of immigrant parents who believed hard work would result in
success, I grew up afraid of failure. Sports were an arena where failure was
frequent, humiliating, and deeply embodied. My failure to throw a ball or
learn to hockey-stop seemed completely intractable. I couldn’t consciously
“make” my body succeed at these things. Failing at sports was a clear
marker of my subordinate masculinity, since the hegemonic, heteronorma-
tive, red-blooded, white Canadian man must be good at sports.® Therefore,
I avoided sports at all cost. I feared that my failure would be spectacular,
that I would make a spectacle of myself, a spectacle of my failure.

Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in theater and
performance, there has been a conscious and concerted attempt to per-
form failure. Sara Jane Bailes calls this a “poetics of failure,” that is, doing
failure, a paradoxical state (isn’t a completed performance of failure a
success?) exemplified by experimental theater companies such as Forced
Entertainment and Elevator Repair Service.” Failure, she argues, “chal-
lenges the cultural dominance of instrumental rationality and the fictions
of continuity that bind the way we imagine and manufacture the world.”*°
Jack Halberstam suggests that failure is an opening, alternative, or new
way of being in the world."! Bailes and Halberstam, among others theoriz-
ing failure, have conversed with a constellation of artists working through
failure in the body (endurance artists such as Marina Abramovi¢), failure
in social situations (Daniel Oliver’s work on awkwardness), and failure
in skills (“amateurish” performances by companies such as the Nature
Theater of Oklahoma).

I found these artistic explorations of failure deeply irritating. The idea
of sitting through a performance by Forced Entertainment filled me with
dread. And why did only white people ever seem to perform failure? In ret-
rospect, it is because the question of failure seemed so deeply tied up with
who is permitted to fail successfully, which is also to say, who is permitted
to recover. Such a capacity is, in contemporary neoliberal society, unevenly
distributed along fault lines determined by race, class, gender, and sex-
uality, even as neoliberalism’s badly mangled version of Samuel Beckett
dictates that we must all “fail again [to] fail better.” As Jonathan Joseph
notes, the discourse of resilience under neoliberalism shifts responsibility
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onto individuals to make them accountable for their own failures and
their ability to bounce back, a discourse that resonates deeply with Jen-
nifer Smith Maguire’s discussion of the ideology of fitness.!? Thus, failure
as a biomechanical process—that is, the process by which muscle is torn
down and rebuilt, and the organism’s work-capacity increased—is inex-
tricable from a neoliberal discourse of failure. Resilience is not a quality
that all people can develop equally. Some bodies—people of color, women,
queers, disabled bodies—are excluded from the start. Failure and recovery,
the building blocks of bodybuilding “bro-science,” under this lens cannot
but seem imbricated in a political-economic system in which many are
left debilitated, in a persistent state of failure, while others get to succeed,
facilitated by structural advantages that persist despite the individualizing
discourse of resilience.

The Nervous Whiteness of CrossFit

At time of writing, the official CrossFit map shows 13,978 locations
worldwide, in more than 120 countries."* However, CrossFit is not a chain
of gyms, but a branded type of fitness training, created by founders Greg
Glassman and Lauren Jenai in 2000. Gyms, or “boxes,” affiliate with
CrossFit, licensing the name and undergoing their training certification.
A CrossFit workout might draw from gymnastics, bodybuilding, Olympic
weightlifting, and strongman. Its broad definition is: “constantly varied
functional movement, executed at high intensity, across broad time and
modal domains.”!* This varied, functional approach makes CrossFit inclu-
sive (one can adapt or “scale” the workouts according to one’s ability or
impairment) and open to a high level of invention and agency.

CrossFit’s vision of the world, J. C. Herz writes, suggests that “life, the
universe, could swerve in unexpected ways and make daunting physical
demands, [so] that your survival or success might at any moment hinge
on your ability to move your body and some kind of heavy load over dis-
tance quickly.”" In other words, it is a training for a precarious present.
As the sociologist Leslie Heywood argues, CrossFit’s neoliberal precepts
of self-improvement and individualism undermine its other benefits.!®
Other researchers have pointed to CrossFit’s “performative regulation”
and the “panopticon”-like nature of its mutual surveillance.'” For non-
participants, CrossFit can seem like a cult, which is perhaps why it has
garnered as much criticism as plaudits.

CrossFit’s discursive universe is littered with words and phrases like
“buy-in” and “cash-out”; the language of economy, work, and investment.
Participants will talk about “putting the work in.” A coach will scream “let’s
get it done!” like the worst line-manager in the world. A WOD (workout
of the day) is task-based and focused on improving one’s work capacity
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(mass moved) over time. In weightlifting, one aims to lift more weight by
improving technique and increasing strength, and sessions can stretch to
two hours or more. By contrast, a CrossFit participant aims to complete
the tasks in the WOD and then clock out. CrossFit injects the language of
work into one’s leisure time, transforming one’s recovery from work into a
space for more work. In a WOD, participants are given a short time limit
to complete a huge amount of “work,” which alternates heavy muscular
exertion (strength) with cardio stress (endurance), thus taxing all three of
the body’s fuel systems (adenosine triphosphate or ATP, carbohydrates, and
oxygen). The goal, in other words, is to “max out,” or work to failure.'® But
participants also perform failure, often dramatically and theatrically. As the
last seconds of the timed workout of the day tick by, the participant pushes
herself harder to complete the task at hand within the allotted time: kettle-
bell swings, thrusters, wall balls, 200 double-unders on the speed rope."
The reserves of the body, depleted by the preceding nine minutes of intense
work, seem to replenish themselves, magically, as the last few movements of
the task are performed. As the buzzer sounds, the participant throws down
both her tool and body onto the floor. She lies, unmoving but for the rise and
fall of her breath, watching the steam rise in the unheated industrial space.

In the factory, the worker who performs “being overloaded” is the
worker who cannot cope with the load. When overload is individual it is
heard as complaint, a marker of you as a problem.? It is your system that
is overloaded, and not the system you are in that overloads you. When
overload is shared it can become strike, refusal. But under neoliberalism,
performing “being overloaded” can be a performance of resilience. How
are you? Overloaded with work, crazy busy. I have so many e-mails it’s
insane. This year I'm going to learn to say no. But if you are actually
overloaded and unable to function, you become a problem for Human
Resources and occupational therapists. To submit to the pleasures of over-
load in this context feels subversive.

I could leave it here; follow the thread—CrossFit is resistant and sub-
versive like the performance of failure is resistant and subversive. Yet
in the three cities where I have done CrossFit (London, Vancouver, and
Glasgow), I had the same disquieting questions: who can fail, and who
can recover? I found myself disquieted by CrossFit’s whiteness. In 2013,
the National Public Radio reporter Gene Demby (a CrossFitter himself)
noted the public perception that “CrossFit culture is, if not hostile, then at
least unwelcoming to people of color.”?! While individual boxes might be
ethnically diverse, the high cost of entry (in the United States this might
be upwards of $200 per month) means that “people of color, who are
more likely to face economic barriers to exercise,” may be less likely to
join.??> Combine this with CrossFit’s uncritical celebration of the police
and military and the lack of diversity in the CrossFit Games (unlike body-
building or weightlifting, the top athletes are all white), and CrossFit’s
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whiteness begins to seem overwhelming. The performance of the chiseled,
sweaty, battle-scarred white male body is a “survival” aesthetics of white
masculinity, which is made extremely visible in the Instagram accounts
of top athletes like Rich Froning. Photo after photo presents ripped and
jacked white male bodies, not dissimilar to the bodies of fitness models,
but sweaty, exhausted, and red-faced after a workout, often with visible
scars and bruises and dark circles under their eyes indicating depleted
systems. This aesthetic is reminiscent of Fred Pfeil’s discussion of 1980s
white male action heroes (such as Bruce Willis’s John McClane) who are
“simultaneously displayed as beefcake and mortified as beef.”> It is the
performance of the resurrected and invincible white male, who transcends
the flesh through constantly varied movements.

CrossFit’s embodied aesthetics of wounded white masculinity can be
traced back to the history of neurasthenia and the exercise cure. While the
phenomenon of neurasthenia has been examined as a gendered crisis in
response to industrial transformations at the turn of the twentieth century,
I propose that Thomas Delorme’s idea of progressive overload, a lesser-
known concept from exercise science, transformed this crisis of work and
class into an entrepreneurial narrative of (white) failure and recovery that
continues to be realized in CrossFit today.

Neurasthenia and the Exercise Cure

A Latinate portmanteau word meaning “nerve weakness,” neurasthenia
was defined by the American physician George M. Beard in A Practical
Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia): Its Symptoms, Nature,
and Sequences (1880), American Nervousness: Its Causes and Conse-
quences (1881), and Sexual Neurasthenia (1884). Typically thought of
as a “fashionable” diagnosis of the late nineteenth century, and super-
seded by twentieth-century psychiatric cures, neurasthenia’s wide array
of symptoms acted as a kind of catch-all for any sort of masculine dis-
ease. Its symptoms could include “blurred vision, indigestion, restlessness,
backache, constipation, disorientation, headache, throat irritation, colds,
dizziness, loss of appetite, palpitations, and spitting up blood.”** The most
common symptoms, however, were “insomnia, tension, depression, and
(especially) fatigue accompanied by an utter lack of energy.”* Accord-
ingly, contemporary scholars have been inclined to consider neurasthenia
less as a physiological phenomenon than as an assemblage of cultural and
political anxieties at the turn of the century. Following Kélina Gotman’s
crucial reading of “choreomania,” the dancing disease, we might consider
neurasthenia as a discursive “zone of intensity”; that is, “a complex of
ideas and events, a temporary holding zone in which concepts in forma-
tion overlap with one another, associating with adjacent concepts.”?
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Neurasthenia was a threat to the rigid male order, as well as an oppor-
tunity for its reconstruction. Hysteria was the original catch-all diagnosis
for “a multiplicity of morbid phenomena” affecting white middle-class
women in the nineteenth century.?” In 1872-73, Jean-Michel Charcot
expanded the diagnosis of hysteria to include men; however, unlike hysteria
in women, which was supposed to result from “overwhelming emotional
experience,” this new hystérie virile derived from physical trauma, usually
at work.?® Here, we begin to see neurasthenia’s connection to an emerging
Fordist economy of labor and leisure. E. Anthony Rotundo points out that
neurasthenia was caused by too much work, leading to chronic exhaus-
tion.?” However, because neurasthenia was primarily a disease of the
middle class, it was supposedly caused by an excess not of manual work
but of “brain work” draining the body’s nervous energy. It thus confirmed
a hierarchy of labor (with mental labor at the top), while simultaneously
providing an excuse for the increasing leisure time enjoyed by the middle
class because of Taylorist scientific management and automation.

Neurasthenia was based upon a nineteenth-century thermodynamic
model of the body that would become increasingly outmoded with the dis-
coveries of the twentieth century. In the thermodynamic model, the body
is conceived as “a closed system containing a finite amount of energy.”*°
The nervous system’s breakdown in neurasthenia thus results from over-
expenditure, hence Beard’s less discussed anti-masturbation advice in his
1884 Sexual Neurasthenia. Related to the Victorian notion of “spermatic
economy,” Beard argued that masturbation depleted vital male energies,
and thus “men could be considered responsible for their own insanity.”3!
“Masculinity” is figured as a substance that can be depleted, providing
an apt, if messy, metaphor for anxieties over the changing status of men
in society. This fluid mechanics model of gender is echoed today in the
antifeminist, men’s rights activist discourse of Reddit’s “NoFap” anti-
masturbation community: “NoFap is about regaining your manhood. And
that’s what attract [sic] the women.”3?

Female hysterics were prescribed a “rest cure,” but male neurasthenics
were prescribed active, virilizing cures: outdoor holidays and exercise.
Nicholas Turse notes that exercise cures for neurasthenia became popu-
lar from 1909 onwards, and even Sandow himself wrote about his own
struggles with neurasthenia in Life Is Movement (1919).>* Sandow uses
what Turse calls a language of “biological economics,” including terms
such as “diminishing nervous income” and “health-capital.”® This lan-
guage of input and output, income and expenditure, appearing in 1919
after the end of the First World War, demonstrates the great influence of
neurasthenia discourse upon physical culture in the twentieth century.
Unlike the enforced confinement of the rest cure, physical culture as cure
was an active process, a practice of bodily movement, a choreography, that
enabled men to perform an embodied subject who fails and then recovers.
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Theodore Dreiser at William Muldoon’s Sanatorium

Theodore Dreiser’s An Amateur Laborer, written in 1904 but unpublished
until 1983, is a striking document of neurasthenia and the exercise cure,
and the ambiguous and multiple valences of the connections between the
economic model of the body and the transformations in modern work.
The novel begins with Dreiser in a depressive state of anxiety and insom-
nia, brought on by the commercial failure of his previous novel, Sister
Carrie.’® Dreiser cannot write. Suddenly “as if by a stroke, I found myself
bereft of the power of earning a living with my mind and was compelled
to turn to my hands. These had never been trained in any labor.”%” The first
part of this three-part novel unfolds as a repetitive, relentless phenomenol-
ogy of failure. Again and again, Dreiser goes out to find work and returns
unsuccessful. In one scene, he stands in line with other manual laborers,
but feels himself an impostor. Surviving on a diet of bread and milk, he
loses weight. When he finally plucks up the courage to ask for manual
work, each attempt is rebuffed: “People did not like my appearance. They
seemed to take it for granted that I was physically unable to do anything
and passed me by.”*® Down to his last dollar and fifty cents, he is saved by
a chance meeting with his brother Paul, a successful Tin Pan Alley song-
writer, who gives him money and packs him off to a sanatorium, run by
the retired wrestler and physical culturist William Muldoon.

Muldoon is described as a “very powerful man, magnificently devel-
oped, who looked as handsome as Hercules in his riding breeches and
tight-fitting coat.”?® The occupants of Muldoon’s sanatorium are charged
fifty dollars a week to board there (a fortune compared to the wretched
poverty Dreiser has suffered). The rest of the boarders are “all comfortable-
looking souls of from twenty to forty years of age with a manner so
suggestive of place and possession that it was almost obnoxious.”*® Drei-
ser is reborn as a social being in the semi-comic scenes of training, eating,
and bathing that follow, although he is at first a skeptical and reluctant
participant: “the fact that men would take sure [i.e., harsh] treatment and
pay for it was an amazing thing to me. . . . How much more preferable it
would be if they would go out and work.”* Dreiser’s skepticism exhibits
anxieties about the transformation of work and industry at the turn of
the century. Written five years after the publication of Thorstein Veblen’s
The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), An Amateur Laborer places the
physical culture cure into the liminal space of “conspicuous leisure.” Like
conspicuous consumption, conspicuous leisure is fundamentally concerned
with social distinction through the expenditure, or “waste” of goods in a
manner that does not contribute to the production process.*> For Dreiser,
who is attending the sanatorium to build up his nervous energy, his fellow
patients seem to be indulgently wasting theirs—hence his listing of the
other men’s luxuries (a horse, a yacht, an automobile, and “soubrettes”).*
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It pains him that he is among those who control the labor of others, when
he should be out in the world, himself laboring.

What’s more, Muldoon’s regime is presented as Marie Antoinette play-
acting of the actual work-and-time transformations of modern industry.
For example, bathing:

He explained to me that I had but one minute to take my bath.
Ten seconds in which to jump under the spray and get myself thor-
oughly wet, twenty seconds in which to jump out and soap myself
over, ten seconds to get back under again and rinse all the soap off,
and twenty seconds in which to retch and dry the skin. . . . “Begin
with your feet,” he said. “Wet your left foot. And leg. Now your
right. Wet your right. Now your chest. Let the water run on your
chest. Now your back.”#

Dreiser’s body resists the instructions, in spite of his will: “Like a child
being directed by a mother I followed these injunctions as quickly as I
could, but I could not do it as he wished.”* His willful body, then, betrays
the uncontrolled, spontaneous movement that is itself part of the neur-
asthenic diagnosis, and which must be disciplined in the exercise cure.*
Exercise with heavy medicine balls, too, is an embodied “art,” with Dreiser
emphasizing the difficulty of the technique to be mastered. During these
sessions Muldoon turns terrifying: “his rage seemed to be enormous, and
he would threaten to tear your very soul out.”* Dreiser’s resistance to
Muldoon’s program represents a transformation of masculinity and indi-
vidual responsibility, which is demonstrated in an exchange between the
two men while they are out riding. Dreiser explains that he believes Mul-
doon’s strength to be inherited, rather than the product of exercise. In a
surprisingly poetic passage, Muldoon replies:

“Pve worked for what I have. I’ve exercised. I’ve carried halves
of beef as a porter, and unloaded tons of ice as a stevedore in my
time. Pve danced naked in the open air in December, when I was
in the army, in order to dry myself, and keep clean when I didn’t
have a towel, or a way to wash my clothes. I could have gone dirty
and lived but I didn’t want to. I wanted to exercise and be strong
and [ was strong.”*

But for Dreiser, it is even this “want,” the will, that is inherited: “Have
you any idea what made you want to?” Dreiser, a literary naturalist, is
interested in exploring the way social forces determine men’s behavior.*
Muldoon’s sanatorium represents another way of thinking: that the body
and the strong, masculine subject can be built outside of the social roles to
which that body is born.
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After leaving the sanatorium and taking a menial job on the railways,
Dreiser finds that the actual labor he was longing for, labor where he is
paid fifteen cents an hour, is nothing like the unproductive vital energy
of sport. The other workers remind him of “automatons.”*® Throwing
medicine balls may have been a burlesque comedy, but it had a positive
effect on Dreiser’s health. Hauling sacks of sawdust, on the other hand, is
destructive: “A sharp pain shot across the muscles of my back and down
my legs.”’! Thus, while the exercise cure is laborious, it is not labor. In
the memoir’s move from labor to leisure to labor, Dreiser articulates both
the liminal nature of physical culture as well as the anxieties about its
emergence in relation to a rapidly transforming economy. Dreiser worked
on the railroad only for a short time, but wrote about his experiences
in several published works thereafter. As Jennifer Travis writes: “Railway
injuries helped Dreiser add an innovative vocabulary to the culture of mas-
culine re-embodiment; not only did men like Dreiser seek medical cures
for psychological injuries, but many also began to articulate legal claims
about their psychic wounds.” Injury, she argues, went from something to
be avoided to something “constitutive of masculinity itself.”*? Through his
railway experiences, Dreiser discovered that “woundedness did not neces-
sarily exclude manliness” and in fact was the pathway for recovery.” I
want to suggest that the psychodrama of masculinity in failure and recov-
ery is also choreographed through the biomechanics of exercise, which
were being experimented upon at the time.

Progressive Overload: Overcoming the Thermodynamic Body

The constitutive nature of the social drama of failure and recovery for white
American masculinity is shown in the experiments in exercise science of
the early twentieth century. As Carolyn Thomas de la Pefia argues, Ameri-
can men saw neurasthenic failure as an opportunity to experiment with
augmenting their masculine energy through “strange machines” and quack
cures like “radium waters.”** But the physician Thomas Lanier Delorme
supplied the most convincing scientific and biological answer to the fin-
de-siécle ideological question of energy enhancement, with his principles
of progressive resistance exercise. Commonly known in bodybuilding and
fitness culture as “progressive overload,” the theory was formulated by
Delorme at the Gardimer General Army Hospital in Chicago, where he had
taken up a post in 1944 tending to hundreds of wounded soldiers. Looking
for ways to ease the pressure this placed on hospital staff, Delorme set about
applying principles from his own pastime of weightlifting to rehabilitation.
As Jan Todd, Jason Shurley, and Terry Todd describe, Delorme experimented
on a patient and friend, Sergeant Thaddeus Kawalek, who was recovering
from a knee injury.”® Kawalek performed exercises using a pair of “iron



Failure and Recovery 111

boots,” a popular physical culture apparatus, and “recuperated much more
quickly than normal patients at Gardiner who’d had similar knee surgeries;
he not only regained full use of the leg, he could even run again.”*® Delo-
rme’s experiments normalized strength training as part of public health.
Progressive overload holds that the human body grows stronger when
forced to adapt to a tension beyond what it has previously experienced.
Taken to its logical conclusion, progressive overload has dark implications,
suggesting that the human body can withstand unlimited demands so long
as those changes happen little by little. In essence, a physiological prescrip-
tion for restoring function to a body part (enabling the injured soldier to
return to his function in the corps/body of the army) was also a tool for end-
lessly improving functionality. In this light, “fitness” comes to be seen as a
much longer-term part of the logic of acceleration that the philosopher Paul
Virilio suggests organizes the world of modern industrial capitalism.’” This
idea is echoed in Greg Glassman’s “three-dimensional” definition of fitness.

Health can . . . be concisely and precisely defined as increased
work capacity across broad time, modal, and age domains. Work
capacity is the ability to perform real physical work as measured
by force x distance / time (which is average power). Fitness is this
ability in as many domains as possible.*®

In other words, CrossFit defines fitness as an individual capacity for work
that can be improved forever.

The rhythmic nature of CrossFit—repetitive action counted out in
rounds, under the gaze of the countdown clock—resembles the work and
time experimentation of the German dance pioneer Rudolf Laban. Work-
ing alongside the English business consultant Frederick C. Lawrence in the
1940s, Laban’s research attempted to address the problem of demotiva-
tion in Taylorist scientific management. Because the tasks of Taylorist work
were so small and repetitive, workers experienced a sense of alienation from
their labor. Laban instead attempted to choreograph flowing, rhythmic
movements, which optimized internal motivation or “effort.” As the dance
scholar Katja Rothe notes, a rhythmic task created worker “self-direction”
and job satisfaction, reducing the need for disciplinary or punitive practices.
She writes: “rhythmic movement was a direct regulation of motivation and
thus of productivity.”*” Similarly, a body performs a WOD by learning to
manage the task, regulate its rhythm, and direct and control its flows of
energy. An athlete counts out reps in 5s, 10s, and then rests, recharges. This
is how the athlete divides the task, and time. In other words, like the locks
of a canal, the body begins to regulate its flows and effluvia. The managed
bodies of the best CrossFit athletes work at full capacity, with their ATP,
anaerobic, and aerobic systems working together like the networked logis-
tics of the port, canal, and railway in the nineteenth century.



112 Chapter 4
Wounded Whiteness and Entrepreneurial Fitness

The genealogy I have sketched above demonstrates how the formation
of the entrepreneurial, self-managed subject of American industry was
accompanied by a drama of failure and recovery that played out in the
body. This drama was implicitly and explicitly a racial one. As many his-
torians have noted, neurasthenia was already a racialized diagnosis. Gail
Bederman shows the link to white supremacy: “only white male bodies
had the capacity to be truly civilized. Yet, at the same time, civiliza-
tion destroyed white male bodies.”® Brad Campbell details the “racist
assumptions” in Beard’s seminal tract, American Nervousness (1881),
which describes the physiognomy of the neurasthenic, using coded racial-
ized references to “thickness of the lip” and irregular nose size.*! The ideal
physiognomic type of neurasthenic that Beard described was “the class of
patients he saw and treated in his private New York neurological practice:
white, wealthy, urban Northerners, primarily men of the brain-working
class.”®? In other words, “[Beard] found a way, through neurasthenia, to
lend scientific credence to and provide a biological basis for the social
position and political ideologies of the white American upper classes.”®?
Campbell connects the etiology of neurasthenia to the “racial immu-
nity” discourses of the pre-Civil War nineteenth century that sought to
legitimize slavery.* In a similar way, Warwick Anderson notes, the phe-
nomenon of “tropical neurasthenia” suffered by colonial officials in the
American colony of the Philippines was a way for such officials to “render
their experience in the Philippines generically white, manly, and resolute,”
and recuperate a “masterful colonial identity.”®® But neurasthenia was
not merely a “white diagnosis.” Rather, the technologies of recovery to
which it gave rise enabled white middle-class men to perform the trans-
formation of failure into success, if not in business and finance, then in
the body.®¢

Kyla Wazana Tompkins notes a similar biopolitics of race, illness, and
health in her analysis of advertising pamphlets for Swift’s Specific Tonic,
in the 1890s. The pamphlets feature on one side of the page a cartoon of
a racist black caricature named Uncle Balaam, who suffers from “bilious-
ness.” When the white consumer turned the page, they were confronted
with a multitude of testimonies of white consumers with terrible symp-
toms who had used Swift’s Specific Tonic and recovered fully. Tompkins
argues that “the motile discourse of illness in these pamphlets allows the
white consumer to produce the pleasurable fiction of threat at any moment,
facilitating the performance of a grotesque and melodramatic victim-
hood, which itself functions as a sign of access to forms of white racial
privilege.”®” The juxtaposition of testimony with racist caricature allowed
consumers to “turn the page” on illness. While the black body of Uncle
Balaam never recovers, “the pamphlets script whiteness as recuperable,
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even transformable.”%® If this narrative of white woundedness and recov-
ery can be located in the late nineteenth-century marketplace of tonics
and specifics, it persisted in the turn-of-the-century practice of the exercise
cure, and through the exercise science of progressive overload, into the
trope of the “hardened white man who finds healing in wounds.”® It also
persists today in CrossFit. The celebration of white, wounded bodies in
the CrossFit journal, on Instagram, and in the Reebok-sponsored CrossFit
Games, bodies that have been made fit through a drama of failure and
recovery, relates to an exclusionary structure that stretches back to the
white supremacist and settler-colonialist founding of the United States.
CrossFit is open to all. Nevertheless, it replays a choreography of recuper-
able whiteness (or white recovery), in the face of failure.

Having spent time in the field in CrossFit boxes in four different cities in
three different countries for this project, I have never felt unwelcome as a
person of color. But it is worth considering how certain aspects of CrossFit,
in addition to its celebration of the military and police, and its extremely high
price of access, might be felt as exclusionary to people of color. T am point-
ing to a failure in the culture of CrossFit to directly address the structural
politics of debility and access that played out in the drama of neurasthenia
and the exercise cure but which colors access to health and “fitness” in the
present. Who can afford to train to failure when they work for the mini-
mum wage, or if their getting injured meant getting fired? The question of
who can afford to be wounded in order to recover is increasingly urgent in
a precarious, neoliberal economy in which, as Jasbir Puar has argued, the
distinction between a capacitated population and a debilitated one, which
is to say a population to which a kind of “slow death” is structural and
endemic, is highly racialized.” Furthermore, Puar suggests, “in neoliberal,
biomedical, and biotechnological terms, the body is always debilitated in
relation to its ever expanding potentiality.””! The body can always be better,
work harder, and recover from anything. This “ever expanding potentiality”
was given scientific credence by Delorme’s progressive overload; and it is
that at which Glassman’s definition of fitness aims, thus its claim that “the
program prepares trainees for any physical contingency.”’> But who has
access to such potentiality—in other words, who can run from debility—is
determined by a larger structure of race, gender, and economics.

Recovering in Port Dundas

The historical movement articulated in this chapter so far does not, how-
ever, negate the specificity of new lifeways and relations invented through
the cross-contamination of embodied practice. In the second part of this
chapter, T put the history of performing failure in physical culture into
dialogue with the present, local, and specific: a single independent gym
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in Scotland. In July 2017, I spent two weeks in residence at a gym called
Everyday Athlete (EDA), an independent gym in Glasgow, Scotland. This
wasn’t an ethnographic field visit, exactly, but rather an opportunity to
learn and share practice with the team. I first contacted Tommy Young,
one of the EDA owners, through the sociologist Sue Scott, who mentored
the early phases of the project that would eventually become this book,
and importantly, was willing to share the number of her personal trainer.
Tommy had just returned from Beijing, where he had worked for a year,
and was in the process of setting up a new gym with two other busi-
ness partners, John (Valbo) and Paddy. The gym opened on March 17,
2016. Alongside the owners, two other personal trainers, Martin and Ter-
ence (T), make up the core coaching team. Tommy, Paddy, and Martin
are former professional Muay Thai fighters; T comes from wrestling and
jiu-jitsu, and Valbo from bodybuilding. While EDA teaches Muay Thai
classes, most of their business is in CrossFit-style coach-led workouts,
although they have chosen not to affiliate with the official CrossFit brand.
EDA emphasizes shared, intense exercise, whether this is in classes or in
personal training, where the trainer will often do the workout along-
side the client. The highlight of the week is FYE, or “Fuck You Friday,” a
90-minute metabolic conditioning workout. Nearly twice as many mem-
bers come to FYF than to any other class. The gym has a diverse client
base and the community bond is strong—as Valbo points out to me, you
will almost never see anyone wearing headphones, even when training on
their own. During my first visit to EDA, I trained twice daily in CrossFit
and Muay Thai, and taught weightlifting to the coaches. I went dragon
boating with EDA in the first annual Glasgow Canal Festival, and we
drank beer and ate street food at a warehouse in Govan. Since July 2017,
I have made a further trip to train and to run a physical culture/applied
theater workshop with the local artist David Banks, targeted at vulnerable
young men in the Paisley area.

What follows is not a sociological study, but rather a piece of autoeth-
nographic writing intended to capture a polyvocality of lived experience,
located in the embodied space of intense training and performing fail-
ure. I call the fluid relations T witnessed in the EDA gym’s space lateral
sociality—a relation of affecting and being affected by the other, that
exists outside of face-to-face encounters and other traditional markers of
intimacy.

2017. Glasgow, Scotland

It’s July, and I'm in my second week at EDA when Tommy asks, “You com-
ing Saturday?” pointing to the sign-up sheet at the front counter of EDA.

“Sure,” I respond. Two days later, I'm in a dragon boat on the canal in
the pouring rain as part of the gym’s impromptu team. I'm the only person
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with any experience of dragon boating, meaning I've done it once before,
but the gym has a fighting spirit, and more than anything they want to
beat their landlords (the team from Scottish Canals) as well as the team
from the CrossFit box in central Glasgow, who are all strapped up with
GoPro cameras and raring to go. In the end, the EDA teams wins and is
awarded a trophy, some medals, and a bottle of champagne, which Tommy
explodes over us during the awards ceremony.

(I'm aware of how ejaculatory this image is. It’s not unintentional. Flu-
ids were everywhere in Glasgow—the Scottish rain, the water in the canals,
the generosity with which EDA laid on drinks, the sweat that poured in
every session, and David vomiting on his shoes after FYE. “Fluid” is a
physical description as well as a theoretical principle, a marker of the
uncontrollable, running counter to the dry, controlled masculinity of those
male neurasthenics and no-fappers described earlier. Anyway.)

During the prizes, a local councillor whose name I can’t recall gives
some background about the targeted regeneration of Port Dundas. “The
canals were the veins and arteries of Glasgow and the water was the life-
blood of Glasgow’s industry, but as you know, they’ve been derelict since
the 1930s. So this festival is the first step to bringing them back to life,
making this a place people want to come to.” The festival brought peo-
ple together for food and drink, but for the most part, the aim was to
showcase activities: parkour, capoeira, skateboarding, and dragon boating.
What does it mean for people to come from all over Glasgow to prac-
tice things in this liminal, transitional space that is as yet undeveloped?
The ruins of post-industrial capitalism have proved a fecund ground for
this multi-generational community of practice, a community that means a
great deal to its members (“It’s more like a wee family,” L.P. says). What
happens when this space is developed?

Managing Flows

Port Dundas was the terminus of the Forth and Clyde Canal in the late
eighteenth century. The canals facilitated the transit of Scottish goods,
which made Port Dundas the industrial heart of the city. By the twenti-
eth century, shifts in British production and the increasing importance of
the railways and motorways led to the canals’ decline, and by the 1930s
they were disused and the surrounding warehouses derelict. Port Dundas
was effectively abandoned throughout the twentieth century. Until very
recently, there were almost no residential buildings in the area—it was
an abandoned site overlooked by massive council-owned tower blocks,
a physical reminder of Glasgow’s industrial decline. In the early 2000s, a
targeted campaign by several organizations led to the regeneration of the
canals for leisure activities.
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Walking back home each night along the canal, T think about circu-
lation and flows in urban space, and their relation to working out and
controls of the flow of energy in the body. In what way might the labor
of self-making (and unmaking) be connected to the social processes of
urban regeneration? Like many independent training gyms or CrossFit
boxes, EDA’s choice of site was driven by the need for large but affordable
real estate. The takeover of empty industrial space for leisure activities
might easily be read as participating in processes of gentrification, or as a
symbol of industrial decline. But the industrial location of such sites can
also prompt us to read CrossFit and similar forms of intense exercise as
“rehearsing” forms of community and relation that might exist momen-
tarily outside advanced capitalist labor relations.

The canal/lock system was invented to regulate the force of water,
to discipline river and sea. But it was superseded not by the flows it
aimed to control, but by the flows of capital itself, that is, the progres-
sion of nineteenth-century industrialization, and twentieth-century
post-industrialization. In his short essay “Postscript on the Societies of
Control,” Gilles Deleuze summarizes the aim of the disciplinary society:
“to concentrate; to distribute in space; to order in time; to compose a
productive force within the dimension of space-time whose effect will be
greater than the sum of its component forces.”” [Ok, guys on the kettle-
bells, over here, burpees jump to plate, over by the ring, ab-mat sit-up and
box jumps that side. Remember you’re working together, pace each other,
yeah? There’s a lot to get done but you have a fifteen-minute time cap.]
In the twentieth century, Deleuze argues, this enclosed system of social
organization has given way to what he calls “societies of control.””* The
shift accompanies the historical transition from an industrial capitalism
focused on production to one of services and immaterial labor.

Like the nineteenth-century neurasthenic body, the factory of the disci-
plinary society was a closed, thermodynamic system. Deleuze writes: “the
factory was a body that contained its internal forces at a level of equilib-
rium, the highest possible in terms of production, the lowest possible in
terms of wages.””* In contrast, the defining “body” of the society of control
is the corporation, which is “a spirit, a gas.”’® Like CrossFit, the corpo-
ration is a body that operates through constant variation—*“challenges,
contests, and highly comic group sessions”—as well as “perpetual train-
ing.””” The predictable input-output models of the disciplinary society are
replaced by a state of “perpetual metastability.””® [Keep moving, guys,
keep moving!] The panopticon (centralized but omnipresent) surveillance
of the disciplinary society is replaced by networked self-control, mapping,
positioning, and accounting—the body as a multiplicity of data points.
CrossFit is the perfect exercise for the society of control, presupposing
a constantly variable, perpetually unstable, and ever-expanding body
potentiality.
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Contamination

Deleuze’s essay, written in 1992, seems an ever-more prescient vision of
our techno-bureaucratic present. But what kinds of lived experience fall
away from the grand theory? What forms of relation hide in plain sight in
the society of control? T suggest that bodily practice enables relations of
contamination that open us to the other—not necessarily in face-to-face
encounters, but sideways, laterally, doing things together: lateral sociality.
Becoming open to the other alongside us might then open the possibility
for other forms of poesis (making) and praxis (action), new forms of what
Dorinne Kondo calls “worldmaking.”””

I pop into Boots [a British drugstore] to buy some Clotrimazole cream.
Training twice a day in July, even if it is a cooler, Glaswegian summer, has
left me with a nasty case of jock itch and ringworm. I've been contami-
nated by others in the space. Where did this fungus come from? Who gave
me this fungus? These questions are somewhat irrelevant. No one “gave”
it to you. You just stayed in the sweat and funk and that’s why you got it.
This place lives on you, now. But still [ want to get rid of it, and sheepishly
purchase the tube of anti-fungal cream.

Jock itch is a disgusting metaphor, but it does the job. The gym is such
an obvious place of body-to-body cross-contamination, yet we choose to
stay in the funk. Sure, you might have rules about not doing any contact
training or rolling on the mats when you have ringworm, but seriously,
what does that do? When the damp warmth of the inside of a Muay Thai
glove hits bare skin, things bloom. L. hands me bhis padded body shield,
as we switch over punching and pad-work: “Sorry, it’s a bit disgusting.”
“That’s fine.” Fungal contamination is a mark of being affected by the
other outside of traditional and normative forms of relation, intimacy,
friendship, and sex. You can catch ringworm from someone without
knowing their name, being friends, working together, or being intimate.
Still, they affect you. That’s why you itch.

What is the point of this? Surely, I am not saying that fungus offers new
modes of “being together”? Perhaps not, but it is part of the symptom-
atology of bodies in the society of control, evidencing how we infect each
other in uncontrolled ways. The anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing
suggests another fungus-based example in her book The Mushroom at the
End of the World. Her fieldwork follows the relations of production of
the matsutake mushroom, a very expensive and highly prized mushroom
that grows in human-disturbed and destroyed pine forests. For Tsing, mat-
sutake are evidence of life in the interstices of capitalist destruction and
ruin, bringing with them other lines of migration and cross-contamination.
(Mien migrant workers come to Oregon to pick the mushrooms, for
example.) She writes: “How does a gathering become a ‘happening,’ that
is, greater than a sum of its parts? One answer is contamination. We are
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contaminated by our encounters; they change who we are as we make
way for others. As contamination changes world-making projects, mutual
worlds—and new directions—may emerge.”® Tsing’s profoundly hopeful
analysis contrasts with Deleuze’s totalizing horror of an entirely tech-
nologized world, even if they emerge from the same society. Look here,
she whispers, look at the mushrooms that come after the forest has been
razed. Matsutake mushrooms signal the growth of new forms of life under
precarity. As Tsing writes: “Precarity is the condition of being vulnerable
to others. Unpredictable encounters transform us; we are not in control,
even of ourselves. Unable to rely on a stable structure of community, we
are thrown into shifting assemblages, which remake us as well as our
others.”®! And precarity is a state we all share, even though it, like devel-
opment, is both uneven and combined.

Let’s pause for a moment. I don’t entirely go along with this when the
possibility of both technocratic control societies and climatological envi-
ronmental catastrophe is a present reality. However, it begins to make
sense of the lateral forms of sociality I experienced at EDA, and then
noticed in other gyms.

People leave me alone when I'm doing Olympic lifting, but I do appre-
ciate the presence of a kind of ““lateral” audience. This kind of lateral
sociality is important and was emphasized again by Tommy at the begin-
ning of FYFE: “You can go with a partner if you like to keep each other
motivated.” How do we define these relationships that you build “doing
something” alongside someone, rather than chatting, consuming things,
going for drinks? Especially as this is such a gendered thing—men “do
things together,” women “talk to each other.”

The idea that men have friends via activities, whereas women sit and
talk about their feelings is a parochial bit of common-sense wisdom that
seems sexist in all directions; but it derives from the sociologist Geoffrey
Greif’s study of nearly 400 men.*? Greif’s research shows that indeed male
friendships often did not share the typical markers of intimacy (secrets,
personal details), but his larger point was that these friendships should
not be considered less important than female friendships. However, as my
participation in the culture of the gym continued, I began to think about
how lateral sociality—not just “doing-with” but sharing intense experi-
ences and mutual affection (being affected by the other)—could explode
the binaries of acceptable social relations. Is sharing intense physical sen-
sations not a form of sharing feelings?

One day, stretching out on the astroturf after my Olympic lifting ses-
sion, I see J. and D., two women in their forties, begin a partner workout
under Valbo’s coaching. The workout was a kind of relay—one partner
would complete (for example) six lengths of the astroturf with the prowler
while the other filled the time on the SkiErg, and then they would switch
places.®® “C’mon bitch!” ]. screams at D., as she takes too long to relieve
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her from the ski erg. D. suddenly seems to get a final burst of sprint energy
to push out the remaining four lengths of the prowler within the final
fifteen seconds, and then both of them fall onto the floor. I express a sym-
pathetic laugh, and Valbo says, “Don’t feel sorry for them, they’re going
drinking after this!” Forty or so minutes later I see them emerge from
the changing rooms, hair dried and straightened, dressed smartly. “Going
for lunch?” “Aye, we both have the day off,” J. says. “Well, you earned
it.” “Just a bottle or two!” Their masculine-coded activity is immediately
followed by something more legible as (female) friendship, but J. and D.’s
dedication and commitment to the training (they are there every day) indi-
cates that both dimensions of friendship hold equal importance. In the
rest of my time, I am aware of how transformative training with EDA
has been for them. I watch D. do her first unassisted pull-up, and the cry
of exertion/joy is immediately recognizable. A personal best. Later, Valbo
tells me, “That feeling of doing the pull-up probably means more to her
than anything else.”

The postcolonial theorist Leela Gandhi writes that friendship can be
defined as “all those invisible affective gestures that refuse alignment along
the secure axes of filiation to seek expression outside, if not against, pos-
sessive communities of belonging.”® In distinction from a community
in which “belonging” is premised on shared identity, Gandhi theorizes
“affective” communities. I began to think of the gym as one such affective
community, which comes into its own especially during FYF, a workout
whose hard-core intensity and length are an interesting accompaniment
to the weekend bacchanalian revels of the Glasgow city center. The gym’s
website explains the class as: “This is our longest and often toughest ses-
sion of the week. Only appearing on the timetable once a week on a Friday
night, it is constantly varied each week, offering both physical and mental
challenges; although an intense session, it can be scaled to any individual
requirements.” CrossFit, right? Except the class is 90 minutes long (that
extra 30 minutes really makes a difference), and the first WOD bhas a
50-minute time cap. It begins with a ladder: 5 reps of box jump overs, KB
swings, bike cals, wall balls, burpee pull-ups or knee-ups.

Then 10 reps, then 15 reps, and so on, up to a full 25 reps on the final
round. This was followed by 25 thrusters, and 250 turns of the heavy
Muay Thai jump rope, with 5 press-ups whenever you stop.

I got to about 75 turns of the jump rope before time was called—one of
the last, but I did keep up pace. Even though I'm now much more familiar
with CrossFit, I found this one of the most difficult WODs I've done to
date. I found myself constantly having to cheat (although 1 didn’t skip out
as many reps as I thought I would, and mainly I only did this on the bur-
pee knee-ups, which must have taken nearly 10 minutes to do the final 25).
Just as with CrossFit, Tommy began by explaining the amount of “work”
to be done: “Gather round because we have a lot to get through . ..” Not a
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lot to learn, or material to cover (something I often say in a class), simply a
lot of tasks to do. Tommy and Paddy prowled around, joking, shooting me
sympathetic looks, encouraging people, but really, no one needs encour-
agement, they’re getting through it, buoyed by the atmosphere of lateral,
affective work. Endorphins, surely, but also a distinct sense of letting the
engine recharge and then just going for it, doing five reps of whatever
because you suddenly found a little extra in the tank. On the last 25 cals
on the bike, for instance, I hopped on one of the old bikes beside an older
guy and we just go for it. There’s probably 25 years’ difference in age
between us. Tommy comes over and says “You on your last ones? It’s 50
cals on these bikes. They’re easier than the black ones. Sorry, did 1 just ruin
your night?’” Both of us groan in tandem, then continue grimly pedaling
and I'm struck by the way a relation instantly forms through practice. 1
was in a real state during this class, though. My tank top was so wet 1
could wring it out over the sink.

Correction and Care

At their best, the relations in the gym lead to acts of care. Correction can
be caring, rather than disciplinary. Or perhaps it is more accurate to say
that discipline does not preclude caring, so that care might emerge as an
alternative value in corrective acts when we are doing embodied prac-
tice. I watch small acts of care emerge constantly across the course of my
time at EDA. This is most prominent in the relations between coaches and
members, but I find it unexpectedly in small gestures among members
themselves, like the minute adjustment by the pad-holder of the partner’s
glove, or “cues” and corrections of form and technique: “Keep your hips
down longer”; “Load up your hamstrings”; “Not here, here.”

I’d been chatting with M., the only other member of the gym who I
regularly see doing Olympic weightlifting. He’s a student at Glasgow Uni-
versity. His technique is good, although he’s not snatching or cleaning
big weights yet. But he works. This is what all the coaches say too: “He
works hard, you know, he’s in here every day on the bar, and then comes
in for Muay Thai in the evening.” We decide to train together the next day.
Tommy overhears us and wants to join in, and tells Valbo about it, and
it becomes a thing. The next day, we meet at midday, get some bars out,
and start working on technique. J., a weightlifting coach who works for a
Scottish Institute of Sport, also happens to be there, renting the gym space
for an hour or so to train a client.

“I got the fear, dude,” Tommy says to me. What do you mean? “I hurt
my shoulder a while back, so I haven’t snatched in ages.” He walks up to
my warm-up bar, with 40 kg on it. “Just let me try that one.” You should
warm up first, I tell him. He snatches it anyways, it doesn’t look bad, but
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I see him wince as he puts the bar down. “Nope!” M. chastises him—
“That’s what you get when you go straight to 40 kg!” In the end, I run
through some shoulder warm-ups, and Tommy goes back to snatching
with the empty bar, building up again to 40 kg. He’s fine, he just needed
looking after, someone to rein in the impetus to go for broke.

Knowledge is passed across different levels, which marks out multiple
relations in the space of the gym. I coach Mark on technique, but Mark in
turn coaches and gives advice to Tommy and Valbo, who are less experi-
enced (i.e., they know the technique but are out of practice). In turn, I ask
J. to look at my triple extension, which has been bothering me. He doesn’t
tell me anything 1 don’t know (keep the bar closer in the second pull),
but just the act of asking for advice feels somewbhat vulnerable. There’s a
coaches’ habitus that I have picked up that J. also does (the head tilt)—
where did this gesture come from, and why do all coaches do it? It strikes
me how working on something in practice, improving on something, is a
way of relating across differences, in this case the different ages and levels
of experience in this group. We can begin to read gestures of “correction”
and the sharing of technique as acts of care. M. takes care of Tommy by
gently reprimanding him, “Yeabh, let’s put some more weight on the bar—
except for Tommy, he’s staying on 40.” This gentle blow to the ego is a way
of keeping Tommy safe, and it feels like caring, even if the verbal transcript
can never fully reflect that.

Heat Death

It’s FYF at the end of July and we do the familiar performance of exhaus-
tion afterwards: lying on the floor, where you are, watching steam rise
from your body. We stretch out and then I speak to C., who I have been
training with. It is a strange position for a conversation, both of us on the
ground, gasping for air and dripping onto the floor. “How did you find
it? What did you get?” he asks. “I did two and a bit. But you were really
going at it! Did you get four?” “No, three, but 1 couldn’t get through the
burpees.” “The burpees were savage. I had to do 5 and rest.” “Me too, and
eventually 3 and rest.” We discuss my research project, and C. tells me he
works freelance, owns his own business surveying and doing renovations
(I think). Before EDA he wasn’t really training, then he found the place
through a Facebook ad, and joined in January. “When I train I work better,
I eat better. I like this place because I don’t have to think about training
until I get here at six, then it’s go go go.” I remark on the intensity, and how
everyone pushes each other for an hour, because they know it will be over
soon. “When you were really going for it at the end I got this second wind.”

In a 1981 seminar on cinema at the Université Paris 8 Vincennes-Saint-
Denis, Deleuze said that “movement” is matter “passing from one form
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to another” (passer d’une forme a une autre).®® He used the example of a
horse in gallop to illustrate this point. A gallop is two forms, one, a form of
muscular contraction, and two, a maximum of muscular extension [dével-
oppement]. Therefore, if the contraction/extension movement of press-ups
and burpees is a continuous passing [ne cesse de passe] from form A to
form B, might we not regard other bodily forms in the same way, not only
from contraction to extension but from failure to success? What unites the
form of my body at its maximum point of muscular contraction and my
overloaded body lying prone on the rubberized floor? What if we were to
forego the individual subjectivity that binds such movement to narrative
and identity, in favor of flows of affects and intensities of matter passing
from one phase to another?

Deleuze’s formulation of bodies and movement suggests another under-
standing of the performance of overload in the CrossFit box. Instead of
a survival aesthetics of white woundedness, the performance of overload,
in its lateral social organization, might suggest a value in shared affective
experience, a new way of relating to one’s body as well as other bodies. If
C.s capacity to work can affect my own, I can also see my own body not
as a bounded organism, but as something that can affect and be affected
by others. This is the “lateral” sociality that I conceived of earlier, a form
of relation not dependent on the face-to-face encounter, with its insistence
on the individual, bounded subject. Lateral sociality, instead, is a less pre-
dictable form of relation predicated on a sideways openness to embodied
others.

Valbo positioned the experience of the gym in contrast to the experi-
ence of the individual user of a “commercial gym”: “the coaching, the
group training, is really what this place is all about, and I think that’s why
people come and pay a bit more money, because of the community.” In
this way, like many CrossFit boxes, EDA draws on what Miranda Joseph
calls the “romantic discourse of community,” which positions community
as a romantic ideal that has been superseded by capitalism and modernity
(represented in this case by the individualistic exerciser in the commercial
gym).%¢ But as Joseph points out, community isn’t resistant or antagonistic
to capitalism, but supplementary to it. (Indeed, we can see this in the way
that the CrossFit brand leverages community as a way of justifying not only
its existence, but also its very high membership fees and level of commit-
ment.)*” In this way, EDA’ strong community cannot be separated from the
larger capitalistic project of urban transformation taking place in Glasgow.
But the idea of “lateral sociality” T have developed in this section, on the
other hand, while not antagonistic to postmodern capitalism, represents the
forms of relationality that might leak from it, like sweat. In the space of
intense bodily experience there is the possibility of contamination across
bodies, the potential dissolution of the bounded, closed system. Bodies that
work together and disperse, having affected and been affected by each other.
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The discovery of the second law of thermodynamics in the middle of
the nineteenth century suggested that life, like any closed system, would
end in entropy, the heat death of the universe. This context values, accord-
ing to Luciana Parisi and Tiziana Terranova, “the disciplined body,” which
“is the thermodynamic organism, the hierarchical organization of organs,
bounded within a self, crossed by currents of energy tending towards
entropy and death.”®® The disciplined body is the body that suffers from
neurasthenia, the entropy of nervous energy; it moves from institution
to institution: family, school, factory. It is on this model of the body that
the drama of failure and recovery played out as a primal scene of the
white, male, individualist subject of bourgeois capitalism, through tech-
nologies of self-improvement and exercise. This white male bourgeois
subject—Wynter’s descriptive statement of Man, which stalks these
pages—is tied to the historical scene of industrial capitalism, represented
by both Theodore Dreiser’s railways and the ruins of Port Dundas. But
today, when industrial capitalism has mutated into a system of circula-
tion of “decoded flows,” how might we interpret these same technologies
of self-improvement and recovery?® When affects, relations, and flows
are at stake, I suggest that the turbulence of bodies affecting and being
affected might provide a counter to both the individualism of the white
male bourgeois subject and the society of control, even in a bodily practice
like CrossFit, which, on the surface and in its historical reading, seems
like the apotheosis of control. In the ruins of the precarious present, like
matsutake, like jock itch, grow new relations and ways of being together,
through the performance of failure and recovery.
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+
Grappling

George Hackenschmidt’s Education in Wrestling

Ontological Weariness

In his unpublished autobiography, George Hackenschmidt, wrestler,
strongman, bodybuilder, physical culturist, performer, and philosopher,
writes:

Night after night, as I entered my dressing-room, I was weary of
meeting this almost endless succession of giant opponents: there
seemed to be no time at all even for reasonable rest as I donned
my costume, still damp from the previous evening’s exertions.
Before the end of it all, the task had become so utterly wearisome
that I was dying to get away from the hullabuloo to some place
where there would be peace, where I could enjoy being alone for
a change. Yet I will admit that each new victory added to my self-
confidence, and, in spite of all the hard work, I knew I was closer
than ever to perfect physical condition.!

In this passage, Hackenschmidt is competing in an international wrestling
tournament in Vienna, in 1900. It is a “real” sporting competition, yet
the way he describes the series of opponents seems closer to theater. The
inevitability of victory brings with it boredom and weariness. His body
is revolting at repetition. The emptiness of “going through the motions”
is felt even more deeply in the theater because the motions are pretend.
When I was 24, I played Thuy in Miss Saigon for over 80 performances.
Nothing was more depressing than going onstage for the evening show in
a costume soaked with cold sweat from the matinée. Some days you can-
not fathom performing again, you cannot perform again, yet you perform,
again. This weariness is connected to the most compromised aspects of
the modern theater: its reproducibility and standardization, and the cir-
culation of these values within the leisure economies of late capitalism.

125
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Sport does not become theater only when, like in professional wrestling,
its outcome is known in advance. Taking place in a grand theater for the
entertainment of the Viennese bourgeoisie, the wrestling tournament was
as much theater as any musical. Thus, Hackenschmidt’s weariness is a
mode of feeling adjacent to the “ontological queasiness” Jonas Barish
diagnoses as part of theater’s distorting effect on reality.?

At the same time, Hackenschmidt’s “endless succession” of giant
opponents, his workmanlike approach to the “task,” reminds us of
twentieth-century performance, the mode of live event so often set in
opposition to the theater. If theatrical repetitions are wearisome because
the gestures are not real, performative repetitions are wearisome because
they are. In contrast to the entertainment and spectacle of the Viennese
wrestling tournament, Hackenschmidt’s writing prompts us to imagine his
succession of matches as a durational performance akin to the time-based
artworks of Tehching Hsieh, Yoko Ono, and Marina Abramovié, one in
which victory is assured but the work never stops.?

Hackenschmidt’s physical culturist background is shown in the quota-
tion’s final line: “in spite of all the hard work, I knew I was closer than ever
to perfect physical condition.” But, as I will demonstrate in this chapter,
Hackenschmidt’s concept of “perfect physical condition” was by no means
straightforward. Furthermore, it was influenced, if not determined, by his
life in the theater, as well as his rejection of a set of ideas around the body
and its action that I will broadly define as theatricality. If, as I have argued
in chapter 1, the practice of bodybuilding is often critiqued through an
“anti-theatrical” discourse, Hackenschmidt’s body of work and knowl-
edge attempted to spin anti-theatricality into praxis.

I am compelled to return to the “scene” of Hackenschmidt, to grapple
with him again and again. Hackenschmidt was the figure who bridged
the gap between my research in professional wrestling and physical cul-
ture,* but he might have bridled at being called a “pro wrestler.” While
he has been interpellated into the historiography of pro wrestling as the
first “World Heavyweight Wrestling Champion,” the endless speculation
over the “reality” of his matches (or any wrestling during that time) is
inconclusive.® Perhaps historians (and I am guilty here too) are all “keep-
ing kayfabe”—Hackenschmidt certainly is. In wrestling, “kayfabe” is the
presentation of staged events and performances as if they were spon-
taneous and genuine, not only inside the theater, but outside of it too
(in interactions with non-insiders and media). As I show in this chapter,
Hackenschmidt rejected the suggestion that his matches were ever worked
(staged), as well as theatricality—which he associated with deception,
fakery, and inauthenticity—itself. But while he disavowed the theater, the
place in which his career was made, the theater provided the ground for
the creation of his concepts. Like Plato, who was also a wrestler, rejecting
theatrical deception was key to the formulation of his philosophy.®
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Whereas Plato’s wrestling was part of his youthful education in the
gymmnasium, Hackenschmidt’s philosophy is often considered part of his
“late style.”” Hackenschmidt toured Europe as a wrestler before settling
in England, where he was engaged by the theatrical impresario Sir Charles
Blake Cochran. He continued wrestling and performing internationally
for many years, before serving as a physical education instructor to the
House of Lords and writing several books, including works of philosophy.
He was taken seriously in his time. He corresponded and met with George
Bernard Shaw (who himself wrote articles for Bernarr MacFadden’s Physi-
cal Culture), and he gave lectures at Cambridge and Columbia University.
For Jan Todd, Hackenschmidt is a “forgotten sport philosopher,” whose
work grapples with similar questions in the philosophy of sports such as
ethics and the nature of truth.® But I want to argue that Hackenschmidt
was not only a philosopher of sport, but a philosopher of performance.
His philosophy resonates with contemporary non-representational
practices in the theater, as well as anticipating, by several decades, the
“anti-theatrical” or non-acting turn from theater to performance in the
late twentieth century. This includes the body-based and durational per-
formance art mentioned earlier, as well as experiments we might still class
as “theater,” such as the “poor theater” of Polish director Jerzy Grotowski,
the Performance Group’s Dionysus in ’69, and the Living Theater’s Para-
dise Now. 1 propose that Hackenschmidt’s philosophical “turn” was not
really a turn at all, but rather a continuation of the questions he posed in
practice from the beginning of his career. By situating Hackenschmidt—a
minor, popular entertainment figure who is rarely more than a footnote
in theater history—as a practitioner-thinker alongside other experimental
theater-makers in the twentieth century, I argue that the practice of physi-
cal culture, especially on an everyday level, is a site of embodied “thought”
that grapples with questions of freedom, agency, consciousness, ideology,
and power.

The Problem of Influence

In this chapter, I focus on Hackenschmidt’s body of writing in order to
understand the heart of his physical and philosophical practice. In doing
so, I am setting Hackenschmidt in a context, both historical and generic,
even though as someone who wrestled, wrote, performed, lectured, and
lifted, and who was born in the late Victorian era but lived until 1968,
Hackenschmidt slipped out of contexts as easily as his opponents’ holds.
Therefore, I look for shared ideas, phrases, and lines of thought across
Hackenschmidt’s writing and the philosophical and artistic modes of the
twentieth century. In other words, one could say I am searching for influ-
ence. But “influence” raises a methodological problem. Similarities and
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shared ideas are not evidence of influence. There is no evidence to verify
that Hackenschmidt influenced any of the thinkers or practitioners I will
discuss, though his ideas circulated widely. Furthermore, Hackenschmidt
himself shut down speculation that he was influenced by others. “Reading
books?” he writes, “They could not supply the answer. It was my bodily
system alone which could furnish all the information I needed.”” Hacken-
schmidt’s eschewal of reading marks him as an iconoclast, but also makes
it impossible to verify any influences upon him. What’s more, this chapter
mainly discusses bodily practices and techniques, where influence is typi-
cally conceived of as direct transmission, in which the student inherits the
knowledge of the master. We might plot direct bodily transmission through
the people Hackenschmidt trained with (Georg Lurich) or his encounters
in the ring (Frank Gotch). But to claim any influence in either direction
between him and the field of theater and performance is impossible—there
is no evidence for this.

Robert Douglas-Fairhurst claims that thinking about influence is a
question of “how we understand understanding itself.”!® When we use
the word “influence,” we use a “shared cultural shorthand for the desire
to make connections as well as to describe them.”!" In other words, the
search for influence among otherwise discrete texts, persons, and bodies
“allows the circulation and flow of ideas to be charted as they create and
resist alliances with one another,” to think about how the world is divided,
categorized and connected.’? As such, I find Douglas-Fairhurst’s Victo-
rian metaphor of atmosphere (voices, particles, ideas in the air) highly
influential—the air as open space enables the mixing of what otherwise
might be kept separate, allowing for contamination and contagion as well
as fertilization. If atmosphere was a way for Victorian writers to think
through the porous borders of bodies, it is also a fruitful methodologi-
cal tool to think about how historical figures might move across porous
disciplinary boundaries: in this case, sports and physical culture history,
popular entertainment, experimental theater, and Continental philosophy.
In other words, shared concepts in bodily practices like wrestling, physi-
cal culture, and actor training are not then always the product of direct
transmission, but are perhaps the result of an embodied response to social,
economic, and political forces “in the air.” But if the air was where ideas
mixed, how do they take shape as a form of “understanding”? Walter
Benjamin’s notion of the constellation is perhaps helpful here. He noted
that ideas are to objects as constellations are to stars; ideas enable us to
perceive relations between object, people, and things in the world.” In
other words, a constellation describes individual entities whose shape
takes form once a mental or conceptual shift takes place. By avoiding the
trap of positivist, linear transmission, the concept enables us to plot out
the diverse connections across Edwardian wrestling, existential philoso-
phy, and twentieth-century theater and performance.
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The first half of George Hackenschmidt’s life story—his career as a
wrestler—is familiar to most enthusiasts of physical culture. In the bio-
graphical second half of The Way to Live in Health and Physical Fitness,
he writes: “I'was born on July 20, 1878 (Old Style), or August 2, according
to English methods of reckoning, at Dorpat, in Russia, my father being
the proprietor of some dye-works there.”'* From an early age, he was
“devoted to all bodily exercises” and showed an aptitude for gymnastics,
weightlifting, and cycling.!> Unlike many, if not most, physical culturists,
Hackenschmidt was not a weak or sickly child—in fact, “by the time I
was eight or nine years old T used to order about a small army of boys
of my own age—being admittedly the strongest of them all.”!¢ In 1895,
Hackenschmidt began an engineering apprenticeship in Reval (now Tal-
linn, Estonia) and joined the Reval Athletic and Cycling Club, where he
began training with heavy weights. By age twenty Hack found himself
at a crossroads, a point he develops in further detail in his unpublished
autobiography, “The Russian Lion.” Feeling confident in his strength and
abilities as a wrestler, Hackenschmidt goes with his friend Kalde to visit a
Dr. von Krajewski in St. Petersburg. “If T couldn’t find work in an engineer-
ing office, I might get taken on as a professional athlete in a circus,” he
speculates, “but before I took any definite step, I wanted to hear what Dr
Krajewsky had to say about it.”'” Krajewski is described as a “bachelor”
who “had an excellent practice in the highest circles of society and passed
for a millionaire,” and “the organizer of a private club of men of fashion
who came to him weekly and worked hard with weights and dumb-bells
and practiced wrestling.”!® After examining Hack’s stripped body, Krajew-
ski is impressed by the young man’s physique. “‘I can offer you a room
and meals but no money,’ ” he tells Hackenschmidt. “If you care to accept
this, in three months time you’ll be the strongest man in the world.””"
Hackenschmidt trains with Krajewski and the many other wrestlers in
his circle, and soon he begins to tour Europe as a wrestler, before settling
in England. He parlayed his celebrity into a successful stage act, which
also featured “posing,” and a lecture on physical culture itself.? Hacken-
schmidt’s two bouts with the American wrestler Frank Gotch have been
interpellated by professional wrestling history as an early example that
established the multiple narratives and “babyface/heel” dynamics in their
contemporary form, as well as wrestling’s connection to nationalist and
xenophobic politics.?!

Theatricality frames Hackenschmidt’s narrative like a proscenium arch,
even if he was later repulsed by it. For instance, the scene of his conver-
sion to physical culture, his version of Atlas’s bully and Sandow’s statues,
is a theatrical one. Fable-like, he describes a day at age thirteen when the
circus comes to town. At his strict school, “no boys, except those in the
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top class, were allowed to attend such shows.”?? Getting into the show
therefore required some theatrical deception: “I blackened my face and
borrowed a suit of clothes from a boy friend.”?* Sneaking past his teacher,
Hackenschmidt positions himself in the crowd in the standing room sec-
tion and watches the show. He writes: “When the wrestlers came on, my
heart ‘went plop with a wiggle between” and I could hardly breathe for fear
I should miss any of the action. . . . In fact, I got so worked up over it that
I determined I’d never rest until I had become every bit as strong as they
appeared to be.”?* As T argue in my article “A Professional Body,” Hacken-
schmidt’s arrival in England in 1902 was similarly theatrical—a repetition
of a key moment in wrestling dramaturgy, the acceptance, by a newcomer,
of the champion’s challenge.?” The incumbent was the Cornish-American
wrestler Jack Carkeek, and the event took place at the Alhambra Theatre
in Leicester Square. There are multiple accounts of the event, several of
which are reproduced in Hackenschmidt’s autobiography, and the inci-
dent is a highly performative trope that occurs throughout the manuscript.
For example, the Daily Express reports that when Carkeek gave his usual
challenge to the audience,

at that moment an unexpected thing happened. Four business-like
gentlemen, in defiance of custom, stepped on to the stage from the
stage-box, and after them came a wrestler with so splendid a fig-
ure that a murmur of admiration went through the house. A tall,
fair-haired giant, stripped to the waist, the muscles standing out in
great rolls on his chest and arms, and so admirably proportioned
that his immensity could only be realised when he stood beside a
commissionaire. He made an instant sensation.?

While the Express’s reporter notes that this was an “unrehearsed scene,”
the event resembles any standard wrestling entrance seen week after
week on any World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) television program,
complete with managers/entourage and pre-ring costume. Furthermore,
while avoiding any suggestion of a pre-arrangement between Carkeek and
Hackenschmidt, London’s Health and Strength magazine confirms at least
some theatrical “intention” by presenting the event from Hackenschmidt’s
point of view: “Hackenschmidt, who had stripped and got into his wres-
tling togs in the shadow of the box, was now ready and quivering with
excitement as the well-delivered words of Jack’s challenge went forth.”%’
What does it mean to call this event “theatrical”? It is not to suggest
that the challenge itself was “not real,” but rather that the act aimed at
something other than simply fulfilling the obligations of the performa-
tive (to agree to wrestle the other). Hackenschmidt’s act was intended to
create a sensation, to impress its audience. As Jody Enders writes, “any
interpretation of the conception, performance, or reception of theater
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must recognize that individuals or collectives who make theater intend
to make theater.”*® This is to say, any spontaneous, accidental, or “unre-
hearsed” scene or action in the event must be interpreted in relation to this
original intention. To further develop this book’s taxonomy of “theatrical
masculinities,” then, we must also include such intentional acts—whether
they are “deceptive” or “fake” or not. The event (and what was reported
of it) denaturalizes the form of masculinity of which it is putatively an
expression.

Soon after his arrival in London, Hackenschmidt was introduced to Sir
Charles Blake Cochran, a famous theater impresario. Cochran produced
and promoted across the spectrum of theatrical performance, including
serious drama, popular entertainments, music hall, and indeed, wrestling
shows. Cochran secured a series of contracts for Hackenschmidt at the
fair sum of £350 and became his manager. Cochran was skilled at work-
ing the audience, trading in the layers of reality surrounding the event
of the wrestling match, a hallmark of professional wrestling’s kayfabe
today. One incident in Liverpool exemplifies Cochran’s dramaturgy, and
his shrewd understanding of how the public receives an event.?” Cochran
hired the empty Prince of Wales Theatre, in Clayton Square, in order to
stage a series of matches. The manager of the Prince of Wales, Mr. Cleaver,
fearing he might be endangering the theater’s license by allowing wrestling
to take place, barred Cochran from proceeding with the event. Cochran
proceeded anyways, with the ban only drumming up more publicity. On
the first night, Cleaver stopped the wrestling by cutting the pipes to the
gaslights, only for Cochran to send for an intrepid pipefitter to restore the
lights, and the bout went ahead.’®* On the second night, Cleaver had the
police enforce a rule and throw out Cochran and his wrestlers by mid-
night, and on the third night, he barricaded the doors entirely. Cochran
and his wrestlers stormed the theater, engaging in violent skirmishes with
Cleaver’s people (the “Battle of Clayton Square”) before discovering that
the theater’s seats had been removed overnight.3! The publicity created by
this event was key to igniting a new boom in wrestling.’? By staging a pub-
lic event that traded in the wrestling body’s capacity to do actual violence
(breaking into the barricaded theater with bare hands!), Cochran manipu-
lated the audience’s scopophilic desire to his own advantage. Again, we
can call this event theatrical not because it was not “real,” but rather,
because it was intended; as much as the ensuing “battle” may have been
accidental, Cochran’s defiance of Cleaver’s ban on wrestling was intended
to antagonize the manager.

Cochran also applied his skilled dramaturgy to the performance events
themselves, recognizing that Hackenschmidt’s great strength was not
enough to secure him new gigs, since he “possessed none of the arts and
tricks of showmanship.”** He encouraged Hackenschmidt to extend his
matches, playing with his opponents to give the semblance of a dramatic
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fight.* He hired Tom Cannon, Hackenschmidt’s former opponent, as a
showmanship coach. He even hired a “heel,” the German wrestler Schack-
mann, to develop Hackenschmidt’s heroic persona. As Kent writes,
“Schackmann would foul Hackenschmidt repeatedly, abuse the crowd,
even throw the referee into the orchestra pit, before going down to inglori-
ous defeat at the hands of the Russian.” When Hackenschmidt challenged
local wrestlers, he would allow them to last ten minutes, earning a prize,
before soundly defeating them in another bout later in the week. In other
words, Cochran developed a narrative. While Hackenschmidt, Kent notes,
“did not like these practices,” “he allowed Cochran to persuade him that
music-hall wrestling was principally entertainment, and that concessions
to showmanship were never immoral.”3

In “Hamlet Doesn’t Blade: Professional Wrestling, Theatre, and
Performance,” I argue, along with Eero Laine and Claire Warden, that pro-
fessional wrestling as a live event represents “a special case, in that it is at
once scripted, theatrical, and fake, and improvised, performed, and real.”
One illustration of this principle is the act of “blading,” a convention of
the squared circle in which a wrestler will secretly make a small cut to their
hairline in order to simulate another form of injury—usually the famous
steel chair to the head. The blood is real, though the wound is self-inflicted
and representative of another form of injury; it is an intentional theatrical
gesture whose effects are certainly “real.” In this way, blading, as a crystal-
lization of professional wrestling’s liminal theatricality, troubles Richard
Schechner’s well-known “entertainment-efficacy” braid of performance
studies, a continuum between performances (rituals, marriage ceremonies,
and often, performance art and body art) with effects in the real world
(they are performative), and those representational performances, such as
theater, that do not. We see the complex entanglement of entertainment
with efficacy in the case of Hackenschmidt and Cochran’s partnership:
it is entertainment that enables Hack to concede to practices that might
otherwise seem like cheating or disturb the principles of sportsmanship,
but it also shows how fixing a match is not the only way theatricality
intrudes upon wrestling and sport more generally. Theatricality, in terms
of intended effect, produced affects (feelings), and drama (such as support-
ing the underdog team) is everywhere in the sport-spectacle, regardless of
whether it is fixed.

Those who witnessed Hackenschmidt’s performances set him in con-
trast to circus strongmen and other music hall performers like Sandow.
He was often likened to an animal. For instance, an article from San-
dow’s Magazine in 1902 (which Hackenschmidt includes almost in total
in “The Russian Lion”) says: “truly tiger-like as he is, slightly crouching,
he glides backward and forward, alert, sinuous and withal reposeful until
the moment comes to move. And when the movement is made it is as swift,
unerring and seemingly as inevitable as fate.”>” Hackenschmidt represents
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not “perfection,” but “potentialities”—he is aligned with doing and acting
rather than being looked at or posing. The connection of Hackenschmidt
to efficacious performativity rather than useless theatricality was reflected
in his physique. Even when “Hackenschmidt stands relaxed and easy, you
realize that this man is a veritable storehouse of controlled dynamic energy,
of moving force, well-balanced and susceptible to the slightest impulse
of the brain.”* In an article, Cochran reflects on his first impressions of
Hack’s physique: “I went back to the Hotel Cecil [where Hackenschmidt
was staying] with him, where he stripped, and I was amazed at his mag-
nificent physique. No bulging biceps such as the conventional ‘strong man’
exhibits, but the smooth easy-rippling muscles of the perfectly trained ath-
lete. . . . From a physical point of view he was the most superb specimen of
humanity I have ever seen.”* Contrasting Hackenschmidt’s physique with
“bulging”—excessive—theatricality, Cochran aligns Hack’s body with
the natural and authentic. He is built, but he is not a bodybuilder. His
physique has function. It is efficacious. Thus, his body, at the turn of the
twentieth century, points to a binary between the functional and the showy
in men’s fitness, which continues to be played out today in the disciplinary
distinctions between functional fitness such as CrossFit, weightlifting, and
gymnastics on the one hand, and bodybuilding on the other.

“Obedient to the Letter”: Hackenschmidt’s Anti-Theatricality

Hackenschmidt’s autobiography and many of his published and unpub-
lished essays show a distinct rejection of theatricality. The first instance
comes early: during Hack’s stay at Dr. von Krajewski’s house in St. Peters-
burg, the English strongman Samson arrives in town. Hackenschmidt
watches him performing the various feats with apparatuses and props
described in chapter 3: tearing packs of cards, breaking coins. To Hacken-
schmidt, these performances “ought not to have been classed with athletics,
seeing that they are largely due to sleight of hand.”* Hackenschmidt is
irritated by Samson’s very way of being: “his swagger, showmanship and
theatrical manner which was so noticeable in everything he did or said.”*!

Theatricality was associated with capitalism and anxieties over the
ability to cheat others in this economic system, as demonstrated by the
professional/amateur distinction in wrestling. When Hackenschmidt is on
the verge of turning professional, his uncle advises him against it: ““You’ll
become a mountebank,” he warns him. “Better be an ordinary workman
than a charlatan.”** Hackenschmidt did not heed his uncle’s advice, and
long before his meeting with Cochran, he traveled to Alsleben, Germany,
to learn the tricks of a showman from Theodor Siebert.** Being a “pro-
fessional” in this sense is not only about being good enough to sustain a
living; it also means impressing a crowd. The amateur does not need to
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solicit the crowd’s attention. Hatred of theater is thus veiled discomfort at
the relations of production laid bare. By 1897 (when he gained the title of
World’s Wrestling Champion), Hackenschmidt was expressing discomfort
over the gradual “working” of professional wrestling.** Other competi-
tors, he notes, had begun to make “previous arrangements” about their
matches, and would be upset by his refusal to do so too. “Show wrestling”
began to replace actual competition, led by wrestlers who (according to
Hackenschmidt) had failed to get anywhere in competitive wrestling:
“They’d engage a troop of impressive looking men and tour the country
with them, town by town, invariably advertising their show as world-
championship contests. And presently this led to all sorts of business men
becoming interested in the game as a money-making concern.”* In a U.S.
interview in 1938, Hackenschmidt lays the blame on audiences, for being
impressed and desiring such cheap entertainment and thrills over true
contests: “The public has forced such a condition on the wrestlers of the
present day, and the promoters must follow its whims. The public want
buffoonery and the slapstick, a show, and it is the boss in this instance.”*

Beyond ethics and sportsmanship, the question of “working” a match
reflects a larger preoccupation with theatricality as a bodily concern.
In Hackenschmidt’s philosophical system, it is action that matters, and
“showing” is not “doing.” “It was always spontaneity of action,” he writes,
“on the part of my adversaries, not mere skill, that appealed to me.”
“Spontaneity” here might be substituted for “authenticity”; as I will go
on to demonstrate, it is only by acting without recourse to memory, drill,
strictures, or pre-planning that a human being may be authentic. In this
way, Hackenschmidt finds any form of training system suspect. Describing
one “exceptionally well developed” challenger who follows the Sandow
system, he writes: “His muscles stood out in big bunches and he looked
the real thing to an inexperienced eye. But not only did his artificiality, sci-
entifically procured development interfere with his action, his lungs were
also in bad relationship with the actions of his limbs. Never in my life
have I seen such a pitiful monstrosity.”*® Evoking the Promethean fear of
science interfering with nature through the trope of the monstrous, as in
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Hackenschmidt complicates his place in the
historiography of physical culture. How can a figure who contributed so
significantly to physical culture by embodying ideal masculine physicality
reject the very thing (training) on which physical culture is centered? To
answer this question, I now turn to two of Hackenschmidt’s unpublished
philosophical manuscripts in which he thinks through authenticity in con-
trast to obedient, dictated, or trained actions.

In two of these essays, he deals with the question of the theater, and
specifically, acting, in detail. First, in an essay titled “Sentiment,” he writes:
“Sentiment is in no sense of the word true and natural. Otherwise it
would be impossible for these same people, who on the one hand evince
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sentiment for displays in cinemas, theatres, churches and in social func-
tions and actually shed tears, and on the other hand to shut their ears, eyes
and pockets to true suffering.”*’ On the one hand, his critique of “senti-
ment” appears to be a rationalist critique of the nineteenth-century mode
of sentimentality—in short, the humanist mode of holding a capacity for
feeling in greater regard than reason. On the other hand, Hackenschmidt
opposes sentiment to feeling (“Sentiment does not represent Truth. Feeling
is Truth”).’° The issue, then, is not feeling itself, but false or “schooled”
feeling, which is promoted by “cinemas, theatres, art, in short all acting.”!
Hackenschmidt is rehearsing a similar argument to Hamilet. In act 2, scene
2 of Shakespeare’s play, the Player King recites a speech recounting Hecu-
ba’s response to news of her husband Priam’s murder. The Player blanches
and begins to cry real tears, and Hamlet is appalled:

Is it not monstrous that this player here,

But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,

Could force his soul so to his own conceit

That from her working all his visage wann’d,
Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect,

A broken voice, and his whole function suiting
With forms to his conceit? and all for nothing!*

To put it in Hackenschmidt’s terms, sentiment forces the appearance of a
real, bodily action (tears). Here, the audience for sentimental art is akin
to acting, for they too are moved by the false actions in front of them
(or which they dream), but they behave in everyday life as Hamlet, in
his “despairing numbness.”*3 Hackenschmidt, unlike Hamlet, has no use
for acting as a thing to catch the king’s conscience, but he still believes
sentimentality is a trap, snaring the human being in dictated traditions,
values, and actions. In a later essay, “Obedient to the Letter or Command:
Attitudes towards One’s Neighbour in the World of Untruth,” he writes:
“The public of these actors is itself no longer very far removed from the
wretched untruth of the actor’s achievements. . . . The present-day admir-
ers of theatrical performances who, civilised on schools and gyms][,] have
nothing else to represent but memory-directed play-acting before one
another.”>* As for actors themselves, Hackenschmidt writes, they are on
the same level as the “obedient servant [who] denies his ego and his self,”
and “the servile cringing manner in which he reflects the smile or anger
of his master” is depressing to see.’’ Like the servant who denies his own
freedom, actors do not “represent their own, individual qualities and
attributes, nor their own personal apparent-truth skills and accomplish-
ments.”*® He goes on to note the low esteem in which actors are held in
China (“on the same level as prostitutes”), and argues that owing to their
“great degeneration and the weakness of their life energies [sic] re-action
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to the impressions of the environment, they are particularly well suited for
pretence and deception.”’’

Considering these essays, we might reasonably suggest that Hack-
enschmidt didn’t like theater. I propose, however, that theater here is
providing a useful philosophical exemplar to work through ideas of
authentic feeling, action, and reaction. Consider his description of the
servant who “denies his ego and his self.” The servant’s “cringing servile
manner” brings to mind Jean-Paul Sartre’s sketch of the café waiter in
Being and Nothingness:

His movement is quick and forward, a little too precise, a little too
rapid. He comes toward the patrons with a step a little too quick.
He bends forward a little too eagerly; his voice, his eyes express
an interest a little too solicitous for the order of the customer.
Finally there he returns, trying to imitate in his walk the inflexible
stiffness of some kind of automaton while carrying his tray with
a recklessness of a tight-rope walker by putting it in a perpetually
unstable, perpetually broken equilibrium which he perpetually re-
establishes by a light movement of the arm and hand.*®

A fundamental tenet of existentialist philosophy is that each human sub-
ject is free to give meaning to their lives through actions and projects
(what Sartre calls transcendence). Sartre’s example illustrates the concept
of “bad faith,” a state of being in which human beings deny this innate
freedom. Bad faith is distinguished from lying, where “the liar intends to
deceive and he does not seek to hide this intention from himself.”*® Rather,
in bad faith, “it is from myself that T am hiding the truth.”®° In a situation
of bad faith, one hides the intentional quality of the deception, that is, the
choice to deceive oneself, for such acknowledgment would turn bad faith
into good. In doing so, the subject negates his fundamental freedom and
attributes his being solely to external limitations. The waiter acts as if he is
a kind of automaton, a mere “thing,” but by acting too “waiter-like,” play-
ing the part badly, he reveals the innate freedom that he is denying (“as if it
were not just in my power to confer their value and their urgency upon my
duties and the rights of my position, as if it were not my free choice to get
up each morning at five o’clock or to remain in bed, even though it meant
getting fired. As if from the very fact that I sustain this role in existence
I did not transcend it on every side”).®! In Sartre, too, this self-imposed
unfreedom is comparable to acting. The subject who plays at being a café
waiter knows the waiter is a role: “I can be he [the subject as waiter] only
in the neutralized mode as the actor is Hamlet, by mechanically making
the typical gestures of my state and by aiming at myself as an imaginary
café waiter through those gestures taken as an ‘analogue.’ ”¢2 Bad faith and
acting both require self-deception.
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Being and Nothingness was published in French in 1943 (as L’Etre et le
néant). While neither “Sentiment” nor “Obedient to the Letter” are dated,
the forensic historical work of Jan Todd and the Stark Center archivists
tells us that they would have dated from over a decade before. Further-
more, most of Hackenschmidt’s publications came out in 1939. And while
Hackenschmidt spoke some French, and was married to a Frenchwoman,
the complexity of Sartre’s prose would have proven difficult for him. In
short, I do not believe Hackenschmidt read L’Etre et le néant. Rather, in
marking the similarities between bad faith and Hackenschmidt’s critique
of “obedience” as a similar denial of the ego and self, we return to the
problem of influence. Like the existentialist philosophers, Hackenschmidt’s
philosophy is primarily concerned with living authentically. But this shared
value does not mean that Hackenschmidt should be included in the reading
lists as an “outsider philosopher.” Rather, these shared values, concepts, and
intensities make it possible to think through ideas that were “in the air” at
the time, to suggest that ideas may arise through encounters both scholarly
and carnal. And in Hackenschmidt’s case, it was (literally) grappling with
the problem of the theater that prompted or moved his conceptual thinking.

“It Is from Within”: Hackenschmidt and Philosophy

In 1913 Hackenschmidt met his future wife, Rachel Marie Lucienne
Blondeau, in Paris, and they traveled back to Estonia to see his hometown.
Upon the outbreak of World War Iin 1914, the two were detained as “civil-
ian prisoners” in Berlin, on their way back to France.®® It was here that
his philosophical interests began in earnest. George and Rachel, released
in 1918, moved to London, and George decided to open a school of physi-
cal culture. However, as he describes in It Is from Within (1934), “During
my own training I had realised that some force within me was constantly
destroying all the benefits I had obtained from that training. I could only
maintain my condition by persistent efforts.”®* It was training itself that
was the problem, since its improvements were only ever temporary. “I
realized then,” he writes, “that unless I could discover what brought about
forgetfulness and why the bodily system deteriorated immediately [once]
training was suspended, whatever I could offer the public would have no
true value.”®

In 1932 he published Entthronung des Hirns: Grundlagen fiir die Wie-
derberstellung der Einigkeit und des Friedens im Menschen und in der
Menschbheit (Dethronement of Brain: Foundations for the Restoration of
Unity and Peace in Man and Mankind). Entthronung is a long and com-
plex book, at 278 pages much longer than any of the pamphlets in English
that followed. Here Hackenschmidt outlines the foundations for a philo-
sophical system. The universe, or “cosmos,” for him is made of energy and
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rhythm, and the human being is an expression of that energy. Like René
Descartes and his study of the pineal gland, Hackenschmidt attempted
to locate human subjectivity in a bodily process, here, the sympathetic
nervous system.®® Associated with the “flight or fight” response, the sympa-
thetic nervous system regulates unconscious reflexes in the body. Because
the human body must respond in relation to its environment, it follows
that “the human bodily system is inseparably linked with the Energy and
Rhythm of the Cosmos and that human behaviour in its perfect state is
dominated by Cosmic Rhythm and Energy.”®”

As such, the human being can exist in one of four distinct states in rela-
tion to the cosmos:

(a) Absolute Truth (wahrbaftige): “in which the human being as an
organism is the perfect medium of expression for his Life-Energy.”

(b) Relative Truth (wahbrbeitliche): where “the human being gives rela-
tively true expression to his life energy.”

(c) Apparent Truth (wabrscheinbare): “in which the human being as an
organism is only capable [of] giving apparently-true expression to
his life energy.”

(d) Untruth (unwabrheitliche): “in which the human being is untrue
to his own life Energy and functions as the unfeeling, unreasoning
instrument of some form of dictation.”*®

In the state of perfection, the human being would act in harmony with
its environment by responding (to use a key term of existentialism)
authentically. But what then produces the less-than-perfect states? In
Hackenschmidt’s work, there are three primary causes of distortions. First
is the consumption of “imperfect” food and “excitants, intoxicants, or
narcotics.”® These vices were the cause of “all disorderly conduct, conduct
that is vicious, wicked and cruel,” because not only does the sympathetic
nervous system vibrate with “cosmic rhythmic energy,” but so do the cells
themselves.” Although Hackenschmidt’s cell-theory would be debunked
from a scientific perspective today, it demonstrates how otherwise abstract
concepts are rooted in bodily processes. The second cause is memory itself,
which for Hackenschmidt is a negative thing. His 1937 book The Three
Memories and Forgetfulness (1937) could be read as a response to Henri
Bergson’s Matter and Memory (1896), though there is no evidence that
Hackenschmidt was aware of Bergson. Bergson resists the reduction of
spirit to body and posits memory, in the form of “image remembrance,” as
fundamentally free. Consciousness arises from the uniting of body in the
present with spirit anchored in the past, while the unreflective individual is
at risk of becoming an “automaton.””! In the other corner, Hackenschmidt
argues that memory is a false representation of the true present. The indi-
vidual reliant on memory “no longer meets the incentives from without by
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direct contact, but only indirectly, through the interference of the memory
of the limb-system and the brain.””? Instead, the ideal (as summarized by
Terry Todd and Spencer Maxcy) is to “live each moment with all of one’s
total life force, free from historic consciousness, free from the dead weight
of memory and remembrance.””3

The third, and most paradoxical factor (for a physical culturist), is train-
ing itself, or “drill.” In fact, the drilled and disciplined “automaton”—a
soldier, an office worker who has submitted to the organization in the
name of “team spirit”—comes in for Hack’s most savage critique. He
writes: “In the case of one who has wholly abandoned himself to any form
of dictation, he is quite divorced from reality. And that means he is quite
divorced from himself. As a self-expression of his own life-power he has
ceased to exist. He has, in fact, become a complete nonentity.”’* Service
to any sort of ideology, in fact (“capitalism and parasitism,” communism,
even charity), endangers the human being’s ability to express his or her life-
force. Thinking back to the example of the endless wrestling tournament
with which T opened this chapter, Hackenschmidt’s fear of drill demon-
strates the same horror of repetition that he was disquieted by in Vienna.

Hackenschmidt’s thinking sets him at odds with the world of physical
culture. In his 1939 book Fitness and Your Self, he criticizes the British
government’s stated aim of improving the bodily condition of the peo-
ple and creating an “A1 Nation,” since the term itself “is a relic of the
war.””* Hackenschmidt’s critique is a strong contrast to Eugen Sandow’s
nationalist rhetoric in Life Is Movement, or the far-right British physi-
cal culture publication The Superman, thus complicating the teleological
association of physical culture with national aims and ideologies. His is an
anti-disciplinary discipline; a form of bodily anti-training, which we might
see as a forgotten origin of subsequent forms of praxis in performance.

Is it true that this philosophy came purely “from within”? Todd and
Maxcy point to the possible influence of the “unfoldment” philosophies
of Friedrich Froebel and Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi—pedagogues who
believed in the free activity of children as essential for development.”® But
the possible “influences” from Continental philosophy go much further.
I have already pointed to the similarity to Sartre and other existential-
ists, with whom he shares a concern for living authentically. Like Martin
Heidegger, Hackenschmidt is fond of creating German neologisms. Like
Nietzsche and Henri Bergson, he is interested in memory, and connects
consciousness to a vital impetus or élan vital (in Hackenschmidt’s terms,
“cosmic rhythmic energy”). One might take these similarities, what
Douglas-Fairhurst calls “particles” of influence, as evidence of two things.””
They confirm Hackenschmidt’s place in a conversation, the history of Con-
tinental philosophy, and the fact that he, as a former wrestler, was unfairly
forgotten by the academy. Or else they point to the derivative nature of
Hackenschmidt’s philosophy, that he was simply regurgitating the ideas of
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others, a former wrestler grappling above his intellectual weight. However,
I am not interested in intellectually validating (or invalidating) Hacken-
schmidt’s philosophy. Instead, I propose that we can discover more about
the relation of this figure to the performance of modern masculinity by
examining the ground from which his thinking sprang, that is, the the-
ater. Hackenschmidt was examining the question of “how to act,” in both
senses—in this way, his philosophical system makes most sense as a kind
of performance theory.

To make this claim, I now turn my focus to his book Attitudes and
Their Relations to Human Manifestations (1937). An attitude, in Hacken-
schmidt’s writing, is a “bodily pose.””® This draws on the sense of the word
“attitude” meaning “a posture of the body proper to, or implying, some
action or mental state assumed by human beings or animals”, and its the-
atrical partner, “to strike an attitude: to assume [an attitude] theatrically,
and not as the unstudied expression of action or passion.” This mean-
ing of “attitude,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary, predates
our more modern sense of a mental disposition by at least 100 years.”
Hackenschmidt argues that the body’s attitudes are “directed by acquired
memories of past experiences, and qualified by the human being’s present
assessment of his relationship with his surroundings, and the anticipa-
tion of future events.”® An attitude, which we might also call a bodily
act, takes into account the human being’s self-value (self-representation)
in relation to his environment. For example, “it would be useless . . . for
a human being to attach a high value to himself as being able to jump,
if his immediate relationship with the environment was that he had to
scale a precipice five hundred feet high.”$! The book uses such vignettes
to argue that the expression of human life-power must be on equal terms
with its environment—an “instinctive” attitude, rather than “intellectual,”
“dictated,” or “subservient” attitudes. Hackenschmidt gives the example
of crossing a river. Here, the human can choose one of two options—
swimming the river (self-reliance) or using a boat (self-reliance plus
compensation). Crucially, training, drill, or dictation distorts the attitude
the body will take. As he puts it in his notes:

Training produces bodily disproportions and disharmonies, in
consequence of which the bodily parts become unequally rep-
resented at [sic] the brain, all self-values, such as self-assurance,
self-consciousness, self-control, spontaneous reaction to impres-
sions from the environment, truthful behaviour, etc. etc. become
interfered with; the blood flow, too, which is distributed indis-
criminately and equally to every cell of the bodily system, becomes
interfered with, it invests its flow in places, modifying the charac-
ter of the bodily form and therefore all expressions and qualities
of the human bodily system.®?
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The dictated human would swim across the river, even knowing the river
was too wide, the current so strong that he might drown, as if it were not
his free choice to remain on his side of the river forever, even though dan-
gers there might beset him.

Attitudes and Their Relations is the most bodily based and least eso-
teric of Hackenschmidt’s philosophy books. Advocating a spontaneous,
instinctive, “supple and elastic” bodily attitude against a trained, drilled, or
distorted one, Hack’s performance theory resonates with a later tradition
of “anti-training” in the theater. The word “attitude” has a long history
in theories of acting. The seventeenth-century beaux arts meaning of the
word was adopted in 1721 into dance by John Weaver in Anatomical and
Mechanical Lectures upon Dancing: “Dancing is an elegant, and regular
Movement, harmonically composed of beautiful Attitudes, and contrasted
graceful Postures of the Body.”® In the nineteenth century, the term began
to appear in theories of acting. Charles William Smith’s The Actor’s Art
(1867) recommends that the beginner actor “observe the attitudes and
actions in paintings and sculptures of actors and orators,” and “practise
the attitudes and actions by themselves without words, in the same man-
ner as a singer practises cadenzas, &c., apart from songs, and a dancer
practices positions and steps apart from the dance of which they form
parts.”®* Edmund Shaftesbury’s Lessons in the Art of Acting (1889) goes
further to describe hundreds of separate attitudes for the actor to study
and practice, and Edward B. Warman distilled Francois Delsarte’s system
of “natural movement” and bodily expression into the book Gesture and
Attitudes in 1892.% Despite Delsarte’s emphasis on the mental nature of
attitudes, the lexical nature of these nineteenth-century guidebooks dem-
onstrates that “attitude” in such theories remained a set disposition that
could be learned and “drilled.”

The early twentieth century marked a striking shift in actor training,
as well as a change in the valence of “attitude.” Konstantin Stanislavsky’s
system of acting gradually shifted the nature of actor training from the
rote learning of bodily dispositions to behaving truthfully within the given
circumstances of the text. Just before World War I, the French director
Jacques Copeau argued that “the actor always starts from an artificial
attitude, a bodily, mental, or vocal grimace.”*¢ To combat such artificiality,
Copeau’s technique of the “neutral mask” sought to discover the attitudes
naturally, from within. Using language that recalls Hackenschmidt’s Man
and Cosmic Antagonism, he writes: “A neutral organism expends only the
energy required by the task at hand. Personalities expend that amount and
something else besides.”®” Rudolf Laban, in his 1960 posthumous text The
Mastery of Movement, linked Jungian psychology and physical gesture
in his identification of six “inner attitudes” (near, mobile, adream, stable,
awake, and remote), which represent a subjective disposition not of the
body but fowards an object or thing.*® And in the late twentieth-century
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experimental theater training of Anne Bogart (of the SITI theater com-
pany), “attitude” is an internal state the actor adopts (without attitude,
one is simply a passive receptacle).® Following the citational network of
“attitude” demonstrates how actor training, like the word “attitude” itself,
has changed its very nature. This would, as Mark Evans argues, give birth
to a new type of drama school, where “the rules for doing things poorly or
doing things well, once enshrined in catalogues of gestures and attitudes,
were now inscribed on the actor’s sense of self.”*° In summary, actor train-
ing began to adopt methods to work from within, rather than submitting
to prescription. Acting pedagogues began using language reminiscent of
Hackenschmidt’s anti-disciplinary philosophy: freeing the body, finding
the neutral or natural body, and above all, truth (“it is easier to cheat
and falsify than to speak and act in a truthful manner”).”! In one vignette
from An Actor’s Work, Stanislavsky’s fictional stand-in, Tortsov, asks his
students to repeat a scene from the previous day.”? “When the exercise
was over,” the diarist writes, “Tortsov . . . told us that while our earlier
efforts had been direct, sincere, fresh and true, what we had done today
was wrong, insincere, and contrived.”” The students protest that they had
indeed been “feeling” it. Tortsov replies that experience was constant for
every living being, but in their re-creation of the previous day’s scene, they
were following their memories of acting: “You followed a well-beaten
track blindly, almost mechanically.”** Instead, they would need to find a
way to each time use “the things which sprang to life inside you, spontane-
ously, and were naturally reflected in action.”*

Like Hackenschmidt in Fitness and Your Self, who is placed in the para-
doxical position of prescribing exercises that would free the subject from
“dictation,” performance training in the twentieth century largely repre-
sents a kind of un-training training. We can sketch an entire constellation of
this tendency—a constellation of theater-makers who wanted to escape the
theater. It encompassed, for example, Antonin Artaud’s raging against the
passive, domesticated Western theater, and his zealous intention to remove
all barriers between performer and audience; and the later “Total Theatre”
experiments of Julian Beck and Judith Malina’s Living Theatre (Paradise
Now!) and Richard Schechner’s Performance Group (Dionysus in 69),
both of which were heavily influenced by ritual. It can be found in the Jap-
anese dance-theater practice of Butoh, which has become highly influential
in Western theater. Kazuo Ohno and Tatsumi Hijikata, the founders of the
practice, aimed to create a form of dance more interested in the body being
moved, organically, than the dancer consciously moving a body part. In
Europe, the discourse of authenticity found its greatest expression through
the director Jerzy Grotowski and those he taught and inspired (includ-
ing Eugenio Barba and Wtodzimierz Staniewski). Grotowski’s idea of the
“total act,” for example, was a way of the actor “revealing, opening up,
emerging from himself”; “the actor must not illustrate but accomplish an
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‘act of the soul’ by means of his own organism.””® As Evans writes, with
specific reference to twentieth-century movement training, the discourse
of the natural, authentic body (un-training training) attempted to “bridge
the nature/culture divide. Into a body conceived as disciplined and cultur-
ally ‘consecrated’ would be inserted a renewed sense of the worth of the
organic experience of the body, the joyfulness of the body in motion, and
the possibility of transforming physical instinct and immediacy into art.”””

By looking to anti-theatrical arguments within the theater, we can bet-
ter understand how Hackenschmidt intended his philosophical work to be
read. Consider a passage towards the end of Aftitudes, in which he speaks
of exercising with the “spring-grip dumbbell”:

Developments will have been imposed, for instance, upon the mus-
cles of his biceps and chest. But these muscle-developments are
not the free, supple muscling of the naturally unfolded body. The
man does not carry them with spontaneous ease and grace, able
to bring them into play with spontaneous vigour and elasticity, to
produce beautiful, self-controlled and freely vigorous movements
and gestures. Everyone knows the cramping effect of such devel-
opments, and has seen men carrying them as though they carried
a burden, and seen the sluggish, laborious, stiff movements which
result when they are brought into play. That is to say, the bodily
system’s attitude to the developments is one of resistance.”

Appearing at the end of a philosophical and theoretical pamphlet, we
see the entanglement of an embodied practice with a system of thought.
The spontaneous, natural, unburdened, self-controlled, and freely vigor-
ous body that Hackenschmidt constructs was formed in his own practice.
While ”influence” itself poses a serious methodological problem for histo-
riography, by attending to embodied practice and performances, we can see
how conceptual formations were grappled with—worked out in motion.
When we consider George Hackenschmidt’s body of work through this
lens, suddenly two things that seem very far apart—the popular entertain-
ments of professional wrestling, and the “serious theater”—are suddenly
the shared ground for a defining concept of the body, and masculinity, in
the twentieth century.

“Just So You Might Photograph a Tree:
Hackenschmidt’s “Unaffected” Masculinity

In an article for Health and Strength magazine, the journalist Mary Nugent
describes Hackenschmidt’s posing: “George Hackenschmidt instinctively
adopts easy, unaffected poses without a grain of self-consciousness: no
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Fig. 11. George Hackenschmidt, nude in contemplative pose. H. J. Lutcher Stark Center
for Physical Culture and Sports, University of Texas at Austin.

effort to display this or that muscle; no straining; no distortion of any
single part is evident in the beautiful photographs of him. Just so you
might photograph a tree.”” Nugent’s description reveals a type of mas-
culine trope—Hackenschmidt is a manly ideal that simply is, that rejects
the idea of being constructed (see fig. 11). In this way, he is similar to the
nineteenth-century American actor Edwin Forrest, whose “natural” and
“realist” performances of masculinity were set against the more affected,
polished, theatrical, and supposedly effete performances of the British
actor William Macready.!® And such theatrical constructedness—as I
demonstrated in chapter 1—is represented by Eugen Sandow.

Journalists could not help but compare Hackenschmidt to Sandow,
since both were major celebrities. An article in The World (New York)
reads: “The Russian Lion is one mass of soft, pliable muscles, wherein he
differs from the great Sandow . . . Hackenschmidt is not a manufactured
strong man, he is a born strong man. . . . It is as different as ‘genius’ is
from ‘skill.” ”'"" Hackenschmidt met Sandow several times, and admired
him from one standpoint, but, as he made clear in an unpublished essay, he
didn’t think much of him. In it, he writes: “His legs were not proportionally
strong to his arms, so was his neck to his bodily whole. His movements,
too, appeared to me to be rather effeminate. His posing I liked.”'? This is
not the only reference in the essay to Sandow’s effeminacy: “Often, too,
whilst walking through Piccadilly [with Sandow], I felt a hand, gently laid
upon my shoulder. It was a tender woman’s touch.”' Here, we might see
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this as straightforward, historically situated homophobia in relation to
Sandow’s rumored bisexuality and his “private exhibitions.”'** However,
it is more productive to consider how the attempt to distinguish Hacken-
schmidt from Sandow, both by himself and by others, actually performs
another form of masculinity in the early twentieth century, constructing an
“authentic” masculine subject just as another embodied form was being
born and circulated. While putatively “natural,” this performance of mas-
culinity equally relied on a kind of trained, theatrical subjectivity, and is
intrinsically connected to these debates in theater and performance studies.

Stephen Bottoms’s important article, “The Effeminacy/Efficacy Braid,”
points out that the twentieth-century separation between “theater” and
“performance” was not only a division between theater as entertainment
and performance as efficacy and the real. Rather, that disciplinary divi-
sion was initially based on homophobic assumptions.!” Citing a 1962
column by the performance studies pioneer Richard Schechner in the
Tulane Drama Review (later, TDR: The Drama Review), Bottoms notes
how the “for real/for show” dichotomy was set into action by a rejection
of the “decadence” of commodity or entertainment theater. The column is
a vicious critique of Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and
Schechner writes: “The lie of his work is the lie of our theatre and the lie
of America. The lie of decadence must be fought. . . . The values of Vir-
ginia Woolf are perverse and dangerous. Self-pity, drooling, womb-seeking
weakness. . . . 'm tired of morbidity and sexual perversity which are there
only to titillate an impotent and homosexual theatre and audience.”!%
Bottoms clarifies: “It becomes clear, however, that Schechner’s outrage is
built on the assumption—widespread at the time—that Albee, as a gay
man, had ‘in actual fact’ written a play about two homosexual couples,
thinly disguised as straight ones.””” Note here the similar language used in
Hackenschmidt’s and Schechner’s writing: decadence, and an emphasis on
truth and lies. Similarly, Donald Kaplan in 1965 wrote in TDR: “Acting is
dandyism at the service of theatre. . . . As such the actor has always been
inclined toward excesses of homosexual emotionality.”'*® We might hear
echoes of Hackenschmidt’s critique not only of actors, but of sentiment
in this statement. Schechner and Kaplan’s statements, for Bottoms, reveal
the underlying prejudices behind TDR’s championing of the ritual drama
of Grotowski, Barba, and other figures in the constellation of anti-theater
theater detailed above. “Entertainment theatre,” Bottoms writes, “is illu-
sory, deceptive, decadent, perverse, morally corrupt, diseased, impotent,
and homosexual. Ritual drama, or dramatic ritual . . . is real, truthful,
pure, direct, moral, healthy, efficacious, and—at least by implication—
normatively heterosexual.”!”” Performance, or the performative, as J. L.
Austin suggested, “does things” (with words or otherwise). In Austin’s
speech act theory, an utterance in the theater (pre-scripted and acted in the
context of a fiction) is “etiolated,” a word associated with the degraded,



146 Chapter 5

decadent, or effete. In other words, the anti-theatrical critique is a feminiz-
ing critique: the theatrical man is not a “real man.”

As will be clear from this book so far, all men are, in some sense, the-
atrical men, even those that reject the theater. As Bottoms points out, in
the dichotomy of theater studies/performance studies, there is a kind of
self-fulfilling logic by which “theater” continually refers to only the most
conservative, conventional, and artificial events, and anything else—which
takes place in nontraditional spaces, which is “radical,” which pushes the
boundaries of the form—is performance. But another way of putting this
is that performance never really managed to escape theater. Artaud’s The-
atre of Cruelty never came to be as he intended; and Grotowski’s work has
become canonical for theater training, and companies influenced by his
work headline international theater festivals. Even artists who supposedly
reject theatricality—performance artists like Marina Abramovi¢—rely on
theatrical effects in their work. To return to Jody Enders’s distinction, they
intend something. Performance, therefore, names a desire to reject some-
thing that can never truly be rejected: the drive to show, to demonstrate,
to catch the other’s attention. Hackenschmidt’s quest to free the body from
dictation, to reject artifice, to live honestly and authentically in the present
moment, could thus only ever remain unfulfilled and required a mise-en-
scéne of a different kind.

The unmarked and authentic masculine subject represented by the
signifier “performance” should be seen in response to the theatrical and
potentially queer dimension of the constructed masculine ideal that
emerged with fin-de-siécle physical culture, such as the queer acts of train-
ing, bathing, posing, and grappling. It is therefore possible to reconcile
Hackenschmidt’s frankly homophobic writing about Sandow with the
missing queer interval in his autobiography: his time in St. Petersburg with
Dr. von Krajewski. As I have argued in previous research, the presentation
of this primal scene is both highly homoerotic and yet entirely lacking in
explicit sexuality.''’ In “The Russian Lion,” Hack paints the scene: “There
were often as many as fifty fellows in the club-room, some exercising
while other awaited their turn. . . . Once their clothes were discarded, all
social differences disappeared.”'!! We might connect the paradoxically gay
straightness of this pile of naked, grappling men to the homoerotics of other
attempts to discover a kind of “authentic” masculinity, such as the sweat
lodges of the mythopoetic men’s movement.''> We even see it in the shirts-
off training sessions of CrossFit and other functional fitness programs (and
their rejection of bodybuilding practices), and the shower hijinks and haz-
ing of rugby. Sandow, the built and posed ideal body, becomes a figure
whose abjection enables the disavowal of same-sex desire so that it might
be indulged at the same time, just as the explicit displays of homophobia
in 1980s wrestling (according to Henry Jenkins ITI) made possible physical
displays that might otherwise be perceived as homoerotic.!'3
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These dynamics in Hackenschmidt’s philosophy and practice should
not suggest that they arose in a kind of gay panic, a rejection of his youth-
ful liaisons in the house of a rich Russian bachelor. Rather, the rejection
of homosexuality and queerness is part of a broad rejection of the artifi-
cial, affected, and theatrical, which neither Hackenschmidt nor anyone
was ever able to fully escape. By exploring how this practice-thinking
arose from a rejection of the theater and placing it in a constellation of
theater-makers who attempted much the same as Hackenschmidt, I have
attempted to show how he might be seen in relation to a new way of
conceptualizing the body in the twentieth century, one tied up in norma-
tive assumptions about natural, authentic, and real masculinity. This, I
argue, is Hackenschmidt’s central contribution to modern history. While
prior historical research has demonstrated how physical culturists at the
turn of the twentieth century were constructing a masculine ideal of the
built body, Hackenschmidt complicates this reading, showing how at the
same time there was already a rejection of this kind of masculinity as
too theatrical, too artificial; and there was the concomitant creation of
another form of unaffected masculinity that was equally as performed as
its showier cousin. In this way, Hackenschmidt is not merely a Sandow-
lite, or the first pro wrestler, but a hugely influential physical culturist
whose influence continues to be seen today in the dichotomy of functional
fitness and bodybuilding.

Even if the functional, active, “authentic” masculinity Hackenschmidt
was staging was ultimately tied into ideologies of power and privilege, we
can still find value in his thinking. In 1925 in Vienna, Hackenschmidt gave
a lecture on weightlifting, which he writes about in his unpublished notes.
He said: “It is fundamentally wrong to pay more attention to the dead
weight lifted, than to the living body that lifts it.”'"* T come back to this
quotation again and again as a weightlifter, reflecting on how my practice
is part of a way to live, not an instrumental one that aims at transforma-
tion, or numbers, or beating others, even if all of these things come into
it. When T first encountered George Hackenschmidt’s philosophy, I was
struck by its ethics and honesty, but I was also turned off by its polemical
tone and esoteric cosmology. However, by reading his work as perfor-
mance theory, in the context of a literary tradition where polemics are rife,
his work becomes less polemical and more impossible in its aim, a “tran-
scendence” that strives to but can never overcome the facticity of everyday
life. For all his hatred of acting, Hackenschmidt forces us to think about
how we act, how we might relate to ourselves and others authentically,
even if this is ultimately impossible. Perhaps it is not “the Way to Live,”
but @ way to live.






Chapter 6
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Mirror

Racial Impressibility and the Built Asian Male Body

In an article for the pop culture website Vulture, titled “How Zac Efron
Got So Hauntingly Swole for Baywatch,” the journalist E. Alex Jung inter-
views Efron’s personal trainer, Patrick Murphy, about the actor’s training
regime.! Jung reflects on the consumption of bodies in the entertainment
industry (“I can’t help but take stock of our responsibility as cultural
consumers in the abnegation of Zac Efron’s body fat”).? Buried in the dis-
cussion of Efron’s impressive self-fashioning is a brief reference to another
Hollywood star: Bruce Lee. Jung writes:

Murphy explains that he and Efron wanted to create “the most
ripped look we could achieve in Hollywood history.” He adds,
“When I said, ‘Let’s go for this Bruce Lee look,” he said, “Yes, I love
Bruce Lee. Let’s go for it 3

Efron has cited Lee’s influence in the past, quoting Lee to explain why he
was able to swim with sharks without being bitten: “It goes back to that
Bruce Lee quote, ‘Be like water . . . If you pour water into a cup, it becomes
the cup. You put it into a teapot, it becomes the teapot.””*

The performative “reenactment” of the body of Bruce Lee—an Asian
actor and performer—by Zac Efron, a white actor celebrated for his
“All-American” good looks—embodies a complex entanglement of race,
performance, and physical culture. Like the “superhero” workouts of stars
such as Hugh Jackman or Chris Hemsworth, Efron (or his trainer) tells
us how to get the body of Bruce Lee. But unlike Jackman or Hemsworth,
the target of Efron’s imitative performance was not a fictional character.
I argue that Efron, the white performer, is marked as a #heatrical subject,
possessed of the agency and tools to perform Bruce Lee, who merely is.
We see a similar subject-object relation in a slip of the tongue in Efron’s
discussion of his costar, Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson: “It [the train-
ing] was as much of the character as it was the acting. I had to keep up
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with The Rock. If he’s The Rock, I wanted to be Bruce Lee.”’ Johnson,
another actor of color (of Black Canadian and Samoan descent), is simply
“The Rock,” an iconic but ultimately static body, against which Efron,
the pliable, malleable, transformable subject, can measure himself. Efron
unconsciously calls to mind a racial hierarchy of transformability and
“impressibility.”¢ According to the cultural theorist Kyla Schuller, impress-
ibility denotes the differential capacity for bodies to be affected; to be
acted upon. In the nineteenth century, Schuller argues, racial discourses
produced hierarchies based on the capacity to be affected and shaped.”
“The racialized,” she writes, “were assigned the condition of unimpress-
ibility, or the impaired state of throwing off affects but being incapable of
being affected by impressions themselves.”® Efron claims influence from
Lee without acknowledging Lee’s own transformational capacity. In this
way, we can see the racial thinking at work in article titles like “Get a Body
Like Bruce Lee.”’

Throughout this book, “theatrical masculinities” in the performance of
fitness have highlighted the labor of artifice and self-fashioning as a poten-
tial site of transformation and resistance. In this chapter, I consider how
this theatrical capacity may not be equally distributed among subjects, and
that such unequal distribution is a technology of gendered racialization.
The capacity for mimesis in physical culture (in simplest terms, the act of
self-representation, or “putting-on”), which emerged in the late nineteenth
century and is thus inextricably woven into the fabric of the present, is
denied to those raced subjects who then appear backwards, regressive, or
“stuck in the past,” a key marker of Asian racialization for the past two
centuries. The Asian American studies scholar Lucy Mae San Pablo Burns,
drawing on the feminist theorist Lynda Hart, notes how the faculty of
“mimesis” is denied to the Asian female body onstage, meaning that the
sign is taken for “the thing itself.”'? This collapse of the acting body and its
referent is also key to the gendered racialization of Asian men. As I will go
on to show, anti-Asian racism throughout history arrests the Asian male
body as an unchanging thing that simply s, incapable of acting otherwise
than its essential nature.

Simultaneously, I explore physical culture and fitness as a place where
the Asian male subject in the West negotiated and performed his masculine
identity in relation to his ongoing racialization.!! The gym is a complex
site for Asian men, as the technology of normative (white) masculinity
can be the thing that subjugates and marginalizes them, marking them as
inadequate, effeminate, and emasculated. It can also be a means of self-
expression, agency, and empowerment. However, as Nguyen Tan Hoang
cautions, reasserting normative behaviors in a racially minoritized body
does not challenge the systems of legal and material violence that led Asian
men to be marginalized or effeminized in the first place. Hoang reminds
us that what he calls “remasculinization” is “of limited efficacy because
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it recuperates Asian American masculinity by subscribing to a misogynist
and homophobic agenda.”'?> The material stakes of this problem can be
seen by the way in which “remasculinization” is activated within the toxic
and often violent forums of the online “MR Asians” community: a pocket
of the “manosphere” devoted to Asian “Men’s Rights” proponents.'?

I explore two case studies in this chapter: the Chinese American actor
and martial artist Bruce Lee and the Japanese American weightlifter and
bodybuilder Tommy Kono. Although both are cishet men whose con-
sumption by the white gaze has meant their bodies have often stood as
images of assimilation or remasculinization, I turn to the traces of their
training that interrupt their circulation within existing discursive systems.
The archival residue of Lee and Kono as performing subjects, I suggest,
identifies a transformative labor of self-making within and in spite of rac-
ist appropriation. Thus, by reading together nineteenth-century racial
discourse, Bruce Lee’s mid-twentieth-century martial arts and physical cul-
ture writings, and the archive of Tommy Kono, a Japanese American who
was incarcerated by the War Relocation Authority of the 1940s, I show
how physical culture continues to be a central site for current negotiations
of Asian masculinities.

2020. London, England

It’s January and I'm looking through some old photos I've brought back
to London after Christmas from a family trip to Xiamen, the southern
Chinese city where my father was born. I remember leafing through these
with my mother when I was nineteen. Among the family snaps of temples
and tall buildings was a 4 x 6 postcard, the same size as the other pictures.
The postcard depicted Bruce Lee, in flared trousers and a loose shirt, strik-
ing the gung fu “horse stance,” and smiling broadly at the camera. “Where
did we take this picture?” she asked me. “I don’t remember those pants.”
The incident became a joke. I looked so much like Bruce Lee that even
my own mother could not tell us apart. I was willing to play along, as the
comparison signified positive things—large (read: double-lidded) eyes, a
square jaw, thick black hair and eyebrows. Bruce Lee was an ideal of Asian
masculinity that I was proud to emulate.

If I didn’t look like Bruce Lee, then being called “Bruce Lee” would be
intolerable. Perbaps it still should have been. It’s one thing for your mother
to make a genuine mistake, and another for a carload of white frat boys
to yell “Brununucccceeee Leeceeee” at you on the street. (Lee? They said
Lee, right? Not Ree? No, I definitely heard “Lee.”) To the white gaze, all
Asian guys look like Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan or whatever Asian male
body comes to mind. Anyways, my physique could never look like Bruce’s.
I'm three inches taller than him for a start, and today I'm a good sixty
pounds heavier than him at his very heaviest. I may look like Bruce in the
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face, until the shirt comes off. And yet, the comparisons never stopped.
What does the white gaze actually see when it looks at Bruce Lee? When
it looks at me?

An Asian Boy Looks in a Gym Mirror

The video depicts a young, skinny Asian boy filming himself with a smart-
phone while looking at himself in the mirror of a public gym. He flexes a
slender arm and says in a Singaporean or Malaysian accent: “Oh my gosh,
I am massive. I am massive. I am so massive. . . . This type of body will
get you a hundred girls on the beach.” He picks up a light dumbbell and
performs some bicep curls: “This is how you lift.” '

“Funny Asian Guy in a GYM” is a viral video, whose virality is intended
to ridicule its creator, the Asian boy looking in the gym mirror and imag-
ining himself to be bigger, stronger, and more muscular than he is. It is
only one example of online videos in which the assumed incongruity of
the Asian male body and the gym becomes the site of racial abuse—see,
for example, “Asian guy gym fail epic gains technique,” “Stupid Asian at
the gym,” and a compilation titled “ASIAN AT THE GYM WTEF!” which
collects numerous voyeuristically filmed clips of Asian fitness ineptitude.'’
The racialized stereotype that Asians are “out of place” in the gym finds
its apotheosis in the thread “F**k all the asians in my gym” on the Body-
building.com forums. The post crystallizes all of the major stereotypes of
Asian men: they are numerous and “taking over” (“Fuuuuu so many fuk-
ing asians in my gym I couldn’t even do my session today”), they fail at
the normal gestures of manhood (“doing the worst form I’ve ever seen . . .
ever”), they are effeminate and emasculated (“doing weights a woman
could lift”), and they are perpetually foreign (“barely speaking a word
of english”).’* While some posts challenge the racist rant, others confirm
the stereotypes and add others (“do you even rift?”), and some fall into
the dangerous strategy of remasculinization to challenge the stereotypes
(“op [original poster] is a phaggot [sic]”). These videos and posts show
the intersection of physical culture and fitness with anti-Asian racism and
stereotyping, both of which can be said to develop with the acceleration of
industrial capitalism in the West.

Yen Ling Shek suggests that “Asian American masculinity is a concept
that has been mostly externally defined.”!” Because “Asian” is a vague
geographic signifier for an enormous continent consisting of Central,
South, East, and Southeast regions, rather than an ethnic group, Asian
Americans are primarily defined by shared experiences of immigration,
discrimination, and racism, as well as misrecognition and the perception
of ethnic homogeneity. The external definition of “Asian” as an ethnic
and racial group took place through numerous acts of legislation, relating
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particularly to the regulation of labor.!® Broadly, Asian immigration to
the United States, particularly from China, accelerated in the nineteenth
century as “the rapid expansion of industrial capitalism in America . . . cre-
ated a high demand for cheap labor.”" Chinese immigrants were initially
welcomed to the new frontiers of American capitalism—the California
gold rush, the Central Pacific Railway—Dbut they soon became proletarian-
ized and disenfranchised as “coolie” labor. Furthermore, they soon faced
targeted racist violence from white workers who feared being replaced, as
well as acts of legal discrimination, including the 1790 Nationality Act,
which denied citizenship to Chinese immigrants, the Chinese Exclusion
Act of 1882, and the Immigration Act of 1924, which shut down all immi-
gration from those not eligible for citizenship. At the time, only white
Europeans and people of African descent could be naturalized, meaning
that all immigration from Asian countries was effectively banned.? Fur-
thermore, “the Euro-American power structure deliberately denied Asians
the ability to establish nuclear family formations” by excluding Chinese
women, and making miscegenation illegal (a female citizen who married
an “alien ineligible to citizenship” was stripped of her own citizenship).?!
Combined with the pushing of Chinese and other Asian men into “femi-
nized” professions (cooking, waitering, and washing), this legal-political
formation created a subordinated Asian masculinity through “racialized
gendering.”?? Through anti-Asian campaigns, legislation, and racial mis-
recognition and homogenization, Asians in the United States have been
racialized as alien, foreign, and non-white “orientals.”

The consequences of this racial gendering mark East and Southeast
Asian women as hyper-sexualized (virginal and submissive, or “dragon
ladies”) and Asian men as emasculated. “The Asian male body,” Michael
Park argues, “has come to represent the abandonment of ‘authentic mas-
culinity.’ 2 We find numerous examples of this across popular culture,
including yellow-face performances in vaudeville and variety, anti-Asian
cartoons featuring exaggerated “oriental” features, and characters from
film and television such as Long Duk-Dong (played by Gedde Watanabe in
Sixteen Candles) and Leslie Chow (played by Ken Jeong in The Hangover).
Although East Asians in the United Kingdom have had a slightly differ-
ent history, the shared history of sea-based immigration has contributed
to similar stereotyping of British East Asian men as sexless and perpetu-
ally foreign. The British novelist Sax Rohmer’s early twentieth-century
fictional villain Fu Manchu, haunting the London port neighborhood of
Limehouse, is a yellow-faced example of “deviant” Asian masculinity at
once feminized and a threat to white women.

Asian American men’s identification with an image that is constructed
by difference, that is, by deviation from an imaginary schema that defines
“masculinity” via a normative white model, produces a kind of splitting
of one’s consciousness. The (gym) mirror is thus, as David Eng suggests,



154 Chapter 6

a key site for the “[psychoanalytic] drama of self-discovery” and its inter-
section with race and sex.”* Eng draws on Jacques Lacan’s notion of the
mirror stage, in which the child aligns him or herself with the images of
the “screen,” the “cultural image-repertoire of external visual representa-
tions by means of which identity is constructed,” and this identification is
in turn socially validated by the gaze of the Other, in most cases, the look
of the mother.? However, he argues, Lacan did not reckon with racial dif-
ference. When the screen is filled with images of white masculinity, Asian
stereotypes, and Asian absence, the effect is a kind of shattering of self:
“Without this collective affirmation [of the infant’s identification with the
image], the imago cannot be successfully mapped onto the bodily ego to
produce any feeling of psychic triumph or self-sameness.”?® The subject
is divided—even more than usual—unable to reintegrate his corporeal
schema with his image.

Eng’s reading suggests a conceptual solidarity with two other theorists
of race: W. E. B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon.?” In The Souls of Black Folk,
Du Bois contends that African Americans experience a form of “double-
consciousness,” a splitting between one’s sense of self and the image(s)
held by others or the white gaze.

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of
always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of mea-
suring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness, an American, a
Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two
warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone
keeps it from being torn asunder.?®

Du Bois describes the struggle between external images (stereotypes) and
the self. Furthermore, anti-blackness can become internalized, damaging
the Black subject’s sense of identity. “This waste of double aims,” he writes,
“this seeking to satisfy two unreconciled ideals, has wrought sad havoc
with the courage and faith and deeds of ten thousand thousand people.”?
What I find most useful, however, is the conceptualization of this experi-
ence as an embodied struggle: “two warring ideals in one dark body, whose
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.”*® Du Bois sug-
gests that the integration of the body is destroyed by the gaze of the Other,
and this is articulated with even greater clarity in Frantz Fanon’s critique of
the universality of phenomenology. Drawing on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
notion of the “corporeal schema” (schéma corporel), Fanon writes: “In the
white world, the man of color encounters difficulties in elaborating his
bodily schema.”?! Describing the experience of reaching for a pack of ciga-
rettes, he notes that his bodily knowledge of where the cigarettes are and
how he will position his body to reach them is “a definitive structuring
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of myself and the world—definitive because it creates a genuine dialectic
between my body and the world.”3? In other words, the self is constructed
in a dialectic between the body and its experience of the environment.
However, what this phenomenological model does not consider, Fanon
argues, is the embodied experience of difference, made clear when one
becomes aware of being seen through a racialized gaze. Fanon illustrates
this with a scene of a child yelling “Look! A Negro!”3* In this moment
of seeing-being-seen, the corporeal schema collapses, and is replaced by
an “epidermal racial schema.”3* “I cast an objective gaze over myself,” he
writes, “discovered my blackness, my ethnic features; deafened by canni-
balism, backwardness, fetishism, racial stigmas, slave traders, and above
all, yes, above all, the grinning Y a bon Banania.”* The stereotype, one can
argue, impedes embodiment, preventing the formation of an integrated,
embodied self. Look! A Negro! (Look! Bruuuuucccceeee Leeeeeee!!!)

Can performance challenge the shattering of the bodily schema? Might
it be seen as an act of reintegration? Let’s return to the Asian boy in the
gym mirror. On the one hand, the anonymous Asian boy is a figure of
ridicule, as he embodies the stereotype. However, if we admit the possibil-
ity of irony and theatrical self-presentation, then the boy’s flexing, curling,
and hyperbole (“I am so massive”) becomes an over-identification with
the stereotype that leaves him powerless. The boy does not cover up his
subordinate masculinity but flaunts it. Instead of the delusion that renders
this video a racist meme, we might instead discern a theatrical pleasure in
the boy’s experience of his body in the mirror.

My contention in this chapter is that physical culture practices may
offer the possibility of a reintegrated embodied self for Asian male subjects
who face the white gaze. However, this integration cannot simply rest on
building one’s image in relation to white heteromasculine expectations.
As Angela Liu writes with regard to the phenomenon of MR Asians, this
movement “inculcates an impossibly narrow heteromasculinity upon itself.
MRAsians . . . interpret racial justice as white male privilege conferred
upon straight Asian American men at the expense of everyone else—and
even the possibility of their own freer selves.”*® Asians in the gym do not
challenge white supremacy if they are doing so as a process of remascu-
linization. In this way, this chapter joins Nguyen and other authors who
have attempted to discuss alternative, non-hegemonic, resistant, and queer
forms of Asian masculinity.’” Accordingly, my case studies in this chapter
do so not by conforming ¢o a white masculine ideal but by demonstrating
an agential, flexible sense of self in the face of white supremacy. Physical
culture, then, offers a possibility of alternative, integrated Asian masculini-
ties through the possibility of self-conscious transformation. This opening
of the Asian male body as a porous, dynamic, and performing body chal-
lenges a racial discourse that has plagued Asians in the West for centuries:
unimpressibility.



156 Chapter 6
Racial Impressibility

In The Biopolitics of Feeling, Kyla Schuller forcefully demonstrates how
affect, feeling, sentimentality, sensibility—all contained under the rubric
of “impressibility”—were deployed by nineteenth-century biopower to
construct modern notions of race and sex.’® In the nineteenth century,
she writes, “biopower coalesced within a conceptual field that under-
stood the individual and species body, in its ideal form, to be a mutable
entity, one that readily receives its shape and significance from the sensory
impressions made on it.”?° Populations were racialized via a hierarchy of
impressibility, which

clearly distinguished those refined bodies that could be affected
and move through time—and had absorbed the habits of civili-
zation over the course of generations—from those animalized,
unimpressible bodies mired in primitivity that could only affect,
and therefore contaminate, the settler colonial nation.*

Schuller’s text uncovers the forgotten histories that impact upon our mod-
ern notions of race and sex, such as the American school of evolution,
which followed the discredited evolutionary theories of Jean-Baptiste
Lamarck.* Lamarck’s model of species formation through sensory stimu-
lation passed on as inherited characteristics (rather than Darwin’s notion
of the survival of successful adaptations) influenced a model of racial
thinking where “impressibility was the provenance of the advanced.”*
Specifically, “Asian people were frequently cast as overly mechanical and
lacking in emotional development, qualities that rendered them too eas-
ily moved by others, particularly employers. Most visibly, Western white
workers mobilized fears of Asian un-impressibility in their struggles
against monopoly capital.”*

This idea of the unimpressible Asian race can be seen in Western con-
ceptions of Chinese civilization as static and unmoving. Hegel, in his
Lectures on the Philosophy of History, compares China and India to veg-
etables, denying them even the faculty of animacy, let alone impressibility:
“China and India remain stationary, and perpetuate a natural vegetative
existence even to the present time.”** Robert Kurfirst notes that John Stu-
art Mill similarly conceived of Chinese civilization in On Liberty. While
Mill admired and praised China, Kurfirst argues, he also noted that “the
order attained there leaves human beings ‘cramped and dwarfed’ and
unable to develop fully ‘their capabilities of comprehension, of action, and
of enjoyment.’ ”* Jack London’s short story “The Yellow Peril,” published
in 1904, uses another metaphor to describe Chinese stasis: “The Chinese
has been called the type of permanence, and well he has merited it, dozing
as he has through the ages.”*® By conceiving of “the Chinese” as a race of
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unimpressible and thus robotic laborers, a distinction was made between
free white labor and unfree, proletarianized “coolie” labor, which was
expendable and useful for the most dangerous work. The “white working
class” was thus reified in opposition to the threat of the coolie army.*’

The discourse of unimpressibility has persisted in the stereotype of
Asians who are perceived to be, as Sianne Ngai puts it, “silent, inexpres-
sive, and, like Bartleby, emotionally inscrutable.”* The movement from
differential affective capacity (i.e., to feel, to be moved) to the register
of emotion has a strong performative aspect. Because emotion, unlike
affect, is a culturally determined practice, it requires social validation (an
audience), and thus, when seen through the white gaze, differential prac-
tices of emotionality can reinforce determinations of inscrutability and
un-emotionality of Asians in the West in a vicious circle. As Donatella
Galella suggests, “the diagnosis of not expressing emotions enough is arbi-
trary and constructed, based upon an allegedly correct way and amount
of feeling as dictated by white supremacy.”* 1 suggest that it is not only
emotions that are being measured in this discourse of racial impressibility,
but movement—the binary between animate/vegetative states, the render-
ing of Chinese civilization as “static,” “cramped,” and “dozing.” And as
the division between coolie labor and free white labor demonstrates, it is
not just Asians’ limited capacity to move that is being articulated in this
stereotype, but rather their ability to engage in free, self-determined, and
intentional movement.

The dominant historical narrative of physical culture reproduces the
discourse of racial impressibility, suggesting that it is a white, Western
discipline that spread notions of empire onto the bodies of racialized Oth-
ers (for example, as a civilizing technology of the British Empire).*® For
example, David Chapman’s collection, Universal Hunks, features histori-
cal pictures of well-built men from around the world, including Asian men.
However, the historical narrative suggests a one-way flow of transmission
wherein physical culture, and muscularity in general, originate in the West
and were introduced to other countries and peoples through (for example)
missionaries and the YMCA. With reference to China, for example, Chap-
man notes that “those Chinese who interacted with foreigners or who
had been to a university were the most likely to embrace tiyu or ‘physi-
cal culture,” and “Asian physiques got better and bigger as techniques
and equipment used by athletes in Europe and North America began to
infiltrate the countries of the Chinese diaspora.”’! Chapman’s global histo-
riography of physical culture is double-edged; on the one hand, the success
of physical culture practices, demonstrated in the “transformed” bodies in
visual media, challenges the static unimpressibility of the racialized Asian.
At the same time, the Orientalist formation by which physical culture is an
exclusively Western practice strips the built Asian male body of its agency.
To become muscular and fit is to become Western and white.
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Following Francois Cleophas’s call for a decolonial historiography of
physical culture,” we might complicate these early appearances of Asian
male bodies in physical culture media. In 1900, Yukio Tani arrived in Brit-
ain at the invitation of Edward William Barton-Wright, the founder of
“bartitsu,” an Edwardian martial art combining boxing, judo and jiu-jitsu,
and fencing, along with his older brother Kaneo and his colleague Seizo
Yamamoto.* While Tani was initially engaged as an instructor, he soon
left the employ of Barton-Wright and began touring the music hall cir-
cuit with the physical culturist William Bankier (Apollo).** Tani’s brother
and Yamamoto rejected the use of jiu-jitsu as mere entertainment and
returned to Japan, but Tani remained in the United Kingdom for the rest
of his life. Like other wrestlers of the period, the public challenge was the
guarantor of authenticity for Tani, and in his case it took on a different,
racialized dimension. A search of Tani’s various challenges in the Brit-
ish Newspaper Archive demonstrates that he is frequently cited as the
chief exponent of an ancient and unchanging practice. He is called “the
celebrated Japanese wrestler” in the Yorkshire Evening Post, “the Finest
Exponent of Jiu-Jitsu Ever Known” in the Northern Whig, and simply
“THE JAP” in The Era.*> Except for Tani’s nationality/ethnicity and his
wrestling style, these announcements do not describe him in any detail,
although the Sheffield Independent writes: “It is interesting to note that
Ju-Jitsu is about 2,000 years old. It is the gentle kind of Japanese wres-
tling. There are other methods which are now prohibited in the land of the
chrysanthemum. With this it was not merely a game to test the leverage,
balance, and quickness, but the methods were to kill or maim.”*¢ Along
with the exoticizing and feminizing reference to the “chrysanthemum,” the
passage foregrounds jiu-jitsu as compatible with the British values of fair
play (merely a game) while hinting at other, secretive techniques. While
Tani is “THE JAP,” his British opponents are described in greater detail.
For example, Frank Strong, despite being the loser, is described as “a mus-
cular athlete of some 13 st. The Londoner proved a skillful exponent of
the ju-jitsu system and put up a real good trial lasting 6 m, 58 sec.””” In
other words, Tani’s unchanging Japanese body, the static exponent of a
2,000-year-old system, is a foil for white British masculinities. It did not
matter whether his British opponents defeated Tani. Rather, the bout itself
demonstrated white impressibility—through the white male body’s abil-
ity to pick up jiu-jitsu, face an opponent skilled in jiu-jitsu, or wrestle in
a jacket (Tani insisted that all opponents wear some form of clothing, to
replicate the Japanese gi).

However, Tani’s legacy as a proponent of Japanese martial arts in Britain
was significant and long-lasting, and the acceptance of his racialized body
into the discursive network of physical culture demonstrates that on the
level of the body, to some degree physical culture was intercultural. Owing
to his association with Apollo, Tani appeared on the cover of Apollo’s
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Magazine of Strength, Skill, and Sport twice, in September 1903 and May
1904, wearing the jacket of his jiu-jitsu gi with bare legs, showing off his
muscular development. Apollo’s Magazine was obviously fascinated by
the Japanese and featured other Japanese wrestlers on the covers, as well
as full-page photographs of “Japanese soldiers,” wearing fundoshi (loin-
cloth) and posed to show their muscular development. This fascination
did not preclude racial stereotyping, as demonstrated by the article “Japan
and the Japanese: Social Life and Sports” by R. W. Duke, published in the
February 1904 issue, which is full of racist language. Duke describes the
Japanese as “diminutive and puerile,” says that “in common with John
Chinaman they shared the facial peculiarities of the Mongolian race,”
and calls them “the little yellow-skins of the ‘Flowery Land.’ ”*® However,
Duke ultimately admires the Japanese, as demonstrated by a passage that
deserves quoting at length.

Some years prior to the Chino-Japanese War, it became evidence
that the Jap was a sensible and discriminating individual, and very
adaptable to European civilization in so far as it would materially
enhance his country as a power. He rapidly assimilated the virtues
of Western ideas, but, unlike the negroid and other lower types of
race, his mimicry, if is can be so termed, discarded the dross and
vices common to Western life, only accepting the good.” (empha-

sis added)

This passage evinces the racial discourse of impressibility, from the double
meaning of “sensible” to the praise of the Japanese capacity for adaptability
and assimilation (in contrast to the “negroid”). It establishes a clear racial
hierarchy, while moving the Japanese “race” further up towards white-
ness. But while this article is clear in its racial othering, sport and physical
culture provided the grounds for genuine exchange, as demonstrated in an
article by the weightlifter and wrestler Joseph Szalay, the founder of one
of the first gyms in London. Titled “Impressions of the Great Match,” the
article is ostensibly a review of Tani’s lightweight championship victory
against Briton Jim Mellor, but it begins with an account of Szalay’s friend-
ship with the wrestler. “I take the liberty to call Tani a friend of mine,”
he writes, “though we only met twice. Those two meetings impressed me
so much with the man’s character that I could not help feeling a great
friendship towards him.”®® He describes their first encounter at an exhibi-
tion at the Japanese Society of London: “the cleverness and possibilities of
[jiu-jitsu], of yielding instead of forcing, impressed me.”®! Two years later,
Szalay meets Tani again at Barton-Wright’s bartitsu academy. He agrees to
face Tani in a wrestling match and loses soundly: “‘Go on! strong! strong!’
he kept reiterating, as the perspiration rolled down my face, and go on
strong I could no longer, and was quickly defeated. From that moment
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I recognised in Tani a good-natured sportsman, worthy, from fellow or
foe, of the highest esteem and friendship.”®> In contrast to the racial hier-
archy of Duke’s article, Szalay’s account demonstrates how bodies might
be affected by each other. Indeed, their friendship might be thought of as
another historical example of what Leela Gandhi calls “affective commu-
nities.”® Like the stories of South Asian and British friendships in the late
nineteenth century that Gandhi documents, Szalay and Tani’s friendship is
formed through shared practice, rather than shared identity.

Bruce Lee

Bruce Lee’s 1972 film Return of the Dragon (or Way of the Dragon, in
Hong Kong) has a cleverly Fanonian opening scene. We see Lee as Tang
Lung, looking uncomfortably at the camera, before the next shot reveals
the camera’s gaze to be that of a white woman. As Jachison Chan describes:
“The white woman is so engrossed by Tang Lung’s Asian face that her hus-
band has to pull her away. . . . Lung becomes the object of her study, and
this short scene encapsulates how racially marked minorities are treated by
Europeans and Americans . . . as ‘texts’ to be read and analysed.”®* As writer
and director of the film, Lee stages the shattering of his corporeal schema as
the grounds for his performance of the body. In the scenes that follow, Lee
engages self-objectification: the camera lingers over his shirtless body as he
performs his morning exercises; his shirt comes off in every fight scene; and
most famously, the film culminates in a homoerotic fight with Chuck Nor-
ris’s character, Colt, in the Coliseum. Lee is desired by both women (Miss
Chen) and men (Mr. Ho). Lee thus resists the shattering of the corporeal
schema by the white gaze through theatrical self-presentation; welcoming
and even inviting the white gaze upon his body.

For me, Bruce Lee modeled another way of moving, being, living as
an Asian man in the world. But Lee’s status as a representation of Asian
masculinity has been debated. Chan suggests that his masculinity is “stra-
tegically ambiguous.”® On the one hand, as the first globally recognized
Asian male action hero, Lee clearly challenges the stereotype of Asian
men as “weak.” He is strong, muscular, and capable of tremendous vio-
lence. However, Lee’s refusal of any romantic relationships in his films
is part and parcel with the wider lack of sexual representation for Asian
men, thus attributing to him an aura of “monk-like asceticism.”®® For the
film scholar Celine Parrefias Shimizu, this duality is part of the way Lee
“expands our measure of both masculinity and sexuality—beyond gender
hierarchy and male power over women.”®” Shimizu argues that in his films
Lee performs violence, but also expressions of vulnerability that demon-
strate the consequences of violence; similarly, he refuses sexual relations,
but also performs gestures of intimacy that “makle] legible sexualities
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beyond sexual intercourse or promiscuity.”®® As such, his is a performance
of “ethical manhood.” The vehicle for this ethical manhood is Lee’s body.

Bruce Lee’s body, in flexing its sculpted form, exposes these ten-
sions. The notion of exposure is crucial as his body often ends up
unclothed in juxtaposition, mostly, to clothed opponents. Exposed
in his chest and his body are the strength required of him—the
flexing, the folding, the stretching, the bending, and the sweating
that come from the building up and releasing of strength.®’

Perhaps the performance of his body on film, in its flexing, folding, and
sweating glory has another meaning, suggested by the staging of self-
exposure in Return of the Dragon. Perhaps the banal and “theatrical”
reading—that Lee’s bodily exposure was simply about “showing off,” is
more meaningful than it might first appear. In other words, might theatri-
cally presenting the body be the entire point, indexing a dynamic, fluid
mode of Asian masculinity?

Any attempt to interpret Bruce Lee without considering how he trained
his physique is necessarily incomplete. By reintegrating his training into
the “meaning” of Bruce Lee, we reframe his body from an “exceptional”
specimen of Asian difference to a trained, self-invented, and impressible
body. As Paul Bowman notes, a major part of the discourse around Lee
is that he was “real” (in fighting and physique), which is similar to Leon
Hunt’s assertion that Lee “placed a new emphasis on individual, authentic
virtuosity.””® Often, there is a perception that Lee is not acting, but simply
being onscreen. The discourse of authenticity (and rejection of theatrical-
ity and representation) was leveraged by Lee himself, as in this passage in
which he critiques other systems of martial arts for their emphasis on exist-
ing forms: “Instead of going immediately to the heart of things, flowery
forms (organized despair) and artificial techniques are ritually practiced
to simulate actual combat. Thus, instead of ‘being’ in combat, these prac-
titioners are ‘doing’ something ‘about’ combat.””* “Being” in contrast to
“doing something about” deploys a familiar performance/theater binary,
with the latter, degraded state corresponding to representation or mimesis.
Yet, as Bowman notes, the discourse of realness and authenticity in the
context of Lee’s race and cultural heritage can be a problematic “guaran-
tor” of what Rey Chow calls “a deeply ingrained belief in the absolute
originality and difference of ‘China’: a belief in an ‘ultimate essence
beyond representation’ ”—in other words, yet another manifestation of
the static unimpressibility of Asian bodies.” Therefore, returning training,
which T conceptualize as a theatrical act, to the “meaning” of Bruce Lee,
establishes Lee as a theatrical subject.

In the late 1990s Lee’s widow, Linda Lee Cadwell, granted access to
Lee’s personal papers to the Canadian writer John Little, who put together
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five volumes published as The Bruce Lee Library. The fourth book, The
Art of Expressing the Human Body, is Little’s piecing together of Lee’s
bodybuilding program from notes, essays, training diaries, annotated clip-
pings, and interviews with his contemporaries. The book is a commercial
health and fitness/self-improvement manual, as well as a work of sports
history. The oscillation between the researcher’s voice of putting together
Lee’s training program and direct, to-the-reader address (“You’ll feel
better, have tremendous energy, achieve a state of total fitness, and look
great”) make for a strange document.” Yet, it is precisely this dual register
that reframes Lee as a conscious experimenter with embodied techniques,
which, the book suggests, can be picked up and experimented with by the
reader, regardless of who they are: “Some individuals believe that unless
you possess Bruce Lee’s physical attributes, attempting his workouts and
training methods is futile. T can only respond that this directly opposes
Lee’s own beliefs and, indeed, the laws of human physiology.””* In other
words, it repositions Lee as a researcher of bodily technique in a network
and lineage of other similar, and mainly white, researchers.

Following Lee’s own anti-theatrical views on authentic expressions of
the human body, Little suggests that “muscles such as those that com-
prised the physique of Bruce Lee are the result of training for a functional
purpose,” as opposed to muscles “for show.”” However, the idea that Lee
trained only for action rather than representation is more complicated
than it seems, as the two competing versions of Lee’s physical-cultural
primal scene demonstrate. Little repeats the official, mythical narrative. In
1964, while Bruce was teaching gung fu in Oakland, California, the Chi-
natown elders took exception to his teaching of non-Chinese students, and
challenged him to fight their best fighter, Wong Jack Man.”® Although Lee
won by submission, “to his dismay . . . he discovered that he’d expended
a tremendous amount of energy in the altercation.””” He decided that he
needed to increase his overall stamina, endurance, and muscular strength,
and he “sought out the opinion of two trusted individuals who were not
only his students, but more importantly, his friends: James Yimm Lee and
Allen Joe,” both of whom were experienced Chinese American body-
builders.”® On the other hand, Allen Joe himself, writing in the foreword
to Little’s book, tells a much more ordinary story. Eschewing the Wong
Jack Man tale, Joe writes: “When Bruce first moved to Oakland, he was
very skinny. After seeing the size of our [Joe, James Lee, and George Lee]
bodies—three ‘Chinamen’s’ bodies, at that!—I think Bruce’s fierce com-
petitiveness drove him to build up his own.”” Joe attributes Lee’s interest
in bodybuilding to a kind of competitive jealousy over appearance, moti-
vated by their shared racial identity. In one narrative, training serves a
loftier function, while in the other, it binds an everyday friendship group.
Both the mythical and the quotidian are probably true here, demonstrat-
ing the inseparability of self-presentation from other aims and goals.
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The rest of The Art of Expressing the Human Body proceeds chrono-
logically through Lee’s refinement of his process, scripting a performance
for the reader in which they might find themselves experimenting in much
the same way. Lee read numerous articles and was particularly influenced
by a study of the positive effects of weight training on competitive swim-
mers at Yale in the 1950s.%° From there, his initial bodybuilding program
is documented in a 1965 gym card from the Hak Keung Gymnasium in
Hong Kong.?! The exercises are heavily focused on the arms (biceps, triceps,
and forearms), although he also performed squats, push-ups, and sit-ups.
The focus on the exposed, “show” muscles (as opposed to the covered,
“strength” muscles of the back or legs) somewhat belies the anti-theatrical
view of bodybuilding demonstrated by his notebooks. Lee writes: “My
muscles are developed mainly from practicing martial art [sic], which is
different from training purely for big, bodybuilder-type muscles.”®? But
were Lee entirely concerned with function, we would not have the pictures
of him flexing at home that Little has reproduced (taken, presumably, as
comparisons for his later gains).

Lee then experimented with other forms of weight-training, including
compound barbell exercises, bodybuilding machines (the “Marcy Circuit
Trainer”), and workouts with the heavy punching bag. “True to his phi-
losophy of jeet kune do,” Little writes, “Lee began a shedding process,
discarding those exercises he felt to be unnecessary in order to get the
utmost out of the minimum—Lee’s definition of ‘simplicity.” ”*3 This con-
scious experimentation with his physique continued throughout his career
and to the end of his life. Over a ten-year period, we see a change in both
his practice of weight-training and his practice of martial arts. While in
1965 Lee was still practicing “forms” of traditional Wing Chun, by 1970,
those forms had become so embedded in his neuromuscular pathways that
they no longer needed to be systematically trained, and he primarily prac-
ticed circuit training.®

I suggest there is a kind of theatricality in the use of the gym as a space
for self-experimentation and self-invention. In this, Little’s book challenges
the discourse that Bruce Lee was somehow “real,” that is, not acting, inca-
pable of mimesis. The revealing of Lee’s chiseled, invented body in his
films is thus the apex of a theatrical, constructed masculinity, one which,
as Shimizu argues, suggest alternative possibilities for Asian manhood. But
although the gym was a rehearsal room, it was also a stage, and this is
shown with greatest clarity not in Lee’s own films, but in the biopic of his
life, the 1993 film Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story (dir. Rob Cohen), based
on Linda Lee Caldwell’s memoir and biography Bruce Lee: The Man Only
I Knew (1975).

In one scene, presumably based on a real incident from Lee’s life,
Bruce is studying philosophy at the University of Washington (in reality,
although Lee did take philosophy courses, he majored in drama).®® The
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camera pans across a large open gymnasium where numerous white stu-
dents are engaged in various activities—Dbasketball, cheerleading—before
alighting on Bruce (played by Jason Scott Lee), performing lat pulldowns
on a machine. A group of jocks comes in, mainly white, with one Afri-
can American member of the crew, and demands that Bruce vacate the
area. Bruce does not leave, and the jocks hurl racial slurs. “Your kind
don’t understand English.” “My kind?” “Yeah. Gooks, chinks, your kind.
You guys killed my dad in Korea, you think 'm happy you stealing my
gym?” The lead jock challenges Bruce to fight, and Bruce walks away, as
the group laughs, only for him to turn around. “You coming?” he says,
motioning for the jock to join him in the center of the gymnasium. The
fight that ensues is a riot of physical comedy, less martial arts than slap-
stick. The jocks try to land a single hit, but Bruce is too fast, able to duck
and throw them off balance. At one point two jocks run head-first into
each other as Lee performs one of his signature flying jumps. Throughout,
Bruce’s character is cocky and funny. He over-exaggerates his Asian-ness
(“so sorry,” he says, in an extra thick Chinese accent, slowly taking his
shoes and socks off before the fight), quips at the jocks (“good shadow
boxing!”), and in general does too much. In other words, with its theatri-
cal excess and showiness, the scene, taking place in the space of the gym,
marks the gym as a space for theatrical self-invention. Bruce uses the jocks
like training, as a way of working on himself.

Tommy Kono

In 2018, the Stark Center received the papers of the Japanese American
weightlifter and bodybuilder Tommy Kono, donated by his widow, Flor-
ence, and collected by Professor John Fair. There were over fifty boxes,
unsorted, and to this day they remain unprocessed, awaiting funding for a
project archivist. I began making trips to the Austin campus primarily to
sort Kono’s archive—work that ended up being “reparative” in multiple
senses.’® My encounter with Kono’s archive was deeply personal: here
was another weightlifter who “looked like me,” at least in that racialized
way where a Japanese person can “look like” a Chinese-Filipino person.
Against that background noise of racial homogenization, I conclude this
chapter on Asian masculine self-making with Kono because his story dem-
onstrates the political and national stakes of the Bodybuilder’s Journey
and its intersection with race, and offers a way to explore sporting perfor-
mances as what Dorinne Kondo calls “reparative creativity”: “the ways
artists make, unmake, remake race in their creative processes, in acts of
always partial integration and repair.”%’

Tamio “Tommy” Kono was born on June 27, 1930, in Sacramento, Cal-
ifornia. In 1942, at the age of twelve, Kono and his family were forcibly
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relocated from their home in Sacramento to the Tule Lake War Relocation
Center, one of ten concentration camps established under Franklin D. Roo-
sevelt’s Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, spuriously to contain
the “security risk” posed by Nisei (Japanese Americans) after the attack on
Pearl Harbor. Kono’s Bodybuilder’s Journey has often been used to obscure
the racist violence of the camps. According to his official biography for the
1952 Olympic Games, the camps transformed Kono from a weak, skinny,
asthmatic child to a strapping specimen of American masculinity.®® In the
desert air of Tule Lake, his asthma was cured. Once so skinny that water
would collect in the “hollows by [his] clavicles” while he showered, Kono
put on weight.*” And, the International Olympic Committee reports, “he
found an unexpected form of happiness.””® Two other internees, Ben Hara
and Tod Fujioka, introduced him to bodybuilding, and then the sport of
weightlifting. Kono went on to become America’s most decorated weight-
lifter. As John Fair writes: “Tommy Kono was the only strength athlete
ever to set world records in four separate weight classifications and was
judged in a poll conducted by the International Weightlifting Federation
in 1982 to be the greatest weightlifter of all time.”*! In addition to his two
Olympic gold medals, six consecutive World Weightlifting Championships
wins, three Pan-American Games wins, and 26 world records, Kono also
competed in bodybuilding, winning the Mr. Universe title four times. He
was featured on the cover of Strength and Health magazine several times,
in August 1955 as a weightlifter, and in August 1960, April 1962, and May
1964 as a bodybuilder. On the cover of the 1964 issue, Kono poses tri-
umphantly on the beachfront in his adopted home of Honolulu, Hawaii,
flexing his left biceps, a broad smile across his face. In the accompanying
article, he is positioned as an all-American hero, his weightlifting success
consumed by a Cold War era sports narrative: “To the Russians, Kono is
a marked man. Until the Red Samsons can defeat him, the Communist
claim that the U.S.S.R. is the world’s strongest nation will be open to
question.”®? The article subsequently omits his wartime incarceration by
the state: “Once an asthmatic weakling, Kono became ‘Mr. World’ in 1954
and ‘Mr. Universe’ in 1955 and 1957. He overcame this condition after
moving to a desert.”?

These uses of Kono’s story perform a kind of national recuperative
work—signaling that Kono’s otherness has been (conditionally) accepted
into the white body politic because of his athletic success. As Joshua
Chambers-Letson argues, the concentration camps deployed “new juridi-
cal and social technologies of racialization that sought to produce Japanese
American subjects as willing to accept and perform the simultaneity of cit-
izenship and the suspension of its attendant protections.””* In this manner,
the way Kono’s Bodybuilder’s Journey has been taken up by majoritarian
forces in the afterlife of the camps frames the camps as a necessary evil
toward assimilation, with the unexpected benefit of transforming a skinny
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kid into a champion athlete and an ideal of Asian American masculinity.
This assimilationism sits uneasily with the tropes of resistance that Kondo
notes are celebrated in the historiography of the camps.””> As Kondo
writes, “the concept of resistance tends to reinscribe a whole (always
already masculine) subject, who consciously fights the power.””® Yet, if
what constitutes the Asian American subject is its melancholic inability
to come to terms with its being already split, partial, unintegrated, then
the trope of resistance might disregard how “what appears at first glance
to be compliance or submission may produce unexpectedly subversive
effects.””” Kondo asks: “But what about those who just tried to survive?
To stay sane? To put one foot in front of the other?”?® Following Kondo’s
provocation, I want to ask, what about those who put their hands on the
barbell and lifted, and lifted again? How might we see Kono’s everyday
practice and performances as a weightlifter and bodybuilder as minor acts
of repair, on an embodied as well as a psychic level? How did Kono negoti-
ate national ideologies and state violence in the gym mirror? How might
Kono’s transforming, breaking down, and building up of his body be read
as what José Esteban Mufioz calls minoritarian performance?

In Disidentifications, Mufioz writes about Black, brown, and queer
performers in the margins, who nevertheless negotiate their relation to
a dominant culture that has excluded them.” Mufioz’s thinking devel-
oped in train with the work of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, who built on the
psychoanalytic concept of reparation to explore “the many ways selves
and communities succeed in extracting sustenance from the objects of a
culture—even of a culture whose avowed desire has not been to sustain
them.”® The “reparative” tendency, then, seeks to move past tropes of
resistance to focus on how minoritarian people and communities sustain
themselves and survive. Adopting a phrase from Nina Simone, Chambers-
Letson describes minoritarian performance as “the art of ‘improvisation
within a fixed framework,” working within limited coordinates to make
the impossible possible.”! In the context of racial capitalism’s “unjust
distribution of death toward, and exploitation of, black and brown life
and queer and trans bodies,” performance, he argues, is a “vital means
through which the minoritarian subject demands and produces freedom
and More Life at the point of the body.”'? Kono’ minoritarian perfor-
mance, then, at the very level of muscle growth, might be seen as a small,
sometimes imperceptible movement of freedom within the restrictions of
carcerality.

One day in 2018, mixed in among clippings from Strength and Health
and Muscle and Fitness, with no indication of its potential significance, I
find a small, letter-sized envelope. The envelope contains two yellowing
sheets of composition paper (fig. 12). On these documents, the teenage
Kono has drawn an outline of a body (his body?) posed in contrapposto
with the left arm flexing its biceps—a pose familiar to any reader of
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Fig. 12. Kono’s training diagram from the Tule Lake War Relocation Camp. Tommy
Kono Collection, H. J. Lutcher Stark Center for Physical Culture and Sports, University
of Texas at Austin.

physical culture. Diagrammatic boxes and lines point to each body part,
with a measurement. It is possible that one of Kono’s training mentors
drew up these charts, but it is more likely that Kono created this work-
sheet himself, judging from a childish marking on the second sheet, which
reads, “Copy Right [sic] 1944 by Tommy Kono & Co.”'® Over a period
of sixteen months, the charts detail the expansion of Kono’s body. Chest,
expanded, from 32" to 37.5." Arm flexed, from 10" to 11." Thigh, from
19" to 19.5."

The measurement documents, on the one hand, are evidence of Kono’s
transformation in the camp, in line with the official narrative. On the other
hand, the probable self-authorship suggests a self-reflective practice that
Kono kept up throughout his life, as demonstrated by his training note-
books, distinctive wire-bound notebooks that document both his exercises
as well as his mental and bodily states when training. The documents
made in 1943-44, then, are the seeds of a process of self-knowing that
underpinned Kono’s later career. They mark a minoritarian performance
of hypertrophic expansion against the restriction of carcerality as well as
the bounded self. As discussed in chapter 1, hypertrophy in bodybuild-
ing denotes muscle growth encouraged by purposive strength training
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and progressive overload. But hypertrophy is always expansion within
restriction: the expansion of the muscle is restricted by the fascia or bone
structure; the expansion of the body is restricted by the externality of the
organism as an individual in the world. In relation to the history of Japa-
nese American internment, then, it is possible to read hypertrophy as an
embodied expansion against the normative, assimilated racial subjectivity
that the carceral state compelled the Nikkei to perform.

To go a bit further, I suggest that physical culture, for a racialized person
like Kono, was a way of seeing oneself in a dialectic with the stereotype
imposed by the dominant culture. Frantz Fanon calls this the distinction
between one’s corporeal schema and the “racial epidermal schema.”!* At
the age of seventy-four, Kono gave an interview with Pennsylvania’s York
Daily Record that seems to confirm this reading. In it, he describes his
first trip to York to train with Bob Hoffman and the York Athletic Club.
“As I walked down the street,” he says, “kids were playing in an open lot
and they stopped everything they were doing to look at me . . . I felt so ill
at ease, and these are only young kids. It disturbed the heck out of me. I
swore that I would never come back here again.”'% But in the gym, Kono
found none of stares he did on the streets. While Jim Seip, the journalist
interviewing Kono, reports that Kono’s lifting ability enabled him to be
seen “only as an American,” I suggest that lifting might also be a way of
resisting the white gaze via a practice that enabled the reintegration of his
corporeal schema.'% For those of us who lift, we know that to master the
snatch and clean and jerk is a long, complex process that requires the lifter
to know their body, not in an unconscious way, but in a dialectic between
the body and the material world: this bar, this platform, these plates,
today. More importantly, it requires the lifter to see himself. To complete a
lift successfully, the lifter must visualize himself performing the lift, while
simultaneously feeling the internal workings of the body’s muscles, joints,
and tendons. This dialectic between externalization and internalization—
that is, between the body’s expansion and the limitations that contain
it—is a minoritarian performance of resistance that challenges the drive to
assimilate at the same time as it might seem to surrender to it.

What I see in the drawings Kono made in the camp is an attempt,
through the practice of physical culture, at “reparative creativity.” Central
to Kondo’s concept is the idea of reparative “mirroring,” the making of
racial, gendered, classed images of the selves on stage that have the power
to “confer existence in the public sphere.”"” We can see this kind of mirror-
ing in Kono’s constant physical self-reinvention across both weightlifting
and bodybuilding. It is a practice of body knowledge that challenges the
“racial-epidermal schema” imposed upon him by the white gaze, which
threatens to arrest the Asian body in a normative, racialized image.

Like Bruce Lee, Kono’s physical culture practice was therefore a way to
challenge a social racialization that rendered him a static, unimpressible,
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and invisible object. By extension, we might see physical culture as a
way that racialized men can resist such fixed images and reassert their
embodied subjectivity. This is not to ignore the dangers posed by remas-
culinization. At present—in a moment when racially motivated violence
against Asians in Britain, the United States, and Canada is resurging,
in part due to stereotyping and conspiracy theory at the start of the
Covid-19 pandemic—we also see what Angela Liu calls “Asian Ameri-
can hypermasculine ethnonationalism,” not only in the dark corners of
the internet, but on the streets, with Asian men openly marching with
far-right groups like the Proud Boys.!”® Lee and Kono, whose own, indi-
vidual approaches to masculinity were worked out in embodied practice,
avoided this reactionary self-obliterating trap. In subtle ways, both
men acknowledged the racial violence of their experience of the world,
negotiating, through the body, the performance of their images into the
mirror of society that might nonetheless misappropriate, misrecognize, or
threaten to destroy them. This was not the loud, toxic theater of MRA-
sians, but a smaller, reparative performance, simply moving to say, I am
here. As the Taiwanese bodybuilder and performance artist Frank Yang,
whose videos have been both celebrated and denigrated by reactionary
Asian men online, writes: “I body build in order to make sure that my
body is still there.”!” When your image in the mirror has been shattered,
physical culture may be to feel whole, even if repairing the mirror takes
a lifetime.

2019. Austin, Texas

It’s July, and Texas is sweltering. Every day, I ride my bike from my apart-
ment in Hyde Park and take another box from Tommy’s archive in the
stacks. I separate out items by category—photos, magazines, legal docu-
ments, ephemera—placing each in a new acid-free manila folder, and those
folders into boxes. I label the boxes. I feel privileged to do this. My pro-
fessional and personal relationship with the Stark Center means I have
unrestricted access to his papers, so I must take care. This is careful work
but also the work of care. It’s the kind of work—sorting family photos
from takeout food menus—usually left to loved ones to do.

Each day when the archive closes, I ride back to the Hyde Park Gym
and train. 1 start to incorporate Tommy’s writings and guidance into my
own training. I know I can never lift on the level of Tommy, but I can learn
from the knowledge he recorded in his training notebooks. I can try to
look like Tommy, incorporating bodybuilding into my strength programs.
And yet, in seeking identification with him in this way, am I just affirming
the homogenization of “Asian”? Sport and physical culture seem to always
exaggerate minor physiological variation into racial difference. My coach
is always talking about “Asian hip mobility,” but does that really mean
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that a 5'10", 200 Ib Chinese-Filipino can one day squat like a 5'5", 149 b
Japaneses

But the broken nature of a racist society, where a white gaze would see
me and Tommy and say we all look the same, also produces the grounds
for small acts of repair. I look in the mirror and take a breath.
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Muscle Beach, 1934-1958:
Prelude, Pause, and Utopia

It’s November, just over a month after the death of my father, and I'm
walking the two miles from the Santa Monica pier to Venice Beach in Los
Angeles, California. This is a pilgrimage of sorts, to the site of an extraor-
dinary experiment in the art of living that has occupied my historical and
archival research for several years: the original Muscle Beach. I'd taken an
Uber from UCLA, where 1 was staying in preparation to give a joint talk
with a colleague. Bordered on one side by the Pacific and on the other by
the 1-405, Santa Monica truly feels cut off from the rest of Los Angeles,
and indeed, everything else. The rbythm is different. There is less traffic.
People talk to you while queueing for coffee. It is easy to romanticize the
place as one of endless summer—and it’s only fitting that Muscle Beach
would start here. But on this November Tuesday the sands are empty, with
a lone gymnast on a set of rusted parallel bars the only evidence that such
things had ever taken place.

Across the six chapters of Muscle Works, 1 have attempted to think
through the performance of men’s fitness as an agential and theatrical
practice of masculine self-representation. I have done so through a series
of logics that organize sites in the archive where the historical framing of
physical culture as exclusionary, neoliberal, nationalist, fascist, eugenic,
patriarchal, homophobic, white supremacist, and so on might be troubled
or challenged. If this seems rather optimistic, it is: as I stated at the out-
set, my aim in this book has been reparative, rather than critical. Instead,
I have attempted to show how physical culture can forge new ways of
being in a body, performing masculine identity, and relating to self and
others, and how these conditions of possibility pulse under the surface of
the archive. By centering my experience in these chapters, I have pointed
to the way that, in training, one learns how to inhabit a body differently,
and for those of us minoritized in some way, to perhaps reintegrate a
self and image shattered by multiple exclusions. Critiques of fitness as
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exclusionary, neoliberal, nationalist, fascist, eugenic, patriarchal, homo-
phobic, white supremacist, and so on are everywhere anyways; and they
are cited throughout this book. This academic gymbro doesn’t presume to
have the answer to undoing the interlocking systems of violence that suf-
focate us or the stranglehold that the colonial “descriptive statement” of
Man has over us.! T offer this text instead in the spirit of encouragement,
to the reader struggling under the bench press, the lifter going for a new
personal best, to anyone standing outside the weight room or wondering
how to use a piece of equipment, to those who attempt to hide, and those
who don’t, to anyone who is able to snatch a momentary glimpse of joy
or freedom in a rep, or anyone who would like to, just to survive and get
through the day.

Maybe T am falling prey to what Patricia Stuelke calls “the ruse of
repair.”? T am conscious of what David Eng discusses as the limits of repa-
ration in light of “colonial object relations,” where reparation “names the
collective social and psychic processes by which love becomes a naturalized
property of the European liberal human subject,” creating the “differential
production of the human through the affective distribution of precari-
ous life, as it constitutes and separates good objects deserving of care and
redress from bad objects meriting no consideration.”? Yet in spite of these
limitations, I am unable to let go of this feeling that in training we find
something close to freedom; in an activity that can seem, from the outside,
deeply carceral. Perhaps this is why we return to the gym, day after day.

In this coda, I explore the idea of such affective utopia through the his-
tory of the first Muscle Beach in Santa Monica, California, that existed
from 1934 to 1958. This Muscle Beach is not to be confused with the
outdoor gym in Venice Beach, made famous by Arnold Schwarzenegger,
among others. The original Muscle Beach was home to male and female
athletes who passed their time training in weightlifting, gymnastics, and
high-flying adagio and hand-balancing. Muscle Beach, it is argued, was
the birthplace of the mainstream American fitness movement. But I argue
that Muscle Beach, which emerged in the midst of the Great Depression,
in a period when unemployment in California had reached 28 percent, and
one-fifth of all Californians were dependent on public assistance, was also
an experiment in new ways of living, a temporary utopian space with the
character of a summer holiday, but which nonetheless was sustained for
twenty-four years, persisting in the face of economic depression and the
Second World War. Muscle Beach was a queer space because it resisted
both economic production (in that the training of the athletes was a specta-
cle for large audiences but was never remunerated in any way, unlike street
performance) and heteronormative reproduction (its filiations went beyond
marriage and family). It rejected what Elizabeth Freeman calls “chronon-
ormativity,” temporality defined by the normative rhythms of factory and
family, and was a space sustained by desire, pleasure, and love.* In this
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sense, the practices of Muscle Beach, specifically the formations of bodies
held in temporary equilibrium, might be seen as a sustained experimenta-
tion with physical relations, which point to a polymorphous politics of
queer kinship, relations outside the structures of “family” or civic duty. The
practice of supporting, holding, and taking care of the other’s body in the
context of economic depression poses the question: “How do we hold each
other in precarious times?” But the desire of the athletes, their attachment
to a site they knew would ultimately be ephemeral, indexes the greater
political potentiality of Muscle Beach to transform a pause, a moment out-
side of chrononormative temporality, into what Giulia Palladini theorizes
as prelude, which is not a prelude to a concrete and knowable future, but
an experience that “constructs a position for imagination, where pleasure
not only supports, but establishes and enacts a thought of emancipation.”’
Moving through the history of Muscle Beach, in this coda I connect this
mode of temporality to the work of the Todds and the Stark Center, before
finally situating my own project—and its academic valorization—in this
temporality of preliminarity and experimentation.

Muscle Beach Memories

In 1934, three gymnasts from Santa Monica High School—Paul Brewer,
Al Niederman, and Jimmy Pfeiffer—began practicing gymnastics on a
“hundred-yard stretch of sand” adjoining the Santa Monica Pier.® While
other athletes had been practicing on the beach since the 1920s, it was with
the influence of these boys, as well as Paul’s sister Relna, coach Randall
Hall, and acrobat Johnnie Collins, that the community of Muscle Beach
began forming. Jan Todd suggests that several other events contributed to
the site’s formation, including the 1932 Olympic Games in Los Angeles,
which spurred interest in gymnastics, the 1933 earthquake in Long Beach,
which damaged the high school and canceled plans to build a boy’s gym-
nasium, and the ongoing poverty of the Great Depression.” The athletes
initially practiced on tarps and carpets, but in 1936, with the support of
UCLA gymnastics coach Cecil C. Hollingsworth, the city granted reluctant
permission for Niederman to build a 3-foot by 12-foot platform, which also
included gymnastics rings and parallel bars.® Creating a sort of stage, the
platform institutionalized Muscle Beach’s “dual function of training facil-
ity and performance space,” as Tolga Ozyurtcu suggests. “By 1938,” writes
Todd, “the number of people involved with Muscle Beach had risen to about
fifty regulars, and the group’s training sessions, particularly on the week-
ends, had begun to attract large crowds.”” Training was performance. The
athletes” work on the self was a spectacle for audiences, who gathered on
the pier, eating hot dogs and cotton candy, and watching bodies in motion.
The Muscle Beach regular Harold Zinkin summarizes: “By observing the
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athletes’ exercise routines and their impromptu shows, people picked up
the not-so subtle message of fitness. Besides, it was great free entertain-
ment, something Americans needed in those days.”'° The Beach carried on
during the Second World War, when many of the male athletes were con-
scripted and became physical training instructors for the army; while the
strength and beauty of the women led to their images being used in Rosie
the Riveter-style recruitment campaigns.!'' After the war, bodybuilders from
across the country, including future Mr. America winners Steve Reeves and
George Eiferman, moved to Santa Monica, and in 1947 the Mr. and Miss
Muscle Beach physique contests began to be staged annually.

The economy of Muscle Beach was both precarious (in that it lacked
long-term financial stability or regularity of employment) and mutually
supportive and improvisatory, full of acts of gifting and mutual aid. The
athletes barely made any money. In a 1948 article for the Los Angeles
Times, Bob Myers writes: “The truth is, the financial careers [financial
health] of beautiful specimens and weightlifters are sketchy. George [Eif-
erman] himself said he didn’t have anything definite in sight, but would
be interested in teaching physical culture, or a movie contract—or even
wrestling.” !> When asked over fifty years later how the Muscle Beach regu-
lars made money, George Eiferman replied: “Exhibitions, talks . . . there
were certain fees we’d charge. Modest fees. To make a living.”!® Many
athletes would make appearances at physical culture shows, high school
assemblies, or work in Hollywood performing stunts, and posing for beef-
cake and cheesecake photographers, including Bob Mizer, the publisher
of Physique Pictorial. Pudgy Stockton, who had a day job working at the
telephone company, describes trying to book split shifts in order to spend
the day at the beach.' It was only in 1940, when Vic Tanny opened a gym
in Santa Monica, that the athletes came to have a semi-regular income, as
many of them would both work and train there. Irregular gigs and shifts
at Tanny’s gym sustained the athletes enough that they could maintain the
daily business of idle training at the beach. Steve Reeves, by far the most
successful Muscle Beach alumnus, described the scene in a 2000 inter-
view: “I’d get up in the morning, I don’t know, about 7:00, ‘cause I can’t
sleep too late anyway, and go to the beach. Just hang around for a little
bit. Then go to the gym and work out for a couple hours. We’ll say from
8-10. Then back to the beach for the rest of the day.”" The gang would
survive “on a dollar a day for food,” cottage cheese and tuna, with occa-
sional trips to “the Roundup,” a buffet restaurant, “all you could eat for a
buck and a half.”'® Reeves, Fiferman, and others lived at “Muscle House,”
the home of Joy Cortez, a woman in her seventies who opened her home
to bodybuilders and gymnasts. By contrast, Eiferman notes, after Muscle
Beach’s closure, the weightlifting coach Bob Hoffman offered Eiferman
$100 per month to train at his facility in York, Pennsylvania. In other
words, there was financial stability for athletes elsewhere. But Muscle
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Beach was sustained by genuine desire and love—an extended holiday, or
a temporary utopia, in the sand.

In 1958, the Santa Monica City Council unceremoniously closed the
beach, and bulldozed the platform and equipment overnight. For years
the bodybuilders, weightlifters, and gymnasts had had an uneasy relation-
ship with the city, with the Santa Monica Evening Outlook dubbing them
“sexual athletes and queers.”'” However, the tipping point, in most histori-
cal accounts, was a case involving five members of the American Olympic
weightlifting team who were accused of statutory rape of two underage
African American girls (the charges were dismissed, but Ozyurtcu points
out that “the race of the alleged victims may have been a limiting factor in
the court’s efforts to prosecute the case”).!® By this time, many of the regu-
lars had married and moved away, settling into coupled lives elsewhere,
fixing the image of a temporary utopia in the sand of sexual athletes and
queers in memory.

The legacy of Muscle Beach is typically considered to be its role in the
birth of modern American fitness, owing to the symbolic importance of
its Californian location, its icons like Steve Reeves and Pudgy Stockton,
and the fitness careers of some of its participants after 1958, such as Jack
Lalanne, America’s first televised fitness host, and Harold Zinkin, who
invented the Universal Gym Machine. Ozyurtcu defines Muscle Beach as
a “liquid network” in the sand—in other words, a loose organization that
enabled ideas to connect freely and randomly—which afforded a diverse
group of athletes a space for innovation."” I would go further to suggest
that it was not only a “paradigm for fitness”? that these women and men
invented, but rather new ways of living, relating to each other, and being
together.

Amateur Labor and the Economy of Attention

The precarious, informal economy of Muscle Beach was sustained by
another, unremunerated economy of attention, the gaze (or glance) of
casual spectators watching from the pier, eating ice cream, and passing
the time.?! Thus, the play of the Muscle Beach participants was consumed
as spectacle by the impromptu audiences on the pier, and became fodder
for photographers (compact 35mm cameras became popular in the 1930s,
and photography magazines circulated images of Muscle Beach bodies as
a popular subject for the newly democratized art form).?> But the atten-
tion of these nonpaying spectators was inconsequential compared to the
heightened physical experience of the practice itself. The athletes, while
clearly aware that their training was spectacle, were not performing for
the audience. As Harold Zinkin writes, “the tricks we learned, invented,
and dreamed about would be tried over and over again until we were able
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to hold a position for maybe a few seconds, maybe a minute. . . . If we
got a few claps we figured it was a good trick. But the applause wasn’t
our motivation. It just told us that we were making progress.”? In other
words, while it is strange to call the Muscle Beach performers “amateurs,”
when they, having invented their craft, were clearly its top practitioners,
their labor was indeed amateur, in the sense that it was sustained by love,
or at the very least, pleasure.

Joseph Strick’s short documentary, Muscle Beach (1948), captures this
dynamic.?* Shot in black and white, the film intersperses shots of the pri-
mary activities of Muscle Beach with close-ups of the audience’s gaze. We
see athletes performing tricks on the gymnastics rings, parallel bars, and
balance beams. A young man sketches other young men sunbathing. Chil-
dren play in the surf and on playground equipment, and watch young
men and women working out with weights. A woman with bare legs and
a striped blouse performs a deadlift in front of a group of suited men. A
man performs bicep curls while an audience looks on from behind him.
Finally, in the longest sequence of the nine-minute film, we see the famous
hand-balancing and adagio acts. There is an endless series of bodies in dif-
ferent combinations and formations. A woman balances a man in a high
hand-to-hand. A man balances another man by the feet who holds another
man by the hips. Feet-to-hips; hands-to-chest; shoulders-to-toes-to-hands-
to-toes. Count one (breathe), then up.

Hand-balancing and adagio had been popular in vaudeville and music
halls since the nineteenth century. One of the most famous routines in ada-
gio is the “Apache,” which is meant to simulate a physical fight between a
pimp and a prostitute. Take, for instance, the Apache of the adagio danc-
ers Alexis and Dorrano, filmed by British Pathé in 1934. Dorrano swings
Alexis by the hair, throws her over his back, and onto his shoulders. She
in turn knees him in the groin and kicks him in the stomach. Recovering,
he swings her around through the air by the leg and arm, before throwing
her unconscious body over his shoulder and leaving. The dance is watched
by a group of extras, supposedly patrons at a Parisian café, who look
on, horrified.?® With the decline of vaudeville in the 1920s, out-of-work
acts passed their time on Muscle Beach and brought the partner-balancing
and graceful poses of adagio to the athletes there, who innovated on and
adapted the techniques.?® The endless combinations of differently gen-
dered bodies reframed what was most famously a representation of sexual
violence by a man towards a woman into a subtly queer practice.

Harold Zinkin notes a spirit of invention on the beach, likening the
acrobalance practice to a “game”: “There’d be a little bit of a line, taking
turns, doing whatever we wanted until we were tired. And we’d bounce
off what other people were doing, or put combinations of things together.
So you already had a game, you saw good things happening from peo-
ple you didn’t know” (see fig. 13).” The activity was virtuosic, in both
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Fig. 13. Athletes at Muscle Beach, holding a tower pose.
Wikimedia Commons.

the sense of being exceptionally skilled, but also in Paolo Virno’s sense
of a form of labor that is its own fulfillment.?® For Virno, virtuosity is
characteristic of a post-Fordist form of “immaterial labor,” and thus was
exploitable by the new spirit of capitalism that was emerging contempo-
raneously with Muscle Beach. However, the Muscle Beach participants’
own reflections suggest another reading, closer to what Virno analyzes
as “idle talk.” Derided as useless, idle talk is communication whose “lack
of foundation authorizes invention and the experimentation of new dis-
courses . . . instead of reflecting that which exists, [it] produces states of
things, unedited experiences, new facts.”?* Muscle Beach can be seen as
corporeal idle talk, chatter and noise between bodies where new relations
and ways of organizing emerged. “Everybody shared whatever they had,”
Zinkin writes, “without hesitation, and you’d do it.”%°

What emerged was a negation of the self in favor of collective experi-
ence. Zinkin later wrote: “I remember how, magically, as participants, we
became as close as one body, each of us giving up any independent role
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we originally felt.”3! Pudgy Stockton, in a 1998 videotaped interview with
Jan Todd, describes performing a high hand-to-hand—a trick in which the
base holds the flyer in a handstand with his outstretched arms—with a
visiting vaudeville artist: “He did a handstand, in a high hand-to-hand on
me, and I tell ya, it was just like . . . [pause, tuts] I can’t describe it. It was
just like, it was [pause] part of me.”3? As Pudgy says this, a smile crosses
her face, and her hands reach into the air. We see a pulse of energy as she
gropes for the remembered lock-out of the arms, the weight of supporting
this man in the air, nearly sixty years earlier. Jan asks Pudgy if she remem-
bers his name. Pudgy replies: “Oh no, I don’t . . . I don’t remember any
of those names.”3* Through the fog of years, Pudgy recalls the embodied
experience with clarity and liveliness, even though the formal identities of
the participants have long faded. In a sense, then, the physical practice of
acrobalance, adagio, and hand-balancing on Muscle Beach was a practice
of heightened physical arousal, in which the body abdicates the self and
becomes open to the presence of multiple others, outside of essentialist
categories of (gendered) identity or normative lines of filiation. The sexual
connotation of “arousal” is part of the point. Like aroused body tissue,
the bodies of the athletes are in a heightened state of responsiveness to
the other, represented by the firmness and tumescence of locked-out limbs.
Muscles contract and fill with blood, veins engorge, bodies build new tem-
porary structures upon the support of others. Like a hard-on, the whole
production is precarious, and sustained by pleasure and desire.

Muscle Beach as Prelude

To what extent can Muscle Beach be considered a “temporary utopia,”
as I have called it? To what extent is Muscle Beach a “queer utopia,” or
what Mufioz describes as an alternative organization of social relations
“in the face of hopeless heteronormative maps of the present where futu-
rity is indeed the province of normative reproduction”? After all, the
image of Muscle Beach was squeaky-clean, all-American, and resolutely
heterosexual—golden boys and girls engaged in healthy exercise in the
California sunshine. In many ways, it was the very image of the heteronor-
mative hypermasculinity against which Mufioz writes in Cruising Utopia,
which “needs to be critiqued for the normative gender paradigms to which
it subscribes as well as for the exclusionary logics it applies to people who
do not make its normative (often white and decidedly masculine) cut.”*
For many, Muscle Beach was not a queer utopia but something much
more dystopic.

I argue that what was both queer and utopian in Muscle Beach was
not its visual content but its experiments in #ime; how its ways of living
resisted a temporal flow that ends (in production, marriage, or even the
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unified self). By marking this temporality as queer, I am not interested
in “outing” the sexual history of the space, which many, including the
journalists of the Evening Outlook, the Santa Monica City Council, and
novels like Bud Clifton’s Muscle Boy have already tried to do.’ Instead, I
read what is queer in what we can see—a spectacle of pleasure and inven-
tion in bodies in training. Before the question of bodies fitting together in
the bedroom, the athletes of Muscle Beach were inventing new ways for
bodies to fit together in public, or as a new public.

The embodied practices on Muscle Beach return us to Palladini’s con-
cept of foreplay, discussed in chapter 2. Palladini uses the term “to account
for performances sustained by a labor of pleasure on the part of per-
formers and spectators, and which exceed the frame of a singular event;
performances not organized according to a climax, but which develop in
an extended interval of leisurely enjoyment, and within a complex econ-
omy of attention and distraction.”3” She suggests how theatrical labor can
be a work that is its own fulfillment, a practice sustained by the pleasure of
doing rather than by economic value. Palladini calls this “show-idleness”
(as opposed to “show-business”), an alternate temporality of performing
that is “capable of resisting its always already forthcoming incorporation
into capitalist production.”®® To illustrate this, Palladini discusses Tom
Eyen’s experimental play, Why Hanna’s Skirt Won’t Stay Down (1965). In
the play, which takes place at Coney Island, Hanna, a 42nd Street ticket-
taker, and Arizona, a muscular young man, spend all their time posing and
playing for themselves. Hanna re-creates Marilyn Monroe’s famous scene
over a subway grate in The Seven Year Itch, while Arizona flexes his mus-
cles in the mise-en-abyme of the carnival funhouse. Palladini analyzes this:
“their labor of desire is self-accomplishing in its promise of entertainment,
and is self-consummating. They do not play for someone, although they
might happen to be seen by someone while they are playing.”?* At the end,
exhibitionism is incorporated into the attractions of the fairground, “as
if the destiny of incorporation offered in fact no possibility of escape.”*
And yet, “from within the productive economy in which, more or less
voluntarily, they are exploited, Hanna and Arizona are also able to write
their own narrative, to broaden the space-time of their pleasure.”*' Their
idleness forms a “queer intimacy” between them.*?

The practice on Muscle Beach might therefore be seen as a form of
“show-idleness,” with the athletes returning daily to the same stretch of
sand to perform the same actions, subtly different, constantly innovat-
ing, but with no teleological aim but the act itself. In this economy of
show-idleness, the gaze of the audience is really a glance. The eye of the
audience comes across the act informally; it does not bestow value upon
it, but neither is it inconsequential. The athletes and the audience form
an aleatory theatrical economy whose unhurried temporality troubles the
productive time of industrial capitalism. As Joseph Strick’s film captures,
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the performance of Muscle Beach was spectacular but strangely unevent-
ful for the audience. The arrangements of increasingly precarious bodies in
hand-balancing, the posing of increasingly perfected built bodies, and the
lifting of increasingly heavy weights offer rising action but no climax. In
hand-balancing and adagio, for example, the only possibility of an ending
is the careful dismantling of the structure or it falling to the ground, a reso-
lution that constantly denies the audience catharsis. Refused the resolution
of narrative or drama (Dorrano flinging the unconscious Alexis over his
shoulder to end the Apache), the audience is pulled into a queer temporal-
ity of unhurried pleasures, watching a “performance which never quite
had a beginning, and perhaps will therefore never quite have an end.”*
The decision for performer or audience to return to the space-time of fac-
tory and family—to end the holiday—was one’s own, rather than dictated
by the end of the performance. If one returned the next day, it would still
be there.

The athletes of Muscle Beach might therefore be a forgotten exam-
ple of Nick Ridout’s “passionate amateur”: “those who work together
for the production of value for one another (for love, that is, rather than
money) in ways that refuse—sometimes rather quietly and perhaps even
ineffectually—the division of labor that obtains under capitalism as
usual.”** Put more plainly, the amateur is an amateur because she is not
professional. Her amateur performance is thus defined not because it is
clumsy or bad, but because it is opposed to the work of the “professional”
(who makes a living from performance) as well as the work “she herself
does to make a living.”* Within that relation, “the amateur acts out of
love . . . making an unconditional commitment that affirms its own auton-
omy.”* For the Muscle Beach athletes, their activities on the sand were
always opposed to what Marx calls “the realm of necessity”; either the
possibility of economic participation—professional work in Hollywood
or onstage; opening gyms and becoming instructors; military service—or
social reproduction—getting married and starting families.*” They instead
chose to act in “the realm of freedom,” returning each day to the same
beach in order to preserve their practice, their labor of pleasure, for as
long as possible. Therefore Muscle Beach has a quality of a queer utopia,
however temporary. In the images of bodies preserved forever in motion,
in the struggle and tension of the arms, legs, and core captured by Strick’s
film, we see an effort to linger in the movement of the dialectic, between
chaos and formation, between flesh and not, singular, coupled, group.

Twenty-four years is a long time to postpone the end of summer, and
this suggests that the athletes sought, in some way, to transform the pause,
a temporary escape from the normal everyday (like a holiday), into prelude,
a temporality of its own. Palladini suggests that the prelude, a classical
music form that originated as an introduction to the themes and motifs
of a larger work, but which eventually developed into an aesthetic form
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in its own right, might be understood as a structure for political action,
because it helps us understand what moves production itself, or rather the
desire to produce, which she understands in an expanded sense to mean
something akin to “world-making.” The prelude, like foreplay, lingers in
the pleasure of introduction, anticipation, and promise, but “mocks” the
idea that such pleasure must be valorized by an “outcome,” an end.*® The
prelude opens up “pleasure as the creative matter where a polis can exist,
where a different measure could be invented,” measures that were figured
in Muscle Beach through friendships, assemblages, solidarities, relations.*
What is radical about Muscle Beach is the way the precarious assemblages
of bodies, the embodied risks, point to what mattered for the participants,
to what they desired. Put another way, the Muscle Beach archive shows
how an embodied practice organizes a desire to sustain an alternative way
of living that we can sometimes only perceive in hauntings, traces, a lone
body in Santa Monica whose physical work calls into being a network of
others.

I am wary of romanticizing the resistant potential of Muscle Beach
as prelude; as the birthplace of American fitness, the political potential
of Muscle Beach was quickly reincorporated by capital after its closure.
In fact, one might argue, far from resisting capitalism, Muscle Beach
was the spark for its embodied acceleration, a world of continuous self-
optimization, Peloton bikes, and CrossFit. But just as, as Palladini writes,
“the prelude has come to ultimately sabotage the structures in which it
was originally embedded,” might Muscle Beach not also point to other
possibilities? If, as Arabella Stanger has pointed out, embodied practices
can bear the traces of the structural violence upon which they were built,
can the opposite not also be true, that is, might we not find traces of radi-
cal hope and alternative possibilities in images we find exclusionary?*° By
looking differently at the images at Muscle Beach, T suggest we see the
utopian possibilities that urge us “to turn the present into the habitat of
a force of pleasure that could support a desire for futurity, along with the
efforts towards, and the persistence of a struggle for, a different futurity.”!
Perhaps, in practice, this pleasure is only found in a fleeting instance, a
minute pause, a moment when the arms lock out or you stand from a
back squat, but it is evidence of an otherwise that keeps us moving into
the future.

Embodied Research and Queer Kinship

I didn’t know about the original Muscle Beach until my first visit to the
Stark Center. I'd confused it in my mind with Venice Beach. The astonish-
ing images of high-flying acrobatics, precarious hand-balancing, graceful
adagio, and classically built bodies were revelatory, so clearly influential to
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our ideas of health and fitness, and yet forgotten by mainstream culture.
What was more striking, however, was the personal quality of the Pudgy
and Les Stockton papers, which were indexed professionally by the Stark
Center but which Pudgy had already begun to organize late in life. Cor-
respondence was filed under “meatball,” “screwball,” and “ego.” Postcards
from famous friends were lovingly saved. Johnny Terpak jokes to Pudgy:
“Hi! This place [London] is pretty much like California—it’s either cloudy
or drizzling—never misses.”*> And Pudgy’s own spidery hand or typewrit-
ten captions run through the files and folders: the work of an amateur
archivist organizing her own life and memories. Or rather, her family his-
tory, for what the photo binders, scrapbooks, and clippings resemble most
is a family album, or a genealogy project. While Muscle Beach never self-
defined as a queer space, the Muscle Beach gang has the dynamic of a
chosen family, a structure that has a long history in queer communities.*®

Pudgy and Les Stockton, in one sense, had a heteronormative fam-
ily life: Pudgy started dating Les when she was a senior in high school
and he a freshman at UCLA. They married seven years later, in 1941,
and in 1953 they had a daughter, Laura Jeanne.** In another sense, the
family which Pudgy’s papers preserve was much more expansive. Rather
than the couple-form, what we see preserved are open and multiple con-
nections to others. In particular, to Bruce Conners, with whom Les had
formed a hand-balancing act at UCLA. Once Muscle Beach had been
established, Pudgy, Les, and Bruce expanded the two-man balancing act
into three, and made public appearances as “the Three Aces.”> Three
expanded into five, as Glenn Sundby and Wayne Long joined, and it
became “Pudgy and Her Boys.”*¢ Just like the bodies organize themselves
into a multiplicity of combinations and formations beyond the hetero- or
homo-normative couple, so do the names, in the captions that appear in her
photo binders:

Pudgy and Les; Pudgy, Bruce, and Les; Les, Bruce, and Pudgy, Les,
Pudgy, Bruce and Wayne; Glenn Sundby (on top), Pudgy, Les, and
Bruce; Wayne Long, Bruce Conner, Pudgy Eville holding Glen Sun-
dby; Pudgy Eville, Relna Brewer McRae, and Russ Saunders in
a handstand. Our gang—about 1946. From left-back row: Ray
Saunders, ?, Tim, McFadden, Swede, Moe, (next 7 unidentified).
Second row: Eddie Motter’s brother, Joe De Pietro, ?, Harold
Zinkin, Karris Keirn, George Redpath, Bruce Conner, Walt Marcy,
2. Front Row: 2, 2, 2, Marion and DeWayne Zinkin, _, _, _, Pudgy
Stockton, Irene Marcy, Audrey Saunders.’”

As names fade from memory, the embodied experience remains. On a
photo of Pudgy holding Bruce in high hand-to-hand, she has captioned
the back: “Both completely locked out, for a change. Ha!”5*
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In the late 1990s, Terry and Jan Todd set out to capture oral history
interviews with many of the original players of Muscle Beach, includ-
ing Pudgy, Relna Brewer McRae, Steve Reeves, Russ Saunders, Glenn
Sundby, Armand Tanny, Harold Zinkin, and George Eiferman. As inter-
viewers, they are far from detached, scholarly voices. The tapes are like
old friends reconnecting—swapping stories about their shared histories in
physical culture, as befits interviewers who are legends of the Iron Game
themselves.*” During her interview with Pudgy, for instance, Jan describes
beating her father on a “test your strength” machine at a museum on a
trip to Chicago:

j1: He was astonished, and 1 think, I was actually embarrassed
about it.

ps: [Laughs] You never want to be different than the rest of the
people!

j1: Nah, all my life, I always wanted to be a petite, small person.
But I think because I was naturally strong, that’s maybe why
the lifting worked so well for me.

Despite Jan’s suggestion, noted in the “Introduction” to this book, that her
aim is “to tell the story of what really happened,” I think the tapes show
that their aim is not only to collect and preserve the “facts” of physical
culture, but to preserve the way this history was lived, practiced, and felt
in the body, and how embodied practice created relationships and friend-
ships. I was always surprised at how many of the figures in the Stark
Center archives the Todds had known personally. During my time at UT
Austin, T passed afternoons listening to Jan’s stories of meeting George
Hackenschmidt’s wife, Rachel; or Terry’s recollections of Bruno Sammer-
tino, the wrestler and powerlifter who passed away in April 2018. In the
middle of one conversation, Terry received a call on his cellphone. “Ah,
sorry. I’ll just get this. It’s Mark Henry.”®® T was moved by the way the
Todds welcomed me into what felt like a still living history because I,
as a weightlifter, though one late to the game, lived my research. From
my conversations with the Todds, I began to learn that physical strength,
which I had always been intimidated by, was not incompatible with kind-
ness and empathy; indeed, the process of building it could be the start of
opening oneself out to the world. I learned that muscle-building need not
be only linked to vanity, or to “hegemonic masculinity,” but could simply
be a means of, as Jan put it, “enriching your life and appreciating what the
body can do.” I spent my days flipping through archive material, hearing
these stories, and then, in the sweltering late afternoon Texas sun, I would
ride my bike over to the Hyde Park Gym on Guadalupe Street and spend
more hours communing with the barbell and plates, putting my body into
patterns of movement and gestures that hundreds of men and women
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had invented and perfected before me. I was a visitor to the gym, but the
Hyde Park weightlifters welcomed me into their family, sharing equipment
and knowledge, and we would relate through acts of correction that felt
like care (“stay over the bar more,” “bring your hips through,” “not here,
here”). And then I would ride home to my rented backyard apartment, eat
tacos, and sit on the porch, writing or watching Netflix in the dying light.

Like the temporary utopia of Muscle Beach, this Texas holiday, a labor
of pleasure, would also come to an end, this time upon my return to Lon-
don and setting down my embodied experiences in the form of a book.
On July 7, 2018, Terry Todd died at the age of eighty. A man who had
devoted his life to physical culture and its history passed into that history.
Writing this now, any attempt to pay tribute to his accomplishments and
legacy seems inadequate to what has already been said.! However, I can
offer what my friendship with Terry and Jan has taught me. History is not
comprised of faded documents and photographs but is a story of living
bodies. Our responsibility as researchers of physical culture is not just to
tell the story, but to approach our subject alive to those other possibilities,
narratives, relations, and ways of living that we feel in that history—and
that so many before us did too.

On the Useless and the Otherwise

2022. London, England

It’s the end of June and we’re approaching the fourth anniversary of Terry’s
death. In September it will be the third anniversary of my dad’s passing. 1
haven’t been to Austin, Texas, since 2019—in fact, I've barely been any-
where. At the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, fitness became an
(even more) contested space, regulated by legislation. Here in the United
Kingdom, it became a question of the proper use of public space: you
could run or walk through the park, but stop to catch your breath and
there was a chance you'd be fined or chased out by police officers.®* My
gym was closed, all of them were, and it became hard to convince anyone
that this mattered: what could be less essential during a pandemic than
building bypertrophic muscle or gratuitous strength?

In June 2020, protesters took to the streets for the Movement for Black
Lives. As if on cue, the founder of CrossFit, Greg Glassman, published
a racist tweet in response and was later caught “recount[ing] unfounded
conspiracy theories about the death of George Floyd, and the origins of
the coronavirus pandemic.”® He resigned as CEO of CrossFit soon after.
It was as if the most hopeless understandings of physical culture were
confirmed. I'd just changed jobs, taking up a senior position at a new uni-
versity, where I was tasked with addressing historical racism in the theater
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and performance sector. I didn’t expect the resistance I'd encounter, but my
body was trained for resistance, I was strong and muscular from resistance
training, so I resisted. I was dealing with my own shit—the enormous rise
in racial violence against Asians in Britain, the United States, and Canada.
Honestly, I was falling apart, but 1 pushed, 1 pulled, 1 did the heavy lifting.
My team rolled out mandatory training for our colleagues on antiracism,
microaggressions, and allyship. Then in May 2021, six East Asian women
were murdered by a white man in Atlanta, and 1 experienced some of the
most horrific microaggressions from a white female colleague and a stag-
gering lack of allyship from everyone else.

The gyms opened back up and 1 went back. Five days a week: three
weightlifting, two bodybuilding. I started revising this book. I wondered
about why it mattered. I'd been working on this project since 2013, a
lifetime ago. What did 1 want then? I wanted my research to reflect what
seemed to be an increasing openness to doing gender, and by extension,
doing masculinity in a different way. But the last few years have made
me wonder what the point of a book about masculinity is, especially
one so focused on what appears to be cisgender, heteronormative, and
“ideal” masculinities. Do I need to list the reasons? Perbaps it’s illuminat-
ing: Trump, Boris, Brexit, “Unite the Right,” Jordan Peterson, Weinstein,
incels, MR Asians, Proud Boys, the January 6 insurrection, the transphobic
moral panic, the repeal of Roe v. Wade. It goes on, and on. I'd been funded
in 2016 by the Arts and Humanities Research Council to do a project
about “new masculinities in the performance of fitness.” Now, the poten-
tial of revised masculinities—being a little bit better—seemed hopelessly
reformist. The world demanded an abolitionist praxis: abolish the police,
abolish masculinity, abolish Man!®*

But I kept writing, and I kept lifting. In a crisis, it is hard to make an
argument for anything that might seem useless, but it was those useless
moments in the gym that kept me moving and got me back to my desk. 1
got jacked, I gained ten pounds of muscle, I started to rebuild the strength
that the lockdown had taken away.

Hannah Arendt identifies three concepts of the “human condition” in
her book of the same name: labor (subsistence and reproduction); work
(production of things, i.e., poesis or “making”); and action (praxis). As
Ridout notes, Arendt draws on the theater to understand action: “theatre
being one of those places where people appear to one another and par-
ticipate in action, and being also the one very specific place in which such
action is reenacted, so that it may be collectively reflected upon.”®> What 1
have tried to show in this book is that modern physical culture and fitness
might be thought of as a theatrical practice outside of labor and work,
born as it was in the nineteenth-century culture of popular entertainment.
As much as it has been instrumentalized by military, industrial, and biopo-
litical interests, physical fitness is not really necessary for our subsistence
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or reproduction (Arendt’s conception of labor), nor does it really “make”
anything (her conception of work). We don’t need to be fit. We don’t have
to lift weights, force reps, work to failure, pretend to fight, or learn ada-
gio. Fitness and physical culture, like theater, is unnecessary, but because
it channels our desire to act, express, and relate to others, it enables us to
reflect on ourselves and who we want to be.

Perbaps it is in that uselessness that the “otherwise” of physical culture
lies. Ashon Crawley talks about “otherwise worlds” felt, sensed, and imag-
ined in the practices of Black Pentecostalism; Kandice Chuh—following
Avery Gordon—invites us through Asian Americanist critique to “imagine
otherwise,” to “envision alternatives to acceding to demands for unifor-
mity.”® In this coda I have looked at Muscle Beach as an experiment with
an otherwise temporality, but it is also there in the figures I have encoun-
tered in the archive. Even though they invented our images of Man, in
their bodies, their embodied practice, I was drawn to their self-invention
as a space to imagine other possibilities. Upon uncovering Rothwell’s
socialist commitment, Hackenschmidt’s philosophical mind, Sandow’s
ostentatiousness, and Tommy Kono and Bruce Lee’s negotiation of racial-
ization through self-knowledge, not to mention the many inventive and
ridiculous ways strongmen found to feign strength, I admired the creativ-
ity and expressiveness of these men, who invented a culture and practice
where there once had been none. The archive prompted me to think about
how physical culture has been the admixture in which many of my most
surprising and meaningful friendships have formed: intergenerational
relationships of mentorship and care with a three-time Olympian in his
seventies and a British champ in his twenties; a Scottish “family” of Muay
Thai fighters; and the many men and women with whom I have shared
platforms, equipment, and coaching cues.

As much as physical culture and fitness cultivates an image, it forces
us to confront ourselves, as bodies. When I step up to the barbell, I am
confronted with my body as it is today: how does my hip feel, my dodgy
knee, my strained trapezius? I must meet the gaze of others as I go through
the motions in public. I must adjust my body, minutely, and therefore my
image of myself. | must fail and realize that I am not what 1 thought I was.
And then I must do it again. Every day, in the gym, as in the theater, I am
given the opportunity to perform myself and reflect on that performance
in the mirror. When I am audience to another person’s performance in this
public space, I have a choice as to how to respond. Dismissal and supe-
riority? Or kindness and compassion? Each time I perform an embodied
action in a public space, I can choose how I will respond to myself. This, I
hope, is the otherwise possibility that the theatre of physical culture opens
for the future: that the gym is, and will be, a place to meet ourselves, and
ask who we want to be.
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