














FASHIONING NATIONAL IDENTITIES

10.4. Maciste in blackface from Maciste.

dandy, popularized by American minstrel shows and their cinematic
incarnations (Figure 10.4). Most evocative, however, is the figure of the
dandy itself, and the importance that dress playsinhis incarnationinand
out of both American black minstrel and various European traditions.*®
Whether the minstrel showwas a popular form of entertainment in Italy
at the beginning of the twentieth century begs further examination, but
the fact that American films did circulate widely in Italy at this time,
and that in most of those films, ninety-five percent according to Gerald
Butters, the blackfaced white man, not the African American, appeared
on-screen, speaks to the presence of the blackface tradition in Italian
theaters.”

The desired effect in this scene is clearly comic, given its exagger-
ated physicality (for instance, Maciste’s physical dominance over the
other actors and the recurring motif ot his insatiable appetite). But there
is also self-conscious play with racial overtones. Clearly, the spectator
knows (and the film itself takes pains to stress) that Maciste/Pagano’s
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blackness is performative: there are shots showing him putting on and
removing his blackface makeup. This artificial Emnwnm.wm.m.mwm.nosmnwocmq
reinforces his whiteness by revealing blackness, both in this film and, by
association; in Cabiria, to be a disguise, like the many others he wearsin
the film. His whiteness in terms of race is thus fully constituted. Dark-
ness or otherness becomes a masquerade, something he can take onand
off, like the dandified suit that he wears. Blackface and dandyism are the
prerogative of the white male star.

The relationship between clothing, masculinity, and nationalism
reaches further heights, both literally and figuratively, in Maciste alpino
(1916), in which the emphasis on clothing shifts from the civilian to the
military uniform. During World War I, military uniforms became much
more functional, simple, and less ornate: they lost their national colors
in favor of providing better cover. Simultaneously, the military jacket,
with its “military belt, the blazer with lapels and civilian style neck/col-
lar with large, folding pockets” became a fashion piece in and of itself.”
The war was a boon to the fashion industry: the production of military
uniforms as well as the civilian clothes that sported their influence con-
tributed to its economic growth.* Although World War I military uni-
forms became more practical with the use of khaki, camouflage fabric,
and cargo-style pockets and trousers, they still, through their emphasis
on the broad shoulders and chest, connoted

I

discipline, self-control,
reliability, competence, loyalty, political allegiance, ideology, aggression,
and heroism.™* It seems fittingly natural that Maciste, as national symbol
par excellence, should don the most masculine and most national of Ital-
ian military wear, the alpine soldier’s uniform.

Maciste alpino, like Maciste before it and most of the Maciste films
after it, begins with the title character filming a movie, this time at the
Austrian border when Italy enters World War 1. Subsequently impris-
oned for his patriotic outbursts, Maciste escapes and later enlists in
the army to fight for his homeland. In order to do so, however, he must
first be fitted for his alpinist uniform. In one of the ilm’s many comical
scenes, Maciste tries on jacket after jacket and rips the seams on each

i« ]

lorious uniform” with his bulging chest and shoulders, much to the
frustration of the tailor trying to fit him (Figure 10.5). When ultimately
able to suit up, he wears the uniform that everyone else dons, but not
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10.5. Maciste at the tailor’s in Maciste alpino.

quite: what sets him apart is not only his physical size but the oversized
feather which adorns the characteristic alpinist hat, which, as one inter-
title says, does not restrict him in conquering the Alps and bringing glory
to the Ttalian nation. Whether the feather is metonymic reinforcement
of his greatness, a comic or a phallic symbol, in Maciste alpino “Maciste
embodies the virtues of patriotismin the name of the Italian nation,” and
by enlisting he becomes the “common man with exceptional qualities.”*
The uniform, like the star himself, serves as a leveling device: like many
Ttalians who did not ask for the war, he is nonetheless ready to sacrifice
himself.>*

A compellingaspect to the early Maciste films is not onlythe fact that
Maciste wears new and finely tailored clothes but that, like the blackface,
we see him both putting them on and taking them off. As I have argued
elsewhere, fashion is integral in the representation of Ttalian masculin-
ity on screen, often masking an unstable masculinity.® With Maciste,
however, the fact that we see him first (and often) bare-chested carries
two connotations essential to the construction of his character and the
role of fashion in that character formation. First, the strategic revelation
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of his muscled, sculpted chest performing feats of strength aligns him
not only with the emerging physical culture movement (which would
later become an integral part of Fascist masculine subject formation)
but also with the ideals of classical antiquity that Hollander cites as fun-
damental to the suit’s early signifying practices: “Dressed form was now
an abstraction of nude form, a new ideal naked man expressed not in
bronze or marble but in natural wool, linen, and leather.”® Second, while
male fashion may hide gender instability, it never fully masks the male
body. The show of muscle through clothing was an important feature of
men’s dress up through the nineteenth century, and muscular, lean legs
showcased by tights epitomized athleticism in costume.”” Men’s dress
reinforced rather than hid the body, highlighting broad shoulders, nar-
rowed waist, and fit arms and legs; the dominant historical styles imply
physical fitness rather than fat.*® Though trousers and modern suit jack-
ets often have alooser fit than older styles, Maciste’s muscles remain vis-
ible whether he is bare-chested or fully clothed, with the contours of the
modern suit reinforcing the masculine physical elements that Maciste’s
body and character come to personify: strength, courage, and moraland
civic fortitude, all in an extra-large size.” I

In conclusion, the rise of nationalism and racial discourses affected
the positioning of the male body in the emerging mass media of early-
twentieth-century Italy. The Italian Strong Man's body, and particularly
that of Maciste, functioned as the visual personification of modern Ital-
ian masculinity through its association, in part, with the most modern
of media, the cinema, and what was soon to become the most Italian of
industries, fashion. Moreover, classical ideals of masculine beauty in-
form these contemporary nationalist ideas of the male body. Attached to
new ideals of male physicality was an increased attention to male fashion,
a phenomenon enhanced by new patterns of production and consump-
tion, and dramatically influenced by World War I and its exhibitions of
male heroism and moral nationalism.

Rather than a glance backwards, however, Maciste and his clothes
embody the future—modernity feeds on the past in order to become
more modern than the present. Echoing but then ultimately abandon-
ing the glories of Ancient Rome, the Maciste films reincorporated and
rewrote the virile feats of the valiant Roman soldier for the twentieth
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century through a characterizing process that erased Maciste’s origi-
nal blackness and reinscribed ideals of Ttalian masculine virility on the
muscled, whitened body of the Italian ale star, dressed in the bourgeois
uniform per eccellenza but still allowing enough of the hyper-masculin-
ized, classically infused body to bulge through. As the rise of Fascism
and its anti-bourgeois orientation coalesced in the October 1922 March
on Rome, it is not surprising that Maciste, as both political and national
symbol, would shed his middle-class uniform in favor of even more sym-
bolically oriented costume dramas such as Magiste the Emperor (1924),
Maciste against the Sheik (1926), and Maciste in Hell (1926). While the sign
of the muscled torso remains visible, what is signified shifts, to evoke in-
stead the soon-to-be ubiquitous masculine presence, Benito Mussolini.
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