
  In common parlance, masculinity is synonymous with strength and virility–traits that are 

traditionally used to define ideals of maleness. Such characteristics permeate representations of 

men and lived pressures of what men are told they should be. Made Masculine’s framework 

accepts the idea of masculinity as simply that: made, fashioned and repackaged generation to 

generation. Despite the rigidity of a seemingly singular ideal, fabricated from the tenets of 

patriarchy, masculinities are multifaceted and shaped by other factors like age, gender, sexuality, 

race, ethnicity, class, and geography. Furthermore, perceptions of “masculinity” are dependent 

on the construction of its opposite: “femininity.” In this exhibition, selected artworks by thirteen 

contemporary artists based in the United Statesi explore the artifice of masculinity through 

themes such as strength, desire and intimacy, while exposing a specter of masculinity that 

remains central to the discussion. What does it mean to be “made masculine” or to make one’s 

own masculinities?  

In the 1990s, a spate of exhibitions and literature began to theorize and put on view the 

topic of masculinity. Exhibitions like The Masculine Masquerade: Masculinity and 

Representation (1995-1996) at the MIT List Visual Arts Center challenged a Western 

“mainstream masculinity,” defined as “white, heterosexual and dominant,” by exploring a range 

of masculinities.ii Other recent exhibitions include the Freeport Art Museum’s The Nature of 

Masculinity (2016), which explored how media constructs and society consumes masculinity, 

and Cheim and Read’s The Female Gaze, Part Two: Women Look At Men (2016), which 

positions the male body as subject to the female gaze.   

Research on the topic of masculinity spans fields such as psychology, media studies, 

gender studies and education. And in recent months, it seems all but impossible not to stumble 

upon a steadily growing number of articles about masculinity while reading newspapers like The 

New York Times or magazines ranging from The New Yorker to Time. Texts on loneliness, 

violent or angry men, and reflections on the need to remake masculinity have been covered, 

among other themes. bell hooks’s text The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity and Love (2004) is 

notable here for its attention to the threads of this exhibition and her perspective as a feminist 

writing on the topic of masculinity. In her text, she cites therapist Terrance Real: 

“‘…psychological patriarchy is the dynamic between those qualities deemed ‘masculine’ and 

feminine’ in which half of our human traits are exalted while the other half is devalued. Both 

men and women participate in this tortured system.’”iii Key here is the underscoring of a system 



that characterizes and divides genders, subordinating certain traits beneath others. This system 

that socially constructs men, is not just defined through the participation of men, but by all of us, 

trying to understand the present through the codes of the past and hopes for the future. 

Made Masculine thus looks across genders and sexualities, generations and ethnicities. 

While the exhibition includes video, photography, sculpture, painting, drawing and mixed media 

work produced since 2008, some pieces reference much earlier eras and include subjects of 

different ages. The exhibit brings together a diverse, but mostly local (Boston-based), group of 

artists to explore how experiences (actual or imagined) of being male have been formally 

articulated, and how ideas of masculinity take shape when the body is presented neither as 

dominant nor “ideal.”  

The emotional tone varies through the show. There is a palpable sense of longing in some 

works, a reserve, a defiant irreverence in others, a studious assertion, or a breaking apart 

(literally and symbolically) of emblems of masculinity. The individual artists’ biographies filter 

into their works; each comes to the question of masculinity from a distinct, and changeable, 

perspective. Yet, the works transcend identifying positions such as that of a white lower middle 

class gay man, a transgender queer artist, a straight woman who immigrated to the US from 

another country, a straight white man, a straight Latino man, a black woman, religious 

upbringing, etc. Collectively the works challenge us to think about what we absorb culturally and 

project, and the complexity of being multidimensional, relational, and virtual and physical border 

crossers in a globalized world. We define based on what has been defined. And the artists play 

with these molds.  

The exhibition includes one work from the collection–pointing to the objects related to 

this theme that can be mined from the Museum’s permanent holdings for further reflection. 

Toyin Ojih Odutola’s Birmingham (2014) is a portrait of her brother. His pose shifts across three 

lithographs with gold leaf. Odutola created the piece thinking about her experience living in the 

south, and worked from photos to create a portrait in which “the subject was the constant, or 

rather the frame, in which the world entered.”iv There is no context, only an isolated figure–a 

black male body that deflects a fixed reading through the shifting of the figure from frame to 

frame. The approach of formal isolation here seems intimate–quiet moments invite viewers to 

adapt.  



A similar strategy is used in other works in Made Masculine such as Cobi Moules’s 

Untitled (Chair), 2010. The drawing is a self-portrait, embellished with imagined body hair. The 

pose is performative–the representation of a kind of a masculinity that is bold and virile. Legs 

spread, the figure confronts the viewer. Yet there is no context to ground the body beyond the 

chair. The set of three emphasizes two important features: time (in terms of transition and 

projections of the future) and performativity. Moules tries on body hair and a pose to signify 

“masculine.” Odutola portrays a male figure whose changing stance and gaze suppose 

vulnerability and guardedness through indirect looking and posture. 

The use of multiple frames to construct a single piece is another formal device used by 

artists such as David Hilliard and Kledia Spiro. In Hilliard’s Boys Tethered (2008), three panels 

(each distinct photos) are arranged together to shape a moment. The boys, not yet men, become 

“surrogates” for adult projections on bonds between males. Kledia Spiro’s parents are willing 

and wedded co-performers in her 2-channel video Trousseau.v The channels emphasize the 

endurance and repetition of training, as well as isolate each parent in a separate frame. Her 

parents only come together through Spiro’s attempt to lift them. Her performance offers an 

image of strength and athleticism that challenges assumptions of these characteristics as male, 

and binds them to heritage.vi  

The repetition of fragments is another recurring formal theme that notably defines the 

works of John O’Reilly. O’Reilly’s wrestlers (2008), like Cole’s The Ways We Touched (2014), 

are collages. Yet O’Reilly seeks an uncanny unity in his montages, morphing male wrestlers with 

classical female figures and scenery from art historical paintings. The artist’s willful 

transgressions position the game of representation in art and the sport of human contact in 

wrestling in the same arena, asking us to ponder the ways we’re instructed to look and touch, as 

well as the seepage of one era into another.  

 Caleb Cole and Ria Brodell both look to history for source material. Cole’s Cilice 

(2017)–a vintage motorcycle jacket pricked with over 5000 dressmaking pins–points to the 

fissure and flow between male intimacy and the guise of toughness in the United States. Each pin 

points inward. Thus a symbol of strength or protection comes to signify the devotional pain of a 

penitent. Suffering is underscored in Ria Brodell’s Butch Heroes, which adopt the Catholic Holy 

Card (a portable devotional object and teaching tool that has existed for hundreds of years) as its 

format. Brodell, a former Catholic, subverts the religious object and teaches audiences (through 



the image and an accompanying text) that gender fluidity has persisted against gender codes 

throughout time. “Butch,” as Brodell states, has been used as both a derogatory and celebratory 

term.vii And Brodell collects these subjects’ stories and recasts each as a symbol of veneration 

and strength for a contemporary audience. Yet these stories also evidence the suffering that these 

heroes had to endure. Brodell’s paintings represent objects meant to be handled.  

  Other artists in Made Masculine recognize objects and materials as gendered. Arthur 

Henderson, for example, plays with familiar objects to reflect on gender, exploring a teapot as 

both male and female or a gun as predominantly male. Gub, a gun, appears more flaccid and 

powerless than an implement of violence and power. Poyrboy, on the other hand, takes Popeye 

as its reference, transforming this iconic symbol of maleness and strength into one whose arms 

are more a crutch than an aid.  

Raúl Gonzalez’s mixed media works are violent and dense, layers of cultural references 

built into a single image. In his scenes, women are as violent as men, superheroes are 

questionable heroes and nation as part and source of the construct is graphically rendered. The 

tone of Tala Madani’s animation Music Man (2008) is somewhere between the crude and violent 

tenor of Gonzalez and the humor of Henderson. In it, the silent creation of music is made 

through the forceful act of ejaculation, the subordination of one to another. Being “made” 

masculine does not secure an identity nor is the act of making masculinities free from 

associations of those made before. This exhibition is only a sample, a glimpse of the work that is 

part of the re-making of our understanding of masculinity. In Made Masculine, isolation and 

vulnerability intermingle with longing and intimacy, athleticism is not just built for men, 

conceptions of strength–as endurance, power, or force–play against impotence and helplessness, 

and creation itself is construed as violent and base as the desires and fears that mark our 

humanity.  

 

	
																																								 																					
i	Some of the artists were born in various parts of the United States and others in Albania, Iran or Nigeria. In one 
instance, the artist was born in Texas, but spent time between the US and Mexico. Most of the artists are now based 
in Massachusetts, while one is in Los Angeles and another in New York.   
ii  Andrew Perchuk and Helaine Posner, eds, The Masculine Masquerade: Masculinity and Representation (MIT 
List Visual Arts Center: Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England, 1995). MIT’s exhibit provided a thorough 
examination of father-and-son relationships, gay and heterosexual identities, boyhood experience, athletics, desire, 
authority and privilege, and African and Asian American male identities. 



																																								 																																								 																																								 																																								 																																			 	
iii bell hooks, The Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, and Love (New York: Washington Square Press, 2004), 
55. 
iv Will Brown, “Toyin Odutola: ‘I’m no longer interested in portraying what I think I am in my work,” Studio 
International, April 2, 2015, http://www.studiointernational.com/index.php/toyin-odutola-interview-drawing-and-
you-emerged-curved-and-new.  
v Trousseau is part of The Weight, which also includes the 2-channel video Burn the Bachelorette’s Red Scarf (2014-
2015).  
vi Spiro’s particular mode of athleticism–Olympic-style weightlifting–is a sport typically championed as male, only 
being supported by the International Weightlifting Federation in 1983, and included as part of the Olympics in 2000.	
vii Ria Brodell, “About Butch Heroes,” https://www.riabrodell.com/about-butch-heroes/. 


