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CHAPTER TWELVE 

A Thin Line between Rivalry and Friendship 

For decades, homosexuality has been "unnarratable" within Hollywood conventions 

(Cohan 217). From the mid-thirties to the late sixties, film makers had to live by the 

restrictions of the Production Code Association. This Code urged them not to depict 

lustful embraces, not to use dirty dialogues, and not to show sex perversion. As a 

consequence of these requirements, there has been (and still is) a blind spot for 

homosexual desire in Hollywood films. It is left to a willing reader or spectator 

looking for clues indicating the possibility of homosexuality to fill in this vacant 

spot. Vito Russo became famous for his ability to read between the lines of 

Hollywood films in his The Celluloid Closet (1981), a project which provided the basis 

for a documentary with the same title by Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman in 1995. 

Following Russo, their project took as its starting point the question of "camp" by 

asking: What if whoever reads this film identifies him- or herself explicitly as a gay 

person? Exploring this possibility, the documentary makers recognized connota

tions of homosexual desire in the ambiguous innuendo of two cowboys admiring 

each other's guns in Howard Hawks' Red River (1948) but also in the representation 

of a feminized male decorator with a preference for the color lilac in Delbert Mann's 

Lover Come Back (1961). 

This latter representation fits the stereotype of the male homosexual as a 

"sissy" who displays signifiers of "not enough" masculinity. In the nineteenth cen

tury when the term "homosexual" was first used, this stereotype was grounded on 

Karl Ulrichs' notion of the "female soul enclosed in the man's body." The range of 

this notion of the homosexual man encompassed (and often still encompasses) men 

who are the possessors of little hairy dogs, wildly gesticulating hairdressers, or the 

dandy with a more than average interest in clothes. According to these examples, 

the gender of male homosexuality is in effect feminized. Male homosexuality itself 

is then a case of "misplaced" heterosexuality (Van Alphen, "Introduction" 3): only in 

the guise of a woman can a man love another man. Since, as Cohan writes in his 

study on Hollywood movies of the fifties, "gender deviance was a conventional way 

of referring to homosexuality on screen without mentioning it" (xvi), a mismatch is 

both presumed and produced on-screen between masculinity and male homosexu

ality. The corollary to this mismatch suggests that when a man proves his mascu

linity, he simultaneously proves his heterosexual identity. 

Conventionally, a western demonstrates time and again how to prove mas

culinity. The ultimate moment is when embedded focalizers "see" how the male 

hero establishes an equation between his appearance - imagined as tough by means 

of resonances with the space he moves in - and his "being," revealed in the show-
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down. Since the gunfight between men is the pivotal moment in a western, the 

genre dwells on inter-male competition. The importance of inter-male rivalry may 

seem at first sight to clash with its symmetric counterpart, that is, male camarade

rie, another frequently recurring element in westerns.1 

In this chapter, I will contend that in fact conventional relations between 

men are characterized by an oscillation between competition and friendship, rather 

than by the exclusion of the one by the other. These relations are threatened by the 

suggestion of homosexual desire. Consequently, this suggestion is constitutively 

denied, as I will demonstrate on the basis of a scene from Howard Hawks' Rio Bravo 

(1959). Owing to this denial, this western film enacts a homosocial rather than a 

homosexual scenario. The term "homosocial," as used by Eve Sedgwick, refers to 

social bonding between men that is not (directly) sexual in nature. In .Rio Bravo, 

tight male bonding is also privileged over a heterosexual love affair, which is only 

second best. In the latter part of this chapter, I will present Andy Warhol's 

underground film Lonesome Cowboys (1969) as the reverse of Rio Bravo. In this 

avant-garde western, the self-defeating homosocial scenario is turned inside out. 

Homosexual desires of the cowboys are invoked by the hilarious staging of mascu

linity as a stock role rather than essential identity. 

The Disavowal of Male Homosexuality: Rio Bravo 

The plot of Rio Bravo focuses on the violent confrontation between two groups of 

men fighting for control of a prisoner. Joe Burdette (Claude Akins) has been 

arrested for murder and is being kept in jail by sheriff Chance. The sheriff wants to 

deliver him to the United States' marshal, who is to arrive within six days. A gang, 

paid by Joe's brother Nathan (John Russell), is planning to free the prisoner, who is 

guarded by the old, lame man Stumpy (Walter Brennan). Chance's only other aide 

is a barfly named Dude (Dean Martin) whom the sheriff once considered to be the 

best gunman with whom he had ever worked. Dude has been addicted to alcohol 

since he returned to town after an unsuccessful love affair. Chance's small circle of 

friends is expanded to include Colorado (Ricky Nelson), a young man who has 

proven his usefulness by preventing the sheriff from being trapped by Nathan's 

gang. Chance's group is strong and smart enough to resist the pressure of forty 

guns and consequently by the end of the film have succeeded in their mission. 

Chance's group are able to defend the jail because the men work together as 

a close team. As Eve Sedgwick has noted in her book Between Men, there is a sliding 

scale between social companionship and male homosexuality. This possible 

slippage, she argues, engenders a tendency among men to articulate a rupture 

within their friendly bonds in order to prevent them from becoming too friendly. 

Her book analyzes the way in which men regulate their relations with other men by 

dismissing homosexuality. She argues that the potentially unbroken male 
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continuum, which includes all kinds of relations between men from homosocial to 

homosexual, is far from continuous, however, since the male spectrum is 

characterized by a coercive double bind: "For a man to be a man's man is separated 

only by an invisible, carefully blurred, always-already-crossed line from being 

'interested in men'" (Between Men 89). 

Sedgwick delineates homosexuality as part of the male spectrum of bonds 

that many non-homosexual-identified men try to exclude from the continuum of 

social relations among men. They go to great pains to visibly disrupt the belief in an 

allegedly unbroken male continuum. To secure their place within the male spec

trum they react aggressively to homosexuality in order to exorcise suspicions that 

they might love or desire other men. Sedgwick describes this as an effort to intro

duce a profound schism within social relations among men, based on a minimal 

and ultimately vague differentiation (Between Men 201), a phenomenon she labels as 

"homosexual panic." 

In Rio Bravo there is a telling joke that helps to construct Chance and his fel

low men overtly as non-homosexual. When the lame guardian Stumpy mentions 

with injured pride that he is always doing all the sweeping and cooking and nursing, 

Chance replies teasingly: "You are a treasure. I don't know what I'll do without you." 

Then he kisses Stumpy on his head, in response to which Stumpy yells furiously 

and hits Chance with the sweeper on his bottom. The sheriff is visibly amused at 

Stumpy's act. 

On the one hand, this scene can be seen as confirming hierarchical posi

tions. Stumpy grumbles about his task, which is traditionally considered feminine 

work, because of his desire to explore his masculine potential. Chance rightly 

praises him for his readiness to fulfil his "feminine" duties, and his appreciation 

functions to pacify Stumpy's emulative desires. 

Apart from this (mock) rivalry for hierarchical positions within the male 

spectrum of relationships, however, this scene is intriguing for yet another reason. 

The sheriff kissing Stumpy is intended to be humorous, since the literalness of the 

desire Chance expresses here cannot be taken seriously. He jokingly causes panic by 

temporarily making the division between homosexual and homosocial identity 

invisible and indistinguishable. As Sedgwick's work has made clear, the absence of 

signs which visually mark any discontinuity unequivocally signifies fear. In homo-

social relations a man has to exorcise this panic, or in Stumpy's case, to sweep it 

away. Taking into account Chance's pleasure, his kiss can be seen as an attempt to 

evoke exactly this exorcising reaction in Stumpy. The lame guardian hits the 

sheriffs bottom with his broom, and thereby visually covers, if not bars, Chance's 

buttocks, a homoerotic zone par excellence. Owing to Stumpy's reaction, the 

sheriff's remark and kiss, which may literally have suggested homosexual desires, 

ultimately become comic inversions of those desires. The possibility of mutual love 
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is playfully evoked in the scene from Rio Bravo, but the suspicion of sexual bonding 

between Chance and Stumpy is immediately made intolerable. Or rather, homo

sexual desires are suggested in order to enable the men to dissociate themselves 

from same-sex love in an ironically aggressive way. 

The kissing scene from Rio Bravo reveals two things. First, the kiss between 

men is an allusion to homosexuality, but is presented only in order ultimately to 

exorcise suppositions of same-sex desire. In making fun of homosexual desires, the 

innuendo among these men produces homophobic irony within an atmosphere of 

male comradeship. Consequently, the disavowal of homosexual desire is 

constitutive of male bonding. Second, among these male friends there is an ongoing 

sense of hierarchy, bordering on the question: Who is more manly than the other? 

The sheriffs kiss could be seen as a gesture of feminizing his aide, and for that 

reason, it is a signifier of condescending sympathy. 

Feathers, with whom the sheriff is on terms of intimacy, is not tolerated 

within the group, because she may spoil the game. It is possible for a woman to 

enter a predominantly male group (e.g. like the army) insofar as she participates on 

men's terms. She has to play by the rules of competition and show "masculine" 

abilities. Feathers is disqualified from the group by the way men address her as a 

"lady," that is as a woman who corresponds to womanliness. Therefore, she is in 

advance already precluded from participation. Moreover, at one point she throws a 

flowerpot through the window in response to Colorado's request, causing the death 

of some of Chance's male opponents. She disqualifies herself from acceptance into 

his group, however, by beginning to cry and referring to herself as a "soft-headed 

idiot." 

Excluded from the group, and therefore from the main plot, Feathers can 

only figure within the subplot. Ever since her appearance in town, the sheriff has 

attempted to persuade her, indeed orders her, to leave but she never complies with 

his demands. With the lapse of time, their relation develops into one of simultane

ous attraction and repulsion until in the end, a "romance" is cemented between 

Chance and Feathers. I write romance between inverted commas, since according to 

one possible reading of the scene, it signifies the moment of her "surrender" to 

him. As I mentioned in chapter three, she understands his threat to arrest her as his 

confession of love. During the conflict with the professional gunfighters, Chance's 

aides scornfully allude to his intimacy with Feathers. In the past, the sheriff 

dissuaded Dude from leaving him for the girl with whom he was infatuated by tel

ling him that women are "no good." The rumor of Chance's interest in Feathers 

tempts Dude to an ironic reproach: "You're the expert. Me I don't know anything 

about women." 

Within this men-among-men atmosphere, being an expert on women is not 

flattering at all. Dude's caustic remark indicates that a man should not be involved 
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with women too much, for he then becomes stigmatized as a traitor of homosocial 

bonds. Realizing his betrayal, Chance departs in a bad humor after Stumpy 

continues the topic of his possible love affair. Once the conflict with Burdette's gang 

is settled, Dude and Stumpy react differently to the romance. In her hotel room 

Feathers is "arrested/loved" by the sheriff and changes her sexy outfit for a red 

bathing-wrap. The sheriff throws her tights outside the window just as Dude and 

Stumpy happen to walk by. Taking the tights in his hands, Stumpy looks up towards 

the window and asks Dude: "Do you think I ever get to be a sheriff?" Dude responds: 

"Not unless you mind your own business." Thereupon Dude smiles and Stumpy 

laughs out loud. They walk away and the lame man puts the tights around his neck. 

This final scene from the film explores the tension between homosocial 

desire and a man's relationship with a woman. During the feud with the Burdettes, 

a period of close male bonding, Chance was vilified for getting along with Feathers. 

This response indicates that a man cannot have his cake and eat it too. In moments 

when buddies depend on each other's support, a man cannot divide his time 

between his friends and a woman: he has to choose unconditionally for his 

comrades. By contrast, at the end of the film during a period of relative calm, the 

sheriff is rather envied for his relationship with Feathers. Since there is no need for 

the group to be as close as during the battle against the Burdettes, competition is 

displaced from inter-male violence between enemies (with a prisoner as their prey) 

to a witty rivalry among male friends for the possession of a desirable woman. 

Although he holds Feathers' tights in his hands, Stumpy is not really 

interested in a sexual relationship with her. He is the only one among the group 

who has not set eyes on her, since he always remained in the jail building. He is 

interested in Feathers, however, to the extent that she fits his fantasy frame. She 

appeals to him, since he has heard her spoken of as his boss' mistress. As the 

woman loved by Chance she can figure as an object of desire within an inter-male 

competitive setting. A man can beat another man by stealing away his woman. 

Stumpy's question "Do you think I ever get to be a sheriff?" when he looks up at the 

window from where the tights were thrown, can now be rephrased as: "Do you think 

that I am attractive enough to seduce a woman like Feathers, and beat the sheriff at 

the game of love so that I can replace him?" Stumpy is interested in the woman for 

the possibility she may provide for him to surpass the sheriff. 

According to this reading, a sexual relationship with a woman is embedded 

in inter-male competition. Rather than constituting a goal in and of themselves, love 

or sex with a woman are means for channeling relations among men.2 In this struc

ture, the woman functions as a go-between of the men. She might be exchangeable, 

as in the case of a man who asks his future father-in-law for the daughter's hand. 

She then is a vehicle for cementing friendly bonds between men. Or she can be the 

victim of her husband's boasting to another man about her beauty. A reading of 
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Shakespeare's poem The Rape of Lucrèce by Mieke Bal points in this direction. The 

male auditor in this text "sees" Lucrèce through her husband's verbal description, 

and rapes her. He wants to possess her not so much for who she is but rather 

because she is regarded by another man as his proud possession. Lucrèce is abused 

here as an object of inter-male rivalry (Bal, Double Exposures 235-39). 

The homosocial dimension of sex with a woman is perhaps best illustrated, 

however, by a "low-class joke" cited by Zizek (Plague 179). A poor peasant finds him

self on a desert island with the famous photo-model Cindy Crawford. After having 

sex with her, she asks him if he is fully satisfied. His answer is yes but he still has 

a small request - could she dress herself up as his best friend, put on trousers and 

paint a moustache on her face? She does not grasp his request but nonetheless 

responds to it. Then he elbows her in the ribs and tells in a boasting style: "You 

know what just happened to me? I had sex with Cindy Crawford!" 

This joke is about both heterosexual masculinity and class. First, a man who 

can "have" a famous photo-model, is valued as a real man. Second, well-paid 

female photo-models are presumed to have sex only with rich and famous men, not 

with a poor anonymous guy. When the peasant makes love to Cindy Crawford, he 

has the possibility of considerably rising in status among his male peers, since he 

now shares an experience with high-class men. The joke also demonstrates that 

heterosexual masculinity as well as class status depend on the eye of the beholder. 

The peasant only gains masculinity and class status by virtue of a third person who 

is such a trustful friend that he will fully accept his story, as if he had witnessed it 

himself. The incongruity of the story, which makes it a joke, consists of the fact that 

the woman (the third person-possessed) also has to pose as the required male wit

ness (the second person). But the incongruity also exposes that the experience of sex 

with a famous photo-model is not of more importance to a man than the presence 

of a male friend to whom he can boast about the sexual adventure. 

The structure of the required male witness is of particular relevance to the 

final scene from Rio Bravo. Dude and Stumpy do not see what happens in the room 

upstairs but the discovery of the tights offers evidence of Chance's "love-arrest" of a 

beautiful woman. Stumpy then wonders if he has a chance to become sheriff him

self, which I rephrased as: "Do you think I can vie with Chance for the same woman, 

so that I can take his place as her lover and then as sheriff?" Dude tells Stumpy that 

he should mind his own business. 

Dude's answer is once more a recognition of the sheriffs masculinity. Dude 

is so generous to the sheriff because he is grateful to him. Initially he was 

frustrated by provocative comments regarding his alcoholism that Chance directed 

at him but the sheriff's negative comments ultimately helped him to surmount the 

shakiness of his hands. This enabled him to be a full member of the team again and 

to recover his identity as a man. His answer to Stumpy - "mind your own business" 
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- confirms a belief in the sheriffs masculinity since this response can be read as: 

"Old, lame man, you yourself may be qualified enough to fulfil the job of a sheriff 

but you will definitely lose against Chance, both in terms of competitive strength 

and sexual attractiveness." Stumpy is able to see the humor of Dude's remark since 

a witty rebuke by a male friend is not necessarily to be taken as offensive. On the 

contrary, competitive kidding and grudging compliments are part of the ways men 

cherish and even strengthen their friendship (Wright 105-06). Stumpy reacts to this 

camaraderie expressed in the form of caustic irony by wearing the tights like a scarf 

around his neck. In this act of feminizing himself, he playfully shows that he 

accepts the hierarchy among men: he is not man enough to beat the sheriff. 

The homosocial relations enacted in Rio Bravo imply that love or romantic 

interest are fully at the service of male bonding. If necessary, Chance's relationship 

with Feathers has to be sacrificed to the importance of homosocial friendship that 

has disavowal of homosexuality as its key component. Subplot (love story) and main 

plot (competition with Burdettes) are interwoven with each other but never 

coincide. This is best signified by the fact that Feathers and Stumpy, by far Chance's 

most self-sacrificing and faithful aide, never meet each other. In the case of a new 

conflict the sheriff will have to choose one of these two, Feathers or Stumpy, and a 

homosocial scenario requires him to give up the woman. In that respect, Chance is 

a figure in the tradition of the Virginian who risked sacrificing his marriage to his 

beloved Molly Wood out of fear of disappointing his male friends by not opposing 

the villain's public slander. "Can't yu see how it is about a man?" he asked her twice 

(Wister 271). Molly answered no, since she could not see that his love for her has to 

give way to homosocial desire when he, as a man, reached the point of making a 

forced choice between woman or friend. 

Although Chance and the Virginian are similar in choosing their friends over 

their woman, there is nonetheless a historical difference between the two female 

characters, that is, Molly Wood, a schoolmistress in a turn-of-the-century novel, and 

Feathers, a gambling woman in a late-fifties film. I want to claim that this 

difference causes male bonding to be more intensified in Rio Bravo than in most 

westerns preceding it. Molly objected to the fight between the Virginian and his 

enemy Trampas. Nevertheless, she happily embraced the Virginian after the show

down and fully acknowledged his masculine heroism. Feathers, on the contrary, 

refuses to display an uncontested belief in the hero's masculinity like Molly or like 

women in early fifties westerns such as Shane and Hondo. These latter women are 

the faithful believers who even see a wounded man with their imagination as a real 

man. Feathers, however, is constantly on the verge of mocking and embarrassing 

sheriff Chance. For comic relief, the Mexican hotel owner Carlos in Rio Bravo holds 

oversized female underwear up against the sheriff's body: the Mexican makes him 

look like a woman.3 The entry of the woman Feathers disturbs this inter-male joke 
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which ultimately affirmed the sheriffs masculinity. Her teasing interventions both 

deny his masculinity and explicitly link him with femininity. It is attractive to frame 

her teasings historically. 

Under the influence of the image of the Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, men 

in the fifties were encouraged to lead a life as white-collar worker and family man. 

Whereas men are propelled into domesticity, women in this decade increasingly 

yearn for an escape from "the blissful picture of familial felicity" (French xiv). 

Brandon French has noted that films in the late fifties such as John Huston's 

Heaven Knows, Mr. Allyson (1957), Fred Zinnemann's The Nun Story (1958) and Billy 

Wilder's Some Like It Hot (1959) harbor evidence of women's "schizoid 'double

think'" (xxi), torn as they are between culture's glorification of marriage and the 

practical malaise of domesticity. In a yet "heavily camouflaged" way (xxii), these 

films, made at the eve of the feminist revolution of the 1960s, testify to women's 

criticism of the housewife's syndrome, their commitment to career over marriage, 

and the reassertion of their equality to men. 

In the process of questioning the traditional parameters of femininity, 

women simultaneously subvert their conventional role of fully affirming men in 

their masculinity. In a timid and mildly comic way, Feathers, in Rio Bravo, repre

sents such a woman who refuses to comply with this affirmative role. This means 

that the sheriff in Hawks' film, unlike the cowboy-hero in earlier westerns, can no 

longer completely trust and depend upon a woman for acknowledgment of his mas

culine heroism. Since full support for a conventional gender divide is not to be 

expected from women, men choose to seek comfort in inter-male relations. Joan 

Meilen observes in her historical overview of representations of masculinity that in 

fifties films the male hero tried to "recover his identity through relationships with 

both women and other men," while in sixties films the male hero thinks that he can 

"trust only another man" (250).4 

While Rio Bravo is made in the cross-over period between the fifties and the 

sixties, the men in this western closely work together on the condition that they 

form an exclusive group, led by sheriff Chance, in which women, and men tied to 

women, do not participate. Whereas the marshal in High Noon vainly begs the citi

zens for their help (chapter five), the sheriff in Rio Bravo refuses the support offered 

by "well-meaning amateurs worried about their wives and kids" during the group's 

battle against a supernumerary gang of men. The exclusive character of the small 

group only reinforces the tightness of their bond with each other. From a 

homophobic perspective, an excessively close bonding always risks slipping into a 

possible suggestion of male homosexual desire. The strategy of homophobic irony 

is employed in Aio Bravo to disavow this possibility. Andy Warhol's anti-western 
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reverses this strategy and opens up the possibility of homosexual masculinity. 

Homosexual Cowboys Striking Macho Poses: lonesome Cowboys 

"Rio Limpo" is the punning title of an essay by Mark Finch on Andy Warhol's 

underground movie Lonesome Cowboys (1969).5 In what sense is the film "limp"? 

First, the film belongs to avant-garde cinema and lacks the conventional narrative 

structure of a western such as Rio Bravo. Second, generic features are distorted or 

violated. Third, and most importantly, virile display, which is a source of naivete 

and humor in conventional westerns, is enacted as a strategy to suggest male homo

sexual desire. I will discuss these three "limp" aspects and suggest how a homo

sexual orientation relates to the genre of the western. In Warhol's Pop Art western 

Lonesome Cowboys, the men are so preoccupied with displaying their machismo that 

the competitive basis of homosocial relations is disrupted. As an effect of the the

atricality of masculinity, homosexual desire is clearly alluded to. 

Lonesome Cowboys shares with other "underground" films6 a certain sloppi-

ness, grainy colors, and a preference for banal, random conversations (e.g. on hair

dos) at the expense of traditional plot structure. It borrows the setting (Tucson, 

Arizona) and the characters from westerns but there is hardly any action. Even a 

showdown is missing, considered in terms of genre conventions to be an indispen

sable climax. The cowboys - five "brothers" and the beloved stranger Julian (Tom 

Hompertz) - are just hanging around after entering a "one woman all-fag cowboy" 

town (Warhol and Hackett 259). The one woman in town is Ramona (Viva), the 

madam of a whorehouse. She is constantly accompanied by her male "Nurse" 

(Taylor Mead) who admires the cowboys and is pleased with their arrival. Ramona, 

however, despises the brothers for their physical appearance, and verbally assaults 

them: "Big men. Probably all impotent." The only newcomer she likes is Julian, a 

curly-haired boyish blonde. She vies for his love with Mickey (Louis Waldon), the 

oldest brother and leader of the pack. 

Mickey asks the marshal (Frances Francine) to chase the "perverts" Ramona 

and her Nurse out of town but the lawman refuses to comply with the cowboy-

leader's request. Then the brothers leave for the wide open country-side. When they 

return to town they gang-rape Ramona, in a strange scene where flesh never touches 

flesh: "[T]he naked [Ramona] is 'violated' by men fully clothed and buttoned up" 

(Koch no) . Now she demands that the marshal intervene roughly but he persists in 

his irresolute attitude. The marshal tells her he has other things to do "besides 

taking care of a young lady in distress." He confides to one of the brothers that they 

have to send Julian away, since his presence is the cause of all the trouble. The 

brother (Julian Burroughs) retorts that the marshal himself has to undertake action, 

since he is the "voice of authority." The marshal backs down, however, and answers: 
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"It's easy for you to say I have no spine. I've had no complaints until you come into 
town." 

The quote is particularly telling by virtue of its repeated emphasis on the 
marshal's refusal to act adequately. He violates his social function which requires 
him to radiate strength and authority. In terms of generic conventions, however, 
there is a clear "explanation" for the marshal's failure: he is not manly enough since 
he is a drag queen. His preference for feminine clothes is revealed later in the film. 
He dresses like an "Indian squaw" for one of Ramona's clients and in addition to a 
wig also wears make-up. The brothers do not condemn or despise the drag act in 
itself and some of the boys try on dresses themselves. But Mickey criticizes the 
advantage the marshal obtains from his "feminization": "You have it easy in all your 
life. You put a few things on now and then and change your personality. Look what 
we've to put up with." 

Taken literally, Mickey argues against the strategy of masquerade. He 
reproaches the marshal for hiding behind a mask of femininity when he should be 
keeping up an impression of maleness according to his symbolic mandate. Mickey's 
problem is that the transvestite disguise functions, in his eyes, as an excuse for 
irresoluteness. The marshal's identification with womanliness comes to connote his 
inability to disguise his passivity and cowardice: his weakness and failed authority 
can be displaced onto his womanly side. He (mis)uses femininity to protect himself 
from "what men have to put up with." 

Within the context of the genre, Mickey's criticism sounds reasonable. 
Within the context of Lonesome Cowboys, however, his criticism becomes hilarious. 
The brothers are constantly playing cowboys, dressed in an appropriate outfit and 
striking macho poses. They look like virile cowboys, "tall in the saddle" (according 
to the Nurse), but actually that is all they do. They are concerned about their looks 
but never take the pains to act according to their tough appearance. Considering 
that the brothers are only showing off as tough guys, Mickey's comment ("Look 
what we've to put up with") is sheer parody. His reproach to the passive marshal can 
be interpreted as: "Your job requires you to act when we call on you, but your drag 
act releases you from your obligation. However, we ourselves have to live up to the 
expectations created by our macho outfit, appearances, and poses. Unlike you, we 
are supposed to take masculinity seriously." Mickey's comment is hilarious 
because he implies that he and his brothers live up to the standard of masculine 
"being," whereas they are in fact characterized by lazy inactivity and theatrical dis
plays of apparent virility. 

The scene which best illustrates their strong identification with the imagery 
of masculinity is the one in which Eric (Eric Emerson) and his brother Joe (Joe 
Dallesandro) discuss building up their pelvis, something that facilitates a cowboy 
grabbing for his gun. Eric begins doing ballet steps and leg exercises, while drawing 
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attention to his buttocks, which are emphasized by tight trousers. In a convention

al western, building up the pelvis would be a means for enhancing the chances of 

winning a gunfight. In Lonesome Cowboys, there is a different priority at play. The 

cowboys are not interested in increasing their speed in a showdown. Their gun, 

which they never use but only carry along, is simply an excuse for their goal: overt

ly exposing a sexualized male body. For whom is this body exposed? The answer is 

not to be missed: for other men. From the start, Ramona emphasizes that she can

not stand the cowboys but the Nurse is mightily impressed. His hyperbolic positive 

comments are in glaring contrast to Ramona's disdain. The cowboys ride on horse

back at a snail pace but he fears being overrun by them, since they have no brakes. 

To him, they must be real men. When the cowboys are filmed in rapidly edited 

shots, the Nurse's voice-over resounds: "Look at them, look at them." 

Lonesome Cowboys abounds in stagings of male sexuality for other men. A 

scene which surprisingly foregrounds the staging of homosexuality is the bizarre 

gang-rape of Ramona on her ranch-alias-bordello. Ramona is stripped naked, but 

the cowboys refuse to undress themselves. They remain emphatically dressed as 

machos and they do not appear intent on penetrating the woman. According to 

Stephen Koch, this episode is a façade of rape, and is finally a statement of how 

deeply Ramona is not wanted (no). This interpretation can be reinforced by a con

sideration of the Nurse, who continually accompanies Ramona. The Nurse is 

included in a rough but also loving way that makes the rape look like an imitation 

of a tender boyish romp. In this scene, the contacts between the men appear more 

important than the supposed stake: sex with a woman. The cowboys are more 

interested in mutual male intercourse than in the naked Ramona. The rape scene 

functions as a constructed act of irony that explicitly performs their disinterest in 

sex with a woman. The woman's body is violently defiled as a showcase, but as 

homosexual men the outlaws in the film present themselves as totally indifferent to 

the spectacle. 

Because of the cowboys' disinterest in Ramona, her role differs from the 

usual female function in westerns like Rio Bravo of determining and canalizing the 

relations between men. Taking the "jokey articulation of rape" into account, it 

seems more productive, as Thomas Waugh suggests, to read "Warhol's females as 

'queens' rather than as "women"' (54). "Queen" Ramona is herself "desirous" and 

"operates with a specific gay male orality" (53), competing with the brothers for pret

ty boy Julian. Ramona is the only one shown making love to Julian in a scene which 

inverts genders so that Ramona plays "Romeo" and Julian "Juliet" (Kokker 165). In 

an ironic replay of Shakespeare's text, Ramona tells Julian that she wants to take her 

own life after having known such pure love. She commits suicide by taking a 

poisoned leaf but Julian is too passive to do likewise. 

In addition to the different role given the woman, Lonesome Cowboys trans-
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gresses the frontier separating homosocial bonding from homosexual relations. In 

a western like Rio Bravo, men settle their camaraderie through its apparent coun

terpart, that is, competition. Witty rivalry among men is indispensable for 

determining and confirming a man's place within the group's hierarchy. In Rio 

Bravo, this witty rivalry is a condition for resolving a violent conflict with another 

group. By contrast, there is no craving for violent inter-male confrontations in 

Lonesome Cowboys. In a homosocial western, male bonding is at the service of the 

gunfight with a hostile individual or group. This fight functions as the ultimate test 

of manliness. In Warhol's film, a showdown is blatantly absent. Since Lonesome 

Cowboys ignores the cornerstone of masculinity, that is murderous competition 

between men, masculinity is foregrounded as mere appearance. 

The notion of masculinity as appearance recalls my earlier discussion of 

virile display on the basis of a scene from King Vidor's film Man Without a Star. A 

young tenderfoot wants to make a sturdy impression and buys an exaggerated cow

boy suit. He hopes to be recognized as a true man but the effect is the opposite. His 

clothes reveal an unintended over-identification with masculine imagery, which is 

on a par with not enough masculinity. He misunderstands that the attempt to com

pensate for a failure is a failure in itself. He is not well versed in the rule that a man 

has to be exactly right without effort, or he is completely wrong. The code of the 

West teaches men that any attempt to imitate masculinity (when discovered as 

imitation) is by definition an absolute failure. 

The tenderfoot cowboy's attempted demonstration of virility in Vidor's Man 

Without a Star is ridiculed by the saloon guests because for them his appearance 

functions as the wrong answer to the problem of masculinity. For them, masculini

ty is a process exclusively based on a natural revelation via deadly gun skills. In the 

opinion of a cowboy, a straightforward identification with masculinity means that 

he is prepared to risk his life in a violent competition. In Lonesome Cowboys, this 

identification is disrupted. The marshal tries to escape competitive impulses by 

choosing a drag act, that is, he refuses identification with male imagery. In contrast, 

Mickey and his brothers cope with masculinity via over-identification. Their virile 

display cannot be considered a matter of failing to understand the codes of the West. 

Coming from the artist who was often referred to as the pope of Pop, it makes more 

sense to read Lonesome Cowboys within the queer context of Pop Art.7 

The avant-garde movement of Pop Art that reached its apex in the 1960s is 

best known for its preoccupation with mass culture images and stock roles (though 

this of course is quite a generalization). Being a gay man "before Stonewall and 

identity politics" (Flatley 102),8 stock roles were less accessible to Warhol than to 

others (103). Both his sexual identity and his resistance to occupying stock bodily 

roles made him an outsider. By exploding such roles and by de-reifying already 

recognizable public images in his art, Warhol made himself an insider. His Pop Art 
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was challenging in its days for reconsidering the divide between underground/ 

outside and popular culture/inside. In his own words: "Pop Art took the inside and 

put it outside, took the outside and put it inside" (Warhol and Hackett 3). 

Warhol's film is an anti-western because it explores this dialectic of 

inside/outside. Relations among men which are filled with (too much) loving ten

derness are put inside the genre. The cowboy's conventional desire to triumph 

violently over another man, which is constitutive of westerns, is put outside the 

genre. In dismissing the competitive basis of tough masculinity, the men in 

Lonesome Cowboys are only left with the trappings of masculinity. Since the driving 

force of the western genre is removed by ignoring inter-male violence, the 

emphasis shifts from presumed authenticity to surface and imagery. Rather than 

the question "Am I a real man in terms of identity?" the question "Do I give good 

face as a man?" becomes central. The cowboys prefer to make a showcase of mas

culine bravado: Eric considers his brother Joe a tough guy because his sexy jacket 

makes him look "butch." Thanks to the emphasis on appearance, tough masculini

ty in Lonesome Cowboys is made theatrical. Since the signifiers of masculinity are 

ironically overdone in Warhol's western, the "effect of a masquerade" (Van Alphen, 

"Introduction" 5), traditionally a mark of femininity, is produced. Earlier I said that 

the subversion of gender stability was a conventional way to open up the space for 

the representation of homosexual desire in films prior to Stonewall. The men in 

Lonesome Cowboys, however, are not simply endowed with signifiers of femininity, 

but their bodies are sexualized by means of their tongue-in-cheek over-identification 

with macho poses, which create the effect of (feminine) masquerade 9 

Conclusion 

A western like Hawks' Rio Bravo shows that men constantly have to compromise 

their desires, since conventional masculinity prospers in homosocial relations that 

simultaneously have a companionable and a competitive aspect. If necessary, they 

have to sacrifice their love for a woman to their loyalty to a male friend or group. At 

the same time, camaraderie is not allowed to tip over into love, since even a man's 

best buddy is always-already his rival. The competitive edge makes disavowal of 

homosexuality a structuring component of inter-male relations in westerns. 

Warhol's Lonesome Cowboys is a "limp" western because it refuses to disavow 

homosexuality. In the period before 1969, homosexual desire could only be 

acknowledged in films situated outside the mainstream, for example in 

underground movies, which, Dyer notes, were always recognized as sustaining a 

very gay tradition (Now You See It 102). The editors of the volume Pop Out: Queer 

Warhol remark that, because of the problematic and virtually impossible place of 

homosexual identity in the mainstream's public eye, "Warhol was never entirely 
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'out' nor 'in' the closet" (4). His frontier position towards sexuality is clearly 

expressed in a quotation from Warhol himself on the nature of the boys' brother

hood in his film: ". . . they aren't really brothers, they're, well, friends, sleeping 

together, or whatever, but they say they're brothers so people won't talk" (qtd. in 

Gidal 132). 

Warhol's remark can be seen as cultivating the closeted atmosphere of homo

sexuality. If the strategy of the closet prescribes "Don't tell," Warhol ironic 

response can be transcribed as: "I will not say that they are homosexual but I will 

only tell what I have done to conceal this fact." Warhol's film is made in a period 

when there was a blind spot for same-sex desire in a popular narrative genre like the 

western. This blind spot is circumscribed in Lonesome Cowboys when inter-male 

competition is ignored and the comradeship between men is represented as 

exaggeratedly idyllic. By doing so, this Pop Art western refigures masculinity as 

virile display: the cowboys are obsessed with butch imagery and macho poses. Their 

theatrical over-investment in masculinity and their unpronounced but nevertheless 

suggestively flirtatious behavior among each other open up a space for the repre

sentation of homosexual desire in a film made on the eve of Stonewall. 


