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Southern California’s pool culture is the subject of this unique 
and luscious collection of photographs that explore the 
parallel evolution of an iconic symbol and an artistic genre.

      Since the end of World War II, Southern California’s 
backyard pools—those blue-green oases in an otherwise 
often arid landscape—have symbolized any number of 
American ideals: optimism, wealth, consumerism, escape, 
physical beauty, and the triumph of people over nature. 
Simultaneously, the field of photography developed as a 
transformative method for recording the human condition. 
This exhibition catalog celebrates the nexus of these two 
phenomena in a one-of-a-kind collection that features more 
than two hundred works by more than forty postwar artists 
and photographers. It presents works by photographers 
and artists including Bill Anderson, John Baldessari, Ruth 
Bernhard, David Hockney, Herb Ritts, Ed Ruscha, Julius 
Shulman, and Larry Sultan. Thematically grouped into 
topics ranging from the rise of celebrity culture, suburbia 
and dystopia, avant-garde architectural landscape design, 
and the cult of the body, these images offer a rich study 
of the cultural connotations of the swimming pool. Six 
insightful essays provide a comprehensive overview of 
the development of the swimming pool and its attendant 
aesthetic and social culture.
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each of these photographers was widely influential since 
their images were first published in magazines that could be 
found on most any magazine rack, as opposed to the rarefied 
setting of the fine art gallery or museum. However, decades 
after their first appearance in magazines, their works are now 
finding a place within these milieus.

BoB mizer

Pioneer of gay, nude photography, Bob Mizer (1922–1992) 
founded the Athletic Model Guild, or AMG, in 1945. The 

from bEEfcakE To skaTEcakE:
shifting depictions of masculinity and the backyard  
swimming pool in southern california
BY TYLER STALLINGS

“I came to Los Angeles for two reasons: The first was a photo by  

Julius Shulman of Case Study House #21, and the other was  

AMG’s Physique Pictorial.” 1                                            —dAvId HOCKNEY

MOST OFTEN, in midcentury architectural images of homes 
and pools, whether taken by Julius Shulman or by a staff 
photographer for any number of home-and-garden maga-
zines, people are largely absent from the pool. The pool is 
clearly just an ornament to reflect the home’s implied occu-
pants—predictably, the family unit—either to enhance their 
glamour by way of its Hollywood associations, or to illustrate 
a rise in social status, as a newly minted consumer in the 
postwar era (fig. 1).

Although the dominant image of the backyard pool was as 
a backdrop for family values, privacy, and consumerism, there 
existed alternative uses and representations of the backyard 
pool as a site for expressing erotic desire, voyeurism, and a 
liminal state between nature and culture (fig. 2). 

Contrary to Shulman’s often reproduced images of archi-
tecturally significant, clean-lined, modernist homes with placid 
backyard pools, such as the Kaufmann House in Palm Springs, 
this essay will look at photographs made between 1945 and 
1980 that show men at play in backyard swimming pools. It 
will consider the work of two Los Angeles–based photogra-
phers: the beefcake photography of Bob Mizer (fig. 3) and his 
peers from the 1940s–60s published in his Physique Pictorial 
magazine, and Craig Stecyk’s photo documentation of the 
dogTown Z-Boy skateboard team for SkateBoarder magazine 
in the 1970s (fig. 4). Each focuses on a redefinition of mascu-
linity in relationship to the swimming pool towards a new vision 
embracing hedonism. This shift in values associated with the 
masculine—from a man as hardworking breadwinner for his 
family to the single, unattached, self-obsessed, and leisure-
seeking man—accompanies a cultural shift from the early 
1950s to the late 1970s from an economy based on produc-
tion to one based on consumption. 

“The introduction of the swimming pool as a pretext to 
show nude or seminude bodies was a spectacular opportu-
nity,” writes Thomas van Leeuwen in his groundbreaking book, 
The Springboard in the Pond, as “Eros could be shown in an 
athletic and hygienic context, providing legal as well as 
tasteful entertainment for the voyeur as a family man.”2 Here, 
van Leeuwen underscores the way the pool as family site 
provides cover for erotic desires that challenge mainstream 
modes of masculinity and domesticity.

Indeed, instead of creating images for families who may 
see their values reflected in magazines such as House Beau-
tiful, or for the “family man,” seeking out heteronormative, 
erotic images in men’s magazines such as Playboy, both 
Mizer and Stecyk depict worlds of young men playing, posing, 
and emphasizing physique and performance. The work of 

Fig. 1

JULIUS SHULMAN
Edgar J. Kaufmann House,  
Palm Springs, California, 1947

Fig. 2

BOB MIZER
Pool  –Bob Glennon, 1950s

Fig. 3

BOB MIZER
Bob Saputo, Los Angeles, 1958

Fig. 4

CRAIG STECYK
Jay Adams, Northridge, California, 
ca. 1973
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and Jim French were among a handful that maintained 
Mizer’s aesthetic, one that was more admiring of the male 
physique than given to gratuitous display (fig. 8).

Like the Muscle Beach photos by Max Yavno found in 
museums and fine art books, beefcake magazines focused 
on presenting an abundance of photographs in each issue of 
brawny young men in sporty, fit poses (fig. 9). However, Yavno 
came out of a social-documentary aesthetic from the Photo 
League, a group with whom he associated in the 1930s when 
he was in New York, and thus was perhaps more concerned 
with the odd juxtapositions of personalities found at venice 
Beach, rather than a predilection for beautiful bodybuilder 
bodies (fig. 10).

Wayne Stanley, in his introduction to the recently published 
complete reprint of Physique Pictorial, characterizes Mizer in 
counter-distinction to Yavno:

Venice Beach provided Bob with the impetus to formulate the 

direction of his career, and by 1945 he was eager to earn his living as 

a professional photographer . . . As a result of his years at Venice 

Beach, Bob did not want for models after having turned AMG into a 

photographic studio. After a short while, handsome young men, in 

business was located in his home, shared with his mother, 
located in downtown Los Angeles, and was formerly an old, 
rambling funeral parlor. After the photographer’s death, 
Wayne E. Stanley, a friend and legal advisor, tended to his 
archives. In 2003 the company was sold to former physique 
photographer dennis Bell, who continues to develop the 
brand and offers access to AMG archives through its 
website.3 Mizer published Physique Pictorial for close to 
forty years, from 1951 to 1990 (fig. 5).

Mizer’s photographs, and those of other photographers 
whom he supported, and who sometimes shared the use of 
the same models, such as Bob Gentry (fig. 6), could be found 
printed both in his own magazine and in others published 
between the 1930s–60s that have been called “beefcake” 
magazines. While their primary market became gay men, 
until the 1960s these publications were typically presented 
as dedicated to encouraging fitness and health. They grew 
out of bodybuilding magazines that began publication in the 

Fig. 5

ATHLETIC MOdEL GUILd
Physique Pictorial, Summer 1957

Fig. 6

BRUCE BELLAS (BRUCE OF L.A.)
Bob Gentry, USMC, 1957

Fig. 7

BOB MIZER
Richard Dubois,  1953

Fig. 8

JIM FRENCH
Tony Regalia, Malibu Canyon, 1973

Fig. 9

UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER
Equilibrists (Two Men), ca. 1950

Fig. 10

MAX YAvNO
Muscle Beach, 1954 (detail; 
full image pp. 178-79)

early twentieth century (fig. 7). Up until several significant 
Supreme Court cases in the late 1960s, United States 
obscenity laws allowed women, but not men, to appear in 
various states of undress in images for publication.4 After 
the U.S. Supreme Court lifted the ban on representing full 
frontal, male nudity in 1967, “the market was flooded with 
shots of every scrawny street kid willing to bare his all for a 
nickel bag.”5 Photographers such as Roy dean, Lou Thomas, 
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In this country we spend over $5 billion a year on graffiti abate-

ment and prevention. It’s strange to me. What’s the difference 

between the Sistine Chapel and the side of an underpass? Not much. 

So why do we criminalize beauty?9

Similarly, although there is a dystopian aspect to a dry 
pool, it also invites trespassing, not only literally onto 
someone else’s property, but also into the privacy and secu-

very large numbers, merely began appearing at the gates of AMG 

with the desire to be photographed. Manna from heaven! 6

What was groundbreaking about Mizer’s work for Physique 
Pictorial was that he had no pretense about showing men 
without their clothes and celebrating their beauty (fig. 11). He 
was neither secretive nor apologetic. Historian, F. valentine 
Hooven III, author of Beefcake: The Muscle Magazines of 
America 1950–1970, has called Bob’s vision “unique at a time 
when there existed an enormous, untapped, and mostly clos-
eted gay population hungering to see the beauty of the young 
male physique artistically photographed for its own sake.”7

In the past ten years, Mizer’s pioneering work has received 
increased recognition. This includes a feature film, Beefcake, 
that dramatizes events in his life, largely around a trial involving 
censorship of Physique Pictorial; exhibitions of his work in 
commercial galleries, such as Western Project in Culver City, 
California, and Exile Gallery in Berlin, Germany; reprinting 
facsimiles of every issue of Physique Pictorial in a three-
volume set published by Taschen; and most recently the publi-
cation of Bob’s World, also from Taschen, which focuses on 
Mizer’s color photography, and includes interviews with past 
associates, and biographical detail gleaned from Mizer’s 
diaries (fig. 12).

CrAig steCyk

Craig Stecyk, Jeff Ho, and Skip Engblom opened the shop 
Jeff Ho Surfboards and Zephyr Productions on Main Street 
in venice Beach in 1973. They developed a surfing team 
called the Z-Boys, who caught waves at Bay Street in Santa 
Monica and were infamous for adventurous surfing amidst 
the dilapidated pier-pilings of the Pacific Ocean amusement 
park, an area nicknamed “dogTown.” 

They were also passionate skateboarders, especially when 
the surf was down. Based on their surfing skills, they came to 
use banks of concrete throughout the city, especially at 

In the thirty years after the first issue of Physique Pictorial, 
Southern California had experienced rapid postwar suburban 
expansion, accompanied by the construction of a few hundred 
thousand, backyard swimming pools—made affordable and 
accessible through bank loans and cheaper building tech-
niques. But in the 1970s in Los Angeles, a prolonged drought 
forced many homeowners to drain their pools. Word got around 
about these new “cement oases.” The Z-Boys took their surf 
style of skating and their attitude of treating the urban land-
scape like their personal playground to the empty pools. In 
essence, Stecyk’s photographs and the Z-Boys they depicted 
represented a draining of the edenic California dream.

Stecyk wrote and photographed a series of innovative 
reports and interviews for SkateBoarder magazine that 
became known as the dogTown articles, which immortalized 
the Z-Boy lifestyle. His stories inspired a generation, and he 
is referred to as the godfather of the sport of skateboarding 
as it is known today (fig. 13). In the introduction to a collec-
tion of Stecyk’s contributions to SkateBoarder magazine, 
editor Glen E. Friedman writes, “virtually anyone who grew 
up during this period and knew SkateBoarder magazine as 
‘the Bible’ has been influenced incredibly in his or her outlook 
and approach toward life and living by Stecyk’s articles.”8 

Stecyk is one of the founders of Juxtapoz art magazine 
and has contributed to many different books. His life and 
that of the Z-Boys were portrayed in the 2001 award-winning 
documentary DogTown and Z-Boys, as well as the feature 
film Lords of DogTown in 2005. 

In 2011, forty years after his initial skateboarding forays, 
Stecyk still embodies his peripatetic attitude and challenges 
notions of private property. This viewpoint is reflected in a 
recent interview with him, on the occasion of his work being 
included in Los Angeles’s Museum of Contemporary Art’s 
sprawling, historical take on graffiti art since the 1970s, Art 
in the Streets, when he comments on the relationship 
between art and the urban landscape:

schoolyard playgrounds, to invent new, stylish moves. 
Instead of standing straight up, which had been the domi-
nant stance, even in competition, they crouched low on their 
boards. It was a low-slung style, akin to a surfer guiding one’s 
hand through a wave to steer their surfboard. 

Fig. 11

BOB MIZER
Antonio Montez,  ca. 1970

Fig. 12

BOB MIZER 
Mad Dog,  ca. 1970

Fig 13

ANTHONY FRIEdKIN
Craig Stecyk, Surfer/Artist, 
Shot at P.O.P. Pier, 1976
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man—rather than the suburbs, the place of the woman, as it 
were. One might argue that an unintended consequence is a 
blending of the two—an overlay of feminized interior design 
onto the masculinized city grid. It represents a new merging 
of the masculine with consumption, a feature associated 
with the feminine in the not too distant past.

Writing about the changes of the 1970s as reflected in 
men’s magazines, Jonathan Rutherford writes:

The aspirant nuclear family of the 1950s began to fail to repro-

duce a normative version of itself. The advent of a consumer society 

combined with new permissive legislation on divorce and sexuality 

challenged the styles of manliness and modes of power necessary to 

reproduce and sustain traditional heterosexual relations . . . Women’s 

struggle for more independent lives meant that men began to nego-

tiate their relationships with women and children on the basis of 

equality . . . the decade witnessed the emergence of trends which 

point toward the end not just of the nuclear family but of the family 

based on patriarchal domination.14

Moving past the 1970s, Rutherford quotes from a 1998 
report by marketing consultants that explained to adver-
tisers how best to represent today’s “insecure man.” They 
concluded that “‘the most successful way to communicate 
with men in today’s environment is to reflect the soul of 
primal man. Man the warrior, the hero. In a world where men 
find their most basic instincts thwarted, an advertiser who 
indulges their favourite [sic] fantasies should prosper.’”15

However, in a less cynical tone, one might view Mizer and 
Stecyk’s depiction of men and their “primal,” body-centered 
activities around the pool as examples of infusing a new hedo-
nistic sensibility, one enhanced by being in the privacy of the 
backyard and around the liminal and libidinal swimming pool. 

When one peruses all the issues of Physique Pictorial, or 
looks at his films, it is evident that Mizer created a safe zone 
within the high walls of his compound for his boys to relax 

and play (fig. 15). Once oiled up, they enacted scenes of jailor 
and convict, of Roman emperor and slave, of cop and perp, 
eventually ending in a fall-down orgy in which everyone gave 
in to the pleasure of their bodies, no matter how many “laws” 
had been broken. At other times, the pictures simply showed 
the boys lounging, weightlifting, or stretching.

What made it all work was that Mizer could get close. 
Unlike a studio set where there might be a lone artist with a 
model, or at most with some assistants looking on, Mizer 
created a crowd scene of boys in his backyard. It is as though 
he transported Muscle Beach to downtown L.A., and could 
enter the crowd when he wanted, as if he were a street 
photographer or a cinéma vérité film director in his own back-
yard. All of this was done in an effort to not only keep hidden 
that which was against the law at the time,16 but also to 

rity of the nuclear family. Even though this notion suggests a 
provision for criminal acts, it also represents an act of rebel-
lion against the traditional, rational-grid plan of cities. This 
urban layout can be found among many cultures going back 
centuries, but is perhaps best epitomized in the Western 
imagination by ancient Rome and its colonies, whose notion 
of the grid reflected the regimentation of its military camps. 
In this respect, as a tribe of men traversing Los Angeles’s 
city streets, ending up in empty backyard pools, the Z-Boys 
came to break from this hegemony and embrace the irra-
tional and nonlinear.

mAgAzines

The broad influence of the magazines in which Mizer and 
Stecyk published is evident by their circulation numbers.  
According to Hooven, by the mid-1950s, Physique Pictorial 
routinely sold over 40,000 copies. By 1978, SkateBoarder 
had one million readers.10 The magazine images were units of 
exchange in the formation of varying forms of masculine 
identity around the country, whether gay, straight, beefcake, 
or “skatecake.”

Mizer used campiness and subterfuge to play with identi-
ties in the 1950s and 1960s. Mizer’s men were caught in a 
time of transition in which a new relationship between young 
men and consumption was developing. This was a change for 
the country as a whole that once based its economy on 
production rather than consumption. Stecyk and the Z-Boys 
embraced a new aesthetic of “looseness” that was in the air in 
the 1970s. In his book, Getting Loose, Sam Binkley defines 
looseness as “an affirmation of direct personal engagement 
as an active force in the fashioning of experiences, realized 
through a release of the self into the flow of natural impulses, 
desires and the sensuality and experience of everyday life.”11 
In this spirit, the interaction between masculinity and consum-
erism in this period formed a new definition for a man—one 
who embraced pleasure and self-fulfillment (fig. 14).

Fig. 14

UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER
Seventies Pad, ca. 1970s

Fig. 15

BOB MIZER
Elledge Brothers, ca. 1970

 The key to this whole process was the printed magazine. 
As Bill Osgerby writes in Playboys in Paradise, magazines 
were instrumental in “middle-class America’s embrace of life-
styles increasingly at ease with a credo of pleasure, self-
expression and personal ‘liberation’ through consumption.”12 
In Playboy magazine for example, there was the occasional 
feature of the ideal bachelor pad. In a plan from a 1962 
issue, the editorial reads: “The discerning city-dweller of indi-
vidual ways and comfortable means is turning more and more 
to the superb outlets for decorative and architectural self-
expression inherent in the town house. He is beguiled by its 
intrinsic advantages of privacy and spaciousness coupled 
with a metropolitan location just a shift of the gears away 
from myriad urban attractions.”13 The accent is clearly on the 
single man seeking privacy for self-satisfaction. As in many 
of the bachelor pad designs published between 1956–70, 
the emphasis is on the city dwelling too—the place of the 



136 137

Although it is a different guise from Playboy’s bachelor 
pad, these two publications share a focus on being self-made 
and self-expressive. One might argue that sports magazines 
and consumer-oriented magazines for men, changed after 
1967 and 1969. In 1967, obscenity laws against male 
nudity were lifted after several groundbreaking trials in the 
U.S. Supreme Court. And after the Stonewall riot in 1969, 
gays become more visible in society. These two elements 
combined began to change how men behaved, as well as how 
they were depicted and viewed by the mainstream. 

selF-reFlexive mAsCulinity

It was these books and magazines in the 1960s–70s that 
provided guides and maps to the new loose lifestyle, acting 
as “a reflexive storying of the self.”20 When skateboarders 
photographed each other and circulated these images to 
their readers of the magazines they put into practice a self-
reflexivity that redefined masculinity. Similarly, the argument 
applies to Mizer’s magazine in which he encouraged men 
from all around the country to send in their own photos for 
publication in Physique Pictorial. Once published, they would 
see themselves in a new context that celebrated the male 
physique—their physique.

 Bob’s world is one of homoerotic playfulness. There is 
also the sense that through the playfulness, Bob is helping 
his young men learn to enjoy their bodies (fig. 17). In Craig’s 
world of Z-Boy skateboarders, the underlying message is 
classic male bonding through the shared, extreme experi-
ences of vertical leaps in empty pools and through the brig-
ands’ trespassing of private homes (fig. 18).

 Mizer’s magazine represents a gay sensibility acutely 
aware of the codes of what represents a man in the 1950s 
and 1960s. This self-reflexivity lies at the heart of the camp-
iness in the images. There is an element of play in the photos 
and the films produced by AMG. The closed environment of 
the compound and the parodic nature of commenting upon 

create an artificial environment that then becomes natural 
within the context of his compound (fig. 16).

In a similar vein, Stecyk was part of the team, so to speak, 
as a founder of the original surf shop from which the skate-
boarders arose. He hunted for the pools too. In many of his 
shots, you see his shadow in the frame. He was up close. Like 
Hunter S. Thompson, he wrote from a gonzo or New Jour-
nalism aesthetic in which he was both a reporter and a figure 
within the story too. Capturing the same uninhibited qualities 
that Mizer sought, Stecyk, writing in a 1975 SkateBoarder 
article about the high speeds and the “fourth-dimensional” 
experience of seeming weightlessness while surfing and 
skateboarding, he said in a most philosophical riff:

Pushing the old boundaries establishes the new “limits.” In 

actuality, the only limiting factor is that of your imagination. 

You can go as far as you want to take it, or perhaps more aptly 

as far as it takes you. After you leave the realm of traditional 

preconceptions, you enter the area of endless freedom. There 

exists no right or wrong, rules are unheard of, and the course is 

uncharted.17

Stecyk’s promotion of this type of “mobile, flexible and 
self-responsible self, unconstrained by tradition and collec-
tive obligation” is in line with the spirit of other sorts of life-
style magazines in this period, which were influential in 
promoting an ethic of autonomous living.18 The Whole Earth 

Fig. 16

ATHLETIC MOdEL GUILd
Pool in Athletic Model Guild 
Compound,  1992

Fig. 17

BOB MIZER
Bob Starr, Los Angeles, 1957

Fig. 18 

CRAIG STECYK
Bob Biniak, Dogbowl,  
Brentwood, California, ca. 1973

Catalog, published between 1968–72, perhaps best exem-
plifies this looseness of a melding with nature, and promoting 
independent living. As stated on the first page of each issue, 
its purpose was to counteract the failures of big government 
and big business. 

In response to this dilemma and to these gains a realm of inti-

mate, personal power is developing—power of the individual to 

conduct his own education, find his own inspiration, shape his own 

environment, and share his adventure with whoever is interested. 

Tools that aid this process are sought and promoted by the WHOLE 

EARTH CATALOG.19
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much gay porn from this time period. This is why one so often 
saw the clothes and accoutrements of sailors, policemen, 
bikers, cowboys, and other representations of authority and 
traditional manliness, which could become a “costume” in 
which to “perform” when in the hands of a gay man.

In both cases, men were in taboo situations. For Bob, it 
was the ongoing harassment from the U.S. Post Office over 
obscenity—nude, male bodies in publications circulated by 
mail were not permitted. For the Z-Boys, they were defiantly 
trespassing on other people’s property, and embracing a life 
of rebellious leisure rather than a work ethic, the fruits of 
which were the house and property that they invaded.

Stecyk, and being written about, thus becoming new role 
models for young men around the country who would read 
SkateBoarder magazine. 

This self-awareness is evident in at least two ways when 
one pages through SkateBoarder, paying close attention to 
the images of skaters in empty pools. Either they are looking 
directly at the camera, usually in a moment of bravado and 
sometimes self-mockery if they happen to be caught doing a 
bad trick, or they are flipping their board above the rim of the 
pool in order to show its underside (fig. 20). And there, one 
finds the dogTown logo, created by Stecyk himself, but 
usually hand drawn. The point is that they knew that they 
were doing something different and wanted everyone to 
know it when they opened the pages of SkateBoarder, 
whether they were in Malibu, Phoenix, Atlanta, or Boston.

 In a SkateBoarder article from 1979, Stecyk character-
izes the dogTown lifestyle as it came to be known and publi-
cized, “Traveling hundreds of miles, sneaking about in appro-
priate camouflage, employing hand-drawn maps, eluding 
security guards, and spending countless dollars and hours 
perfecting their art, the practitioners exude a fanatical dedi-
cation that eclipses the common definitions of total insanity. 
They are members of an elite group whose only membership 
requirement is that you attend the meetings….”25 Here, he 
also evokes the sense of belonging and camaraderie central 
to this loose lifestyle.

In the context of the postwar backyard swimming pool, so 
often used as a location for shelter magazines to self-
consciously display the nuclear family and its values, Mizer 
and Stecyk employ the same setting to pose a challenge to 
those values. 

ArCHiteCturAl sPACe As sensuAl sPACe

Mizer’s and Stecyk’s representations and actual use of the 
backyard pool are an example of architectural space 
rethought in terms of the body that occupies it. Both Mizer’s 

traditional masculine roles perhaps enhance the friskiness. 
In the erotically charged, coffee-table book Bob’s World, 

John Sonsini, a contemporary portrait painter in Los Angeles 
and friend of Mizer who spent much time at Bob’s compound 
in the late 1980s, reflects on the social atmosphere around 
the studio. He captures the sense of bonding through partic-
ipating in an alternative life in the backyard in a pre-Stone-
wall era: “When you think of AMG being home, in many ways 
you could say Bob’s films were elaborate home movies….”21 
This is evident especially in Mizer’s short films. For example, 
in The Booking Of A Hood, a short five-minute, black-and-
white film that would have been for sale through Physique 
Pictorial, you see a cop and his deputy, trying to arrest and 
jail a delinquent. Eventually, they all fall down into a wrestling 
match of oiled bodies (fig. 19). Today, it seems much less titil-
lating and feels more like the project of an art student, armed 
with plenty of gender theory, attempting to be purposefully 
light about the physicality in an effort to say, “We’re all human. 
We’re all not only gay, but sexually polymorphous. It’s not 
about who you are or what you look like, but about desire, 
touch, and imagination.”

The spirit and outcome of this playfulness is described 
good naturedly by Mizer’s associate david Hurles: 

It has been written that AMG often had the feel of a summer 

camp, with Bob as the camp director. He placed value on traits, such 

as personality, that many of these men weren’t aware could even 

have value. With Bob’s help they easily opened themselves up, and in 

that process they became more than just pretty bodies, they became 

sexy and accessible.22

In this respect, over the course of the forty years that Mizer 
published the magazine, Physique Pictorial proved a reflexive 
articulation of masculinities and sexualities. Implicit in his 
poses is an examination of the construction, strengthening, 
and weakening of male media icons, as was the case with 

Fig. 19

ATHLETIC MOdEL GUILd
The Booking of a Hood, ca. 1950s

Fig. 20

CRAIG STECYK
T. A. — Model T Front Side or  
Transvergence,  1973

The notion of repetitive acts was central to these maga-
zines’ appeal; as Iain Borden writes, “this is a complex inter-
section of lived experience and mechanically reproduced 
imagery…the mechanical image projects the skater both 
back to themselves, and others.”23 And since actions were 
performed collectively, “the desire to enact the move and to 
have it reproduced is then the desire to be, at the same time, 
oneself, oneself as someone else, and all skaters in oneself.”24 
The skaters become recognizable icons in the magazines.

Stecyk’s Z-Boy skateboarders challenged the sports 
model of military-like discipline and bending the body to 
rational will. Rather, the Z-Boys were not he-men, but were 
putting themselves on display for one another. They enjoyed 
performing and watching one another’s bodies in motion. 
They were aware that they were being photographed by 
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boys cavorting and posing around the pool and Stecyk’s 
skateboarders hugging the pool’s empty curves emphasize a 
desire for one’s body to be in motion. Their engagement with 
the architectural and social other represents a rebirth of 
body and identity.

Skateboarders work with centrifugal and centripetal 
forces on the body to create new moves within the bowl of 
the empty pool. Borden describes their use of the pool in 
facilitating their flowing actions as taking “on more the char-
acter of a prosthetic device, an extension of the body as a 
kind of fifth limb.”26 

Though only some of Mizer’s published images depicted 
men posing in private, backyard swimming pools, the reality 
of the studio setting was that most of what was shot always 
centered on the pool. Clearly, Mizer recognized that the pool 
created a libidinal context for his boys to be in a constant 
state of undress, or readiness to be. Over the years, he 
purchased surrounding properties, expanding his compound 
and keeping his business behind closed doors (fig. 21).

despite the compound’s sprawling site, recognition of the 
pool’s centrality is underscored by comments on building the 
set in a warehouse in Nova Scotia for Thom Fitzgerald’s 
Beefcake, a film that blends dramatization of key events in 
Mizer’s life along with documentary footage. Set designer 
d’Arcy Poultney noted: 

Bob Mizer left an archive of about a million stills, as well as films 

made by his agency…. We knew what his house and studio looked 

like…. First thing we needed, of course, was a pool. We borrowed an 

above-the-ground pool and built Mizer’s house and studio on two 

levels around the pool.27

The bowl shape of the pool, filled with water, with bodies 
suspended in it, cannot help but make one think of a baby in 
the womb. In this sense, both Mizer and Stecyk’s images 
suggest a rethinking of the role of the male, the husband, as 

a hardworking breadwinner. Rather, their men took pleasure 
in their bodies. They turned the architectural space of the 
pool into a transsexual site, as defined by diane Agrest in her 
essay “Architecture from Without.”28 In it, she discusses how 
first-century architectural manuals written by the Roman 
vitruvius, which were influential during the Renaissance, 
created a discourse in which a woman’s place was “usurped 
by man who as the architect has the female attributes neces-
sary for conception and reproduction.”29 Like the famous, 
fifteenth-century rendering by Leonardo da vinci in which 
man’s proportions determine those of buildings (which was 
based on and illustrative of vitruvius’s theories), vitruvius 
called the naval, rather than the womb, both the symbol and 
literal source of creation; hence he saw man as at the center 
of creation rather than woman (fig. 22). Although Agrest’s 

space of shared experience, and in this sharing of an alternate 
value system find new security and renewal.

BACkwArds into tHe 1980s

It is appropriate that the period of time examined by Pacific 
Standard Time, a project developed as a partnership between 
the Getty Foundation and the Getty Research Institute, ends 
in 1980. For it was in the 1980s that there was a cultural 
jump backwards to the 1950s, as if World War II had just 
ended again, some thirty-five years later—the past is the 
future and the future is the past. The conservatism of the 
period managed to co-opt the energy of the liberatory self-
reliance of the previous decades as “a countercultural 
emphasis on expressive self-realization and personal 
autonomy found an unlikely resonance with neoliberal visions 
of self-responsibility and enterprise.”30 In other words, privi-
lege and consumer excess reared their heads again, in 
combination with moral restraint, obligation, and respecting 
so-called public norms.

 Now, forty years after the drought of the 1970s, there 
is another sort of calamity stretching across the landscape 
of the Southland—foreclosures (fig. 23). The American 
dream of home ownership is disappearing with the Southern 
Californian dream of owning an oasis in the backyard along 
with it. As Stecyk says, “Today, there are more skateboarders 
than ever riding pools, because of all the foreclosures. 
Fresno, the Inland Empire…many properties with good 
shapes. You used to find out about pools by word of mouth, 
Nowadays, you have guys flying over foreclosed areas with 
helicopters searching for pools. You got real estate guys on 
the take to let you know when a property is empty and has a 
good pool.”31 This is a backyard Shangri-La regained for the 
primal man. Go forth, young man, and be photographed. Your 
body is the paradise.

stance is critical, her notion of “architectural transsexuality” is 
adopted here in order to acknowledge the unique shape of the 
pool and its symbolism; in a different light, Agrest’s critique of 
architectural patriarchy is one that could be shared by Mizer 
and Stecyk.

In the case of Mizer and Stecyk, groups of men circulate 
around the womb-pool, both in its childbearing state, when it is 
full of water, and in its barren state, when it is drained of water. 
Their appropriation of this site in order to reconfigure and 
challenge dominant ideas of masculinity suggests an active 
process of rebirth. It is a representation in direct challenge to 
the single-family unit and the suburban identity of the back-
yard pool, where privacy and security separates and protects 
from homosexuals and trespassing skateboarders. Mizer and 
Stecyk, in their depictions of communal masculinity, suggest a 

Fig. 21

UNKNOWN PHOTOGRAPHER
Athletic Model Guild Compound, 
Aerial View, ca. 1960s

Fig. 22

LEONARdO dA vINCI
Vitruvian Man, ca. 1487

Fig. 23

TYLER STALLINGS
Empty backyard swimming  
pool at a foreclosed home,
Riverside, California,  
September 21, 2008
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