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Abstract | The present essay explores the way in which the main character in Richard
Matheson’s post-apocalyptic science fiction novel I Am Legend (1954) and its three main
film adaptations so far – Ubaldo Ragona’s and Sidney Salkow’s The Last Man on Earth
(1964), Boris Sagal’s The Omega Man (1971), and Francis Lawrence’s I Am Legend (2007)
– is represented as the embodiment of a once hegemonic masculinity now on the verge of
extinction. In particular, I contend that the four texts in question deliberately subvert
expectations of triumphant male heroism in order to question the dominant western
discourse which each successive version of the main character represents. This discourse
seems to be clearly identified in each of the four texts with a middle-class, heterosexual,
still traditionally patriarchal masculinity. Therefore, the differences in the literary or filmic
construction of the protagonist’s gendered identity can be read as differences in the way
each author perceives and depicts contemporary mainstream socio-cultural forces as
hegemonic. Not only does each version of the “legend” of the main character’s heroic

masculinity challenge the latter’s supremacy, but it also subverts his every claim to cultural
leadership, as he is turned into a mythical Other.
Keywords | Masculinity; hero; science fiction; subversion; I Am Legend.
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Resumo | Este artigo explora a forma como a personagem principal do romance pósapocalíptico de ficção científica I Am Legend (1954), de Richard Matheson, e das suas três
adaptações fílmicas – The last Man on Earth de Ubaldo Ragona e Sidney Salkow (1964),
The Omega Man de Boris Sagal (1971) e I Am Legend de Francis Lawrence (2007) – é
representada como a personificação de uma masculinidade outrora hegemónica, mas agora
à beira da extinção. Mais especificamente, argumento que os quatro textos em questão
subvertem, de forma deliberada, as expectativas do heroísmo masculino triunfante de modo
a questionar o discurso ocidental dominante que cada versão sucessiva da personagem
principal representa. O referido discurso parece estar claramente identificado em cada um
dos quatro textos com uma masculinidade de classe-média, heterossexual e ainda
tradicionalmente patriarcal. Assim sendo, as diferenças na construção literária ou fílmica da
identidade de género do protagonista podem ser lidas como diferenças na forma como cada
autor percebe e representa as forças sócio-culturais contemporâneas da corrente dominante
como hegemónicas. Não só cada versão da “lenda” da masculinidade heróica da
personagem principal desafia a supremacia da anterior, como também subverte as suas
reivindicações à liderança cultural, à medida em que essa é transformada num Outro mítico.
Palavras-Chave | Masculinidade; herói; ficção científica; subversão; I Am Legend.
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Masculinity in Crisis
Since my analysis of the four texts in question is mainly concerned with the
differences in the representation of masculine gender, I should begin by addressing
the choice of a “Masculinity in crisis” as the starting point for my exploration of
gendered individuality as the embodiment of dominant socio-cultural systems in the
sci-fi universe created by Matheson in his novel I Am Legend (1954), which was
further expanded by Ubaldo Ragona and Sidney Salkow in The Last Man on Earth
(1964), by Boris Sagal in The Omega Man (1971), and by Francis Lawrence in I Am
Legend (2007). Within an academic landscape of gender fluidity and flexible, plural
masculinities and femininities, a capitalised Masculinity stands out like a sore thumb:
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a controversial allusion to former understandings of gender as a polarised dichotomy
(De Beauvoir; Cixous). Yet, by Masculinity I do, in fact, mean one of the dimensions
in which the Derridean centre of a hegemonic socio-cultural Discourse is articulated,
as Masculine is the gender of the Subject around which the symbolic fabric, practices
and behavioural norms of said discourse are spun.
In the wake of Raewyn Connell’s groundbreaking book Masculinities,
favouring the second term in the binomial Masculinity/masculinities has become a
standard practice, as gender scholars’ interests move towards more eccentric identities
on the socio-cultural map of a globalised, post-colonial world. Yet, three of the four
texts which concern us here belong in the Euro-American socio-cultural and political
atmosphere of the 1950s, 1960s and early 1970s, when First and Second Wave
Feminist theories were still deconstructing oppositional definitions of Masculine
Subjects and feminine objects. Gender as a cultural construction depends on the
synchronic forces that shape it, as much as it does on the diachronic evolution of the
paradigms that contribute to the status quo in which a given definition of gender roles
and identities exists. All four texts in question attempt to represent and confront
canonical configurations of the aforementioned rigid model of Masculinity, as defined
by twentieth/twenty-first centuries western hegemonic ideologies in general, and by
U.S. mainstream cultural Discourses in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and early 2000, in
particular. This means that monolithic, granitic definitions of western Masculinity
will have to be addressed as the fundamental paradigms which the four texts explored
here re-produce and subvert at the same time. The phrase “Masculinity in crisis”
refers to both the crisis that traditional configurations of patriarchal Masculinity were
experiencing by the 1950s, and to its deconstruction and questioning in Matheson’s
text, as well as in its three cinematic versions. As Yvonne Tasker and Paul Watson
convincingly argue, the 1980s and 1990s see white manhood wade through an
ongoing crisis. According to Carol Clover, films such as Magnolia (1999) and Fight
Club (1999) exemplify the way in which fin de siècle “angry white male films” map
the “great unmarked or default category of western culture” (qtd. in Watson 16). But
“orthodox” western Masculinity has undeniably been under the overt siege of
marginal/ised subjectivities for most of the twentieth century (Corber 23-78; Kimmel
318-338).
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In each version of the text originally created by Matheson we shall see the
collective western ideal of a heroic, triumphant Masculinity being re-presented and
re-framed as fantastic, mythical, legendary, and, as such, ultimately extinct. The very
existence of various versions of the demise of such a Masculinity could be interpreted
as proof of the fact that a western masculinity in crisis might be the actual myth, an
undead monster that periodically springs up from its tomb to scare current cultural
hegemonies with visions of their destruction, but is then exorcised and buried again.
However, the first and most evident subversion put in place by all four authors in their
respective texts consists in challenging the dominance of a specific socio-political and
cultural Discourse – which in Sci-fi lingo is translated as “civilisation” – by pushing it
back into a mythical past, the land of what is gone forever, as well as by configuring
the future as a hostile territory for said Discourse/civilisation. What I find particularly
interesting in these four versions of the legend of an extinct Masculinity is that they
represent the future disempowerment of those who, at the time each text is being
conceived, are already in the process of losing at least a portion of their former power.
It is as if all four texts were deliberately waving goodbye to their respective versions
of hegemonic, and therefore heroic, Masculinity, long before any such thing could
actually take place.
Post-Apocalyptic Darwinism
The premise is the same in both Matheson’s and Ragon-Salkow’s texts. A
parasitic bacterium that lives in and off its guests’ blood stream turns the latter into
vampires in order to guarantee the continued supply of fresh blood cells. The guests,
weakened by the bottomless appetite of the bacteria, eventually die. Yet, their
mobility and, to some extent, even their brain activity are maintained, as the bacteria
keep the heart pumping and the blood flowing. The guests turn, therefore, from living
vampires into undead vampires.
The main character in Matheson’s novel, Robert Neville, turns out to be
immune to contagion, thus dodging the bullet of the world-scale epidemic that has
wiped out mankind, and in the process, reaped the lives of his wife and daughter.
Year after year, he has heroically resisted the vampiric victims of the plague, as they
domineer the city by night, and has devoted each day to seeking and destroying both
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living and undead vampires, as they await nightfall hiding away in comatose sleep.
Neville is eventually sentenced to death by his enemies, the very monsters he has
been so diligent in dispatching. Yet, from the point of view of the vampires, the
monster is Neville, a legendary fiend, who is said to amble about by day, looking for
sleeping victims whose hearts he stabs with wooden stakes. Once captured, this
mythical vampire-slayer will not just go from spilling vampires’ blood to spilling his
own: he will distil his very essence into the fantastic tales with which future
generations of vampires will grow. In other words, Robert, the last man on Earth, the
last line of defence for mankind and human civilisations, seeps into the vampires’
collective subconscious in the same way in which the Draculas and Nosferatus, the
ghosts, zombies and Shuten Dóji of our present and past, rural and urban mythologies
have entered our collective imagination.
Sagal’s film is the first to represent the infected Others as albino mutants,
rather than vampires. Sagal’s “Family” of white-pupiled, sore-ridden religious
fundamentalists represents a grotesque subversion of cultural undercurrents that
challenge and resist the hegemony of imperialist capitalism. By exaggerating and
distorting the Others’ claims and portraying them as a cultural involution, Sagal is de
facto forcing the viewer to sympathise with Charlton Heston’s heroic character.
Spectators may pity him for his hyperbolic and arrogant virility, but will prefer the
latter’s cultural, political, economic and military imperialism to the dogmatism of
previous versions of cultural hegemony, such as the Spanish Inquisition, of which the
Family is a caricature. Lawrence returns on the theme of genetic mutation, elaborating
on Sagal’s approach to and emphasis on cultural, rather than merely physical
mutation. However, in this case, cultural involution is so extreme that the new
hairless, light-sensitive mutant species is represented as Neanderthal-like cave people,
closer to voracious apes than to humans. Robert’s nemeses are, indeed, closer to the
infected “runners” in 28 Days Later (2002) than to classic renditions of vampires such
as those created by Polidori, Le Fanu and Stoker. In any case, the new species,
through cultural and/or physical occupation of the territory once ruled by mankind,
will eventually successfully erase human presence from most of – as is the case with
Sagal’s and Lawrence’s films – if not all of the planet – as is the case with
Matheson’s and Ragona-Salkow’s texts.
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What I find particularly interesting is the subversion of the Darwinist
principles that explain mankind’s rise to the top of the food chain. Matheson’s text, as
well as every single one of its subsequent adaptations, depicts a human species
weakened to the point of extinction and ultimately defeated by another species, the
new ruler of the global terrestrial ecosystem. Difference, then, is identified with
change, and change with evolution. This constitutes, of course, one of mankind’s
worst nightmares, as reflected in the countless speculative works of fiction on the
topic of alien and terrestrial species capable of obliterating human supremacy –
Planet of the Apes (1968), Independence Day (1996), Predator (1987), Alien (1979),
and Night of the Living Dead (1968), to mention but a few. It is also at the heart of the
myth of the vampire as a mutant version of humanity, an idea also explored in Tony
Scott’s 1983 film The Hunger. In it, the character played by Susan Sarandon beholds,
in a horrified state, how her own blood cells lose the battle against the mutant cells.
Likewise, Matheson’s Neville will find his suspicions validated when he peers into a
microscope and sees Ruth’s blood invaded by the mutant bacteria. However, the exact
opposite is to be found in all three cinematic versions of the legend of Robert
Neville/Morgan1, as the latter contemplates how his cells overcome and defeat the
mutant ones. Here lies then a double subversion: in the 1960s, 1970s and 2000s
versions of the legend, what is considered to be the hegemonic version of
Masculinity, and consequently of mankind, is to be defeated and sublimated into a
myth by a new version of mankind, while, at the same time, it is also represented as
humanity’s last hope and resort against extinction.
Heroic Masculinity: The Final Act
Robert Neville/Morgan is born a tragic hero, for his destiny is determined by
the very polarisation that defines him as the essence of manhood, as well as an epic
hero, inasmuch as his destiny is the destiny of his gens, his epos, his very species.
Above all, however, he is an all-American hero: Matheson’s is a pioneer, Lawrence’s
is a patriot, and Sagal’s a glamourous Hollywood action man. Vincent Price’s Robert
constitutes a remarkable exception. His is the least American of the four Roberts,

1

In The Last Man On Earth, the main character has been renamed Robert Morgan.
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practically an antithesis of the various types of action heroes so often performed by
Heston and Smith on screen. The fact that the film directed by Ragona and Salkow is
an Italo-American co-production both explains the exceptionality of Vincent Price’s
performance, and, at the same time, seems to confirm that this is not only a critical
time for American Masculinity, but for the centrality of manhood in western cultures
in general.
Not only is Robert Neville/Morgan the focaliser and, therefore, subject of the
textual discourse, but he is also represented as the last specimen of a defunct
Discourse, that of the hegemonic socio-cultural system with which western
civilisation has traditionally been identified. Robert’s death is the death of a U.S.
dominated western Discourse, as seen from a post-apocalyptic perspective. Robert is
its last great hero, a cultural hero, as well as a hero in a literary and cinematographic
sense. When we see his heroism reach a crisis and self-question the meaning and
legitimacy of his own identity, we are confronted with a critical scrutiny and discard
of a whole socio-cultural system. In each of the texts at hand, subjectivity, heroism,
civilisation and culture in crisis are identified as western, male, masculine,
heterosexual, and – with the exception of Will Smith’s Neville in the most recent
adaptation – unmistakably white. In fact, Neville’s gender is the central axis around
which his whole subjectivity revolves. The four versions of the heroic Masculinity
embodied by Robert can be thus interpreted as four versions of a scrutinising gaze
into what, in turn, are four different versions of the western hegemonic Discourse.
Historical and socio-political events change both the gazer and the object of their gaze
(Berger; Crossley). Therefore, the subversive inversion of roles which Matheson,
Ragona-Salkow, Sagal and Lawrence all place at the heart of their respective texts
suggests that, indeed, gazes do travel in both directions and that no gazer goes unseen.
The post-apocalyptic world in which all four narratives are set is still a cosmos built
upon and around the polarised oppositions, which sustained and structured Robert’s
now extinct society.
Robert’s version of heroic masculinity re-generates in every successive representation of Matheson’s legend. Ragona-Salkow’s Robert is already changed,
since the world’s geopolitical configuration is not the same in the 1950s as in the
1960s, the 1970s, or in the first decade of the twenty-first century. The western sociocultural map will be shaken by international, as well as intra-national conflicts. In
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each new adaptation, Robert resurrects as his undead nemeses do, and with each new
reinterpretation of the crisis of western culture comes a new version of heroic
Masculinity. Crisis is then equated to change in socio-cultural paradigms, as well as in
the representation of Otherness, but above all to a metamorphosis understood as both
evolution and involution. Indeed, the first metamorphosis is the one which sees the
Masculinity at the centre of the system, and on which the Euro-American discursive
fabric is woven, branch out into a blasphemous trinity. Blasphemous not only for its
association with the horror of the unnatural subversion to which the world is
subjected, but also, and mostly, because it dares question the reign of the
homogeneous, monolithic Masculinity conceived as the triumphant apex of humanity:
the white2, heterosexual male, middle-class Subject is now, as Victor Frankenstein
once was, a hero, a monster and a victim. He fights for the survival of mankind as
becomes a hero; yet, his actions soon reveal his monstrosity, not in his physical
dimension, for that is reserved to the infected Others, but from a moral point of view,
seeing that he derives sadistic pleasure from the experiments which he carries out on
victims of the plague. He is as much a victim of himself as he is of those Others he
calls “freaks” (The Last Man on Earth 1:24:58).
Matheson’s Neville: The Origin of the Legend
Matheson seems to make a point of representing Masculinity as rough in a
rather stereotypical way. Paradoxically, Neville, the last defence against inhuman
chaos, the last representative of “true” civilisation, cannot be bothered to clean his
home or do the laundry “[f]or he was a man and he was alone and these things had no
importance to him” (4). In keeping with this stereotypical representation of
Masculinity as the strong, untamed sex, violence seems to come easy to Neville. The
narrator lingers, time and again, on those scenes in which Neville’s uncontrolled
aggressiveness lashes out on women, regardless of whether they are vampires or look
“human” to him, as is the case with Ruth:

2

In Matheson’s novel, within an overwhelmingly white cosmos, only one racially different individual
is mentioned, a co-worker of Neville’s, whom the latter calls a “Negro” (36).
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With a snarl of rage he drove his right palm across her face. She staggered
back, then looked at him dizzily. Abruptly she started crying helplessly.
[…] “I said I’m not going to hurt you,” he told her again.
[…] “What are you afraid of?” he asked. (Matheson 67-68)
Oblivious to the irony of his question, Neville’s Masculinity is played against Ruth’s
vulnerability as a grotesque performance of what is most questionable about
patriarchal gender constructions. This could be read as an open criticism of U.S.
standards of abusive Masculinity that contrasts with the good-humoured indulgence
that sets the tone in John Wayne’s and Maureen O’Hara’s spanking scene in
McLintock! (1963). Naturally, a Masculinity such as this cannot but be dominated by
irrepressible sexual urges:
It was the women who made it so difficult, he thought, the women posing
like lewd puppets in the night on the possibility that he’d see them and
decide to come out. […] Deep in his body, the knotting heat began again
[…]. He knew the feeling well and it enraged him that he couldn’t combat
it. (Matheson 6)
Still, in various chapters and particularly in chapters ten through twelve, we
see this beastly, base manhood elevated into speculative intellectualism. Necessarily
rational, as his oppositional construction to irrational Otherness demands, Neville’s
intellectualism comes hand in hand with a coldness verging on emotional castration.
Yet, he does seem to be emotionally, even sadistically invested in his quest for a cure
to restore Mankind to the top of the food chain.
He grabbed the string with tense fingers and swung the cross before her
eyes. She flung her head away with a frightened snarl and recoiled into the
chair.
“Look at it!” he yelled at her.
A sound of terror stricken whining came from her. Her eyes moved wildly
around the room, great white eyes with pupils like specks of soot.
He grabbed at her shoulder, then jerked his hand back. It was dribbling
blood from raw teeth wounds.
His stomach muscles jerked in. The hand lashed out again, this time
smashing her across the cheek and snapping her head to the side.
Ten minutes later he threw her body out the front door and slammed it
again in their faces. (33)
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This violent, cruel, sexually rampant and still decidedly white Masculinity is, first and
foremost, a domineering force, dead set on controlling and exploiting his
environment. Like the Homo Economicus depicted by Daniel Defoe in Robinson
Crusoe, his heroism is that of the first pioneers, that of the Frontier settler, who can
only count on himself and his own resources. Most of the first half of the novel is
devoted to providing a detailed description of the practical side of Neville’s life: how
he turns his house into a sound-proof, inexpugnable fortress; how he grows his own
garlic; how he forages for food and fuel. Matheson’s Neville is undoubtedly a
survivor, a Darwinist triumph right before the fall. And yet, his species will become
extinct after his death, despite all of his aggressiveness, resourcefulness and sexual
drive. However, in the final chapters, this agonising Masculinity undergoes a striking
transfiguration.
Neville, initially so easily aroused that he was even turned on by the “vile”
spectacle vampire women put up for him every night to bait him out of his fortress
(Matheson 6), by the end of the novel has completely lost his sexual appetite; he has
lost the will to reproduce his genes. In fact, he has turned into an ascetic, asexual
hermit, an autotrophic entity, protected by his very isolation, as the guest body
protects the anaerobic bacteria by isolating them from oxygen. Yet, it may be
objected, the bacillus is not autotrophic: it kills to ensure its survival. And that is
exactly what Neville does: he kills to keep his identity up; he kills to avoid
surrendering to Otherness; he kills to keep up the opposition against the Other.
However, empathic identification with the Other is still possible when a third party
breaks the oppositional configuration of normativity versus Otherness. A surge of
grief and rage overwhelms Neville as he witnesses his old friend and undead vampire
Ben Cortman, his sworn enemy for the past several years, shot down by the unfeeling
machine-guns of the living vampires, the new rulers of the world (89). As soon as the
strongest type of Others takes over Neville’s ethnic cleanse, he suddenly empathises
with those poor, clumsy, undead vampires hunted down by the living vampires,
victims of the latter group’s desire to build a new world in which the dead do not rise
from their graves to harass the living. His empathy does not emerge from compassion,
but from a sense of ownership and entitlement. The Other, in this version of heroic
Masculinity, is actually redefined over time so as to be inscribed into the hegemonic
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Discourse, Neville’s Discourse; Cortman constitutes an identification mechanism, a
reminder of Neville’s humanity, of his Sameness.
Ultimately, Matheson’s Masculinity is defined by its brittle rigidity, by its
unsustainable inflexibility. Masculinity in the original legend of the last man on Earth
is thus necessarily gone, lost, mythical. Yet, Matheson’s seems to almost pay homage
to this extinct model of Manhood, as his Neville dies proud of who and what he is and
stands for, of his individuality, of his Otherness. Even when the members of the
emerging civilisation confront him with his mindless brutality, far from rejecting his
monstrosity, Neville congratulates himself on having achieved immortality, even
though this is due to his being perceived as the abject Other by a rising dominant
Discourse, that of the society of the living vampires, a new mutant humanity.
Ragona-Salkow’s Robert: The Last Man on Earth
If Matheson’s Robert Neville was a Frontier man, his first filmic reincarnation
definitely leans towards the pathos of a tragic hero. Contrary to the rude, brutal, even
cruel Robert created by Matheson, iconic B-movie actor Vincent Price plays an
almost aristocratic version of the last “true” man on earth. Dishevelled, even uncouth
in the opening scenes of the film, this black-and-white Robert progressively recovers
his aplomb and poise as the story progresses. In the flashbacks with which we are
revealed how a plague has led to Robert’s current condition as the only survivor, as
well as in the scenes that follow Robert’s seemingly fortuitous encounter with Ruth,
he is impeccably groomed. Price’s Robert dies in the end, as all the other Roberts do,
but he dies in shiny shoes and with his vest and jacket on. In fact, the only difference
between the Robert we see in the flashbacks, well-off and satisfied with his life, and
the Robert that offers a dainty cup of coffee to a terrified Ruth, is the fact that the
latter does not wear a tie and has changed the matching blazer for a more casual twobutton jacket. Everything else, from the neatly combed hairstyle to the gentleman-like
manners, is still there.
It could even be possible to accuse him of a gentility verging on femininity,
evident, for instance, in the almost ludicrous clumsiness with which he wrestles the
undead, in the unheroic shuffling of his feet as he tries to run, in his dropping
grenades delicately with his finger tips, as if he were sprinkling rose petals. Price’s
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Robert is the antithesis of an action man. His velvety yet high-pitched voice rises to
the point of screeching whenever he is seized by strong emotions. His polished accent
and formal diction would better suit a Harvard professor than someone who is a
vampire-slayer by day and a depressive alcoholic by night. The pragmatism with
which Matheson’s Neville would annihilate his undead nemeses or the spectacular
stunts of Sagal’s and Lawrence’s Nevilles have nothing to do with the spectral way in
which Vincent Price stalks his victims in their bedrooms. The acclaimed interpreter of
many a Gothic fiction, Vincent Price exudes ambiguity. His hollow cheeks, sharp
nose, long claw-like fingers and slightly hunched back remind one more of a
traditional rendition of Stoker’s Dracula, than of an avenging hero. Further subverting
the clear-cut difference between the vampire Others and the down-to-earth, allAmerican Masculinity performed by Matheson’s Neville, Vincent Price’s deep undereye circles and haunted facial expressions make him initially look more like an
undead monster than the gentleman he becomes again after meeting Ruth.
His gentility and inability to fight his enemies convincingly could be among
the reasons for his dying despite his immunity to the plague. However, there might be
another, more powerful reason than his failure as a paladin. Vincent Price’s Robert
dies hating Otherness. Unlike Matheson’s Neville, who, resigned to the new worldorder, commits suicide in his prison cell minutes before his public execution as a
murderer, Ragona-Salkow’s Robert rebels against his impending end as a sacrificial
lamb. In the final climatic scene, Price’s Robert seeks refuge in a church, but finds
himself surrounded by the ranks of the avengers of all those vampires he has executed
in their sleep. Shivering in panic, he paces the dais where the main altar sits, as he
growls at the Others: “You’re freaks! I am a man!” (1:25:14-1:25:18). Very much like
Matheson’s, this Robert, too, defines himself in opposition to alterity; however,
Ragona-Salkow’s film emphasises Robert’s loathing for non-submissive difference,
that which refuses to subject itself to a taming, “healing” process. Vincent Price’s
character dies furious, knowing that the world now belongs to o/Others, and, what is
worse, knowing that he, mankind’s champion, was powerless to stop them.
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Sagal’s Neville: the Last Great White Hero
The third Robert steps up the ladder of hegemonic Masculinity: besides being
a tough hero and a researcher, he is now also a military medical doctor, this being a
combination which takes him to the top of twentieth century western social structures.
Indeed, as soon as he enters his fortified abode, we see him chit-chat amiably with a
bronze bust of Julius Caesar, the quintessential icon of militarised, imperialistic and
patriarchal Masculinity, as if he were his intimate friend.
His Masculinity, imbued in testosterone, is defined by speed, risk, action. The
film opens with a wide shot of a deserted American city, down whose avenues a
convertible sports car in a fiery red colour flies away at increasing speed (00:0000:01:03). A close-up soon shows the profile of a smiling Charlton Heston in dark
aviator glasses. He gently tilts his head this way or that, evidently enjoying himself
immensely, while his hands smoothly veer the wheel to the sensual rhythm of
sophisticated jazz music. Unencumbered by traffic rules or other vehicles, a
cultivated, white, middle-aged man truly owns the whole city: an obvious allegory of
the way in which the Masculinity at the centre of the 1970s U.S. cultural mainstream
has been moulded on James Bond’s values. Neville’s pleasure ride comes to a sudden
halt as a shadow swiftly moves behind the curtains of a window (00:01:04). With
impossible agility, Neville hits the brakes, and almost in one single movement,
produces a light machine gun, shoots and bursts the window into smithereens. Selfindulgence merges seamlessly into Other-oriented aggression, as we are shown the
two main sides of this 1970s version of Matheson’s pioneer man: a hedonistic yet
ruthless alpha male. His embodiment of hegemonic Masculinity is also remarkably
narcissistic, with its sensual exhibition of Heston’s virile body, as he looks at the
reflection of his naked torso in the mirror with undisguised complacence (00:11:3400:11:36), and displays, unashamed, an uninhibited sexuality (00:52:44-00:53:14).
Heston’s Neville is the only one to have sexual relations with someone who is not his
wife and to actually enjoy the game of seduction. He is also the only one not to have
lost a wife and daughter to the plague: as far as the spectator knows, he has never
been married at all. His is a free, untamed Masculinity. Finally, this is a masculinity
that represents and defends opulence as the apotheosis of western civilisation. If
Matheson’s Neville is described as a lower middle class man, and Lawrence’s will be
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represented as middle middle class, Ragona-Salkow’s and Sagal’s are decidedly upper
middle class men who still inhabit the same plush mansion where they lived in the
pre-plague days. Unlike Price’s Robert, though, Heston’s has been systematically
collecting western art, taking home priceless paintings, statues and exquisitely carved
furniture.
His love for the very best in life contrasts dramatically with the stern austerity
of his nemeses, clad in black robes and intent on burning every book they can lay
their hands on. In this case, the Others are not vampires but infected photosensitive
religious fanatics who have sentenced Neville to death for being “obsolete” – the
alpha male turned “omega man” – as well as for his use of “science, medicine,
weapons and machines” (00:31:29-00:32:15). With his death, the brethren will
“cancel the world you civilised people made, […] erase history from the time when
machinery and weapons threatened more than they offered” (00:35:23-00:35:30).
Sagal’s Neville dies like Jesus Christ: shedding his blood to save humankind from
death itself. Charlton Heston does not need a church to materialise his divinity; unlike
Price’s character, he does not need to stand before an altar to sublimate his heroism
into martyrdom. Heston’s Neville simply has to abandon his body for it to acquire the
stance of a crucified Nazarene, from whose stigmatic wounds blood salvifically flows.
Instead of a cross, the fountain in which the hero’s corpse floats underscores the idea
that his sacrifice is a spring of life for mankind. Even though the smug, consumeristic,
chauvinist Masculinity represented by Robert must die for such sins as dropping
nuclear bombs (00:10:44-00:10:46), nevertheless, it still constitutes an indisputable
improvement over the insane dogmatism of the western Medieval Discourse,
represented in the film in the obvious way in which the black robes and ritualistic
behaviour of the “Family” imitate a stereotypical version of the Spanish Inquisition.
Neville’s Masculinity has, indeed, become obsolete, but it still dies in splendour,
atoning for his previous destructiveness with the gift of life to humanity. The one to
pick up the baton of idealised Masculinity is a young medicine student – and thus a
fellow scientist – who, instead of being a military man, is a hippie from the generation
of peace, solidarity and universal love. Young Dutch, Paul Koslo’s character, is
rational, brave, powerful, yet more gentle and caring. With this new model of
manhood leading the way, humanity moves forward.
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Lawrence’s Neville: The Last Father
The African-American Robert in Lawrence’s film is still a military scientist,
and a virile, muscular man. He constitutes, therefore, a synthesis of the mainstream
and the minoritarian – he is, after all, Black. Yet, in this post-apocalyptic context, the
mainstream he embodies is de facto a minority in itself, or rather, a singularity in
opposition to the “normality/normativity” of the new species and their incipient
society. Compared to him, the Otherness of the new mutant race becomes even more
monstrous, particularly as the script and the special effects magnify the Others’
primitive violence. We could say that the aggressive, domineering masculinity of the
chieftain of the infected Others stands as a grotesque representation of one of the
taboos of current political correctness: patriarchal masculinity at its best/worst.
Neville’s Masculinity, on the contrary, is represented as a balancing act of intellectual
acumen, strength and stamina, emotional intelligence, tenderness and humour, selfdiscipline and sense of duty, even self-sacrifice for the good of the many.
Like his predecessor in Sagal’s film, Will Smith’s Neville performs the role of
a father figure for those weaker than himself – specifically, dogs, children and
women. Nevertheless, this time Neville also comes back as a loving husband, capable
of expressing his feelings through cuddling, looks and words, and as a faithful friend,
even if his friend is a female German Shepherd dog. Smith’s Neville is, in fact, a
protector of nature, who will put himself in danger by deliberately failing to shoot a
family of lions so as to ensure the survival of their cubs. Hunter extraordinaire,
twenty-first century Neville succeeds in merging a role traditionally associated with
aggressive masculinity in one of its oldest forms, with the paternal attitude that urges
him to protect the nature with which he is familiar from the invasion of “unnatural”
life-forms. Needless to say, both aggressiveness and paternalism are unequivocally
entwined in patriarchal constructions of Masculinity.
In fact, Will Smith’s patriarchal Masculinity is, above all and in a very
etymologic sense, mostly evident in his role as a doting father – to his daughter when
she was still alive, and now to mankind as his adopted child. As a good father should,
Neville sacrifices his life so that two fellow survivors, Anna and little Ethan, may take
the vial containing the cure to the plague to a colony of survivors in Vermont. Like
the main characters in the previous two versions of Matheson’s text, Smith’s Robert
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manages to synthesise a cure to the plague from a sample of his own blood. Thus,
Neville becomes both a symbolic and a biological father for mankind, as his genes
give humanity a chance to survive and keep reproducing. This makes him a Christlike saviour whose sacrificial role is as obvious as Sagal’s Robert’s had been in his
dying scene in The Omega Man.
In Lawrence’s film, Neville does not become a legend for the “Darkseekers”,
but for the colonists, those human survivors who will pass on the memory of the new
father of humanity from generation to generation. Neville’s legend stays, then, well
within the boundaries of a collective discourse of Sameness. What is more, in his
twenty-first century re-incarnation, Neville, the perfect father and the representative
of a model Masculinity now redeemed from its previous emotional rigidity and
aggressiveness, is still obviously and openly hostile to any attempt to redefine what
constitutes “people”. He is incapable of admitting that the Others, far from being
merely a corrupted and zombified version of a lost humanity, have their own identity
and do not need mankind to define themselves in opposition to it. Neither are they
animals, with no control over their instincts and unable to learn. On the contrary, they
prove themselves capable of reacting in innovative ways, showing remarkable
creativity and a firm determination when it comes to achieving a goal that requires
patience, planning and skilfulness. At the end of the film, they even manage to find
and break into Neville’s fortress. They had never really wanted to do so until they had
been given a reason powerful enough. From minutes 00:32:37 to 00:32:43, the
spectator is offered a close-up of a “Darkseeker”, a male who has tried in vain to
prevent a female from falling into Neville’s trap. For a second, we see his
countenance contort with fury, which is consistent with the image of the mutants that
Neville’s point of view has led us to espouse. Then, his fury melts into despair and
despair fades into bereavement. That female is just a lab rat to Neville, but a loved
one, perhaps a partner, for this male “Darkseeker”. For love, this infected male
organises hundreds of mutants and leads them to the rescue. For love, he uses his own
body to ram open the door to Neville’s laboratory and free his beloved. But it is only
the spectator that has been offered a glimpse, however brief, of the utter grief that has
spread over the infected male’s countenance. Neville has not stayed to look Otherness
in the face. Afro-American Neville, the perfect representative of politically correct
manliness, still cannot see beyond himself, for he only understands the Others in
41

relation to and in opposition to himself. He cannot conceive the idea that what has
moved the “Darkseekers” to hunt him down is not hatred, but rather love. Because of
his blindness to the hues and registers of difference, Neville must die.3
Conclusion
Regardless of whether the predominant force in Robert is heroism,
monstrosity or victimhood, and regardless of the specific reincarnation of heroic
masculinity, the protagonist must necessarily die in the end. The reason for the
inevitability of Robert’s death is that he simply refuses to co-exist with difference.
The original Robert dies because he has turned difference into an enemy, irrespective
of which Others are hostile and which, like him, are simply trying to survive. 1964
Robert dies because he is incapable of saving humanity from difference. 1971 Robert
dies in order to save humanity from difference, as change and difference are equated
with extinction. 2007 Robert closes the circle as his death is due, once again, to his
inability to distinguish among the Others more countenances than those of the enemy,
the deviant, and the inferior. The last Robert dies because he could not see the face of
love on the body of difference. The Robert who refuses to change is the Robert who
refuses to evolve. And those who refuse to evolve, while having a past and a present,
do not have a future. That is why both he and the socio-cultural constructions he
represents must die so that a new version of civilisation may guarantee the survival of
humankind.
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