Gay Semiotics
Re!sited
Hal Fischer in conversation with
Julia Bryan-Wilson

In 1977, San Francisco photographer Hal Fischer
produced his photo-text project Gay Semiotics,
a seminal examination of the “hanky code” used to
signal sexual preferences of cruising gay men in the
Castro district of San Francisco. Fischer’s pictures
dissected the significance of colored bandannas worn
in jeans pockets, as well as how the placement of keys
and earrings might telegraph passive or active roles.
He also photographed a series of “gay looks”—from
hippie to leather to cowboy to jock—with text that
pointed out key elements of queer street-style. Begun
as a series of large prints and then collected in a book
published by NFS Press, Fischer’s project was both
a serious study of vernacular queer behavior as well
as an irreverent take on structuralism. For this issue,
art historian Julia Bryan-Wilson spoke with Fischer
about the origins of Gay Semiotics and how it has aged.
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JBW: What are your feelings about Robert Mapplethorpe,

as someone who also worked with the male nude and leather
culture?

HF: In 1991, Outlook magazine wanted me to update it, but I

didn’t want to. You couldn’t even begin to do it now. It would
have no meaning.

JBW: It does function like a time capsule, or a glimpse back to

HF: I had a little bit of a history with Robert. I reviewed his

first shows here, particularly the one that was at 80 Langton.
I liked his early work, the edginess of it. I liked it in the way
that I like Larry Clark’s Tulsa (1971). We parted ways after
I wrote an article called “The New Commercialism” for
Camera Arts. Robert didn’t speak to me after that. I really
objected to the aesthetic direction in his work. To me,
Robert Mapplethorpe is the Bouguereau of the twentieth
century. You take this black male nude, and you do it up with
high tonality, and then you put it in an ornate frame, and guess
what? People back in the day on the Upper East Side could
hang it up and think that they were being really daring. There’s
nothing daring about it.
JBW: Well, you two were working in such different modes.

Your anthropological angle puts you in a conceptual
realm, while he was increasingly bidding, with his
refined aesthetics, to be a Fine Artist. Now, in retrospect,
it’s clear that you were also participating in a groundswell
of not just artistic interest but academic interest in
queer life. For instance, Gayle Rubin starts her work
in 1978 at the Castro, studying and theorizing leather
subcultures.

something that doesn’t exist in quite the same way anymore.
I sometimes think about how brief the flourishing cruising
scene really was. There were only about ten years between
the Stonewall rebellion and the beginnings of the HIV/AIDS
epidemic. The gay utopia that seemed to beckon in 1969
lasted only a decade, but it must have been wild to be part
of it in the 1970s.

HF: It was like a restaurant with an all-you-can-eat buffet. In my

local bar in the Haight, there was an incredible range of people,
from activists and doctors and lawyers to people who were
half a step above homeless, and it had this wonderful energy.
(The Castro was more uniform in its population.) On the other
hand, I wouldn’t say it was the most fabulous thing in the world.
When you consider the prejudice and the narrowness, it seems
that the culture may have picked up a certain hyper-maleness
that, in retrospect, was not all that attractive.
JBW: Let’s go back to how Gay Semiotics has been revisited.

It was included in the Under the Big Black Sun exhibition
at the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, in 2011,
and it is clear that the project not only has significance within
queer history but also within art history.

HF: My awareness was certainly limited at that point, in terms

of what was out there.

HF: I felt very comfortable in that show, because I saw how I fit

JBW: You never faced censorship in the way Mapplethorpe

into a larger narrative of West Coast conceptual photography.
I walked away from it and thought, This was really an amazing
period.

did. Was there any threat of censorship? Those images
in which you show S and M equipment but no physical bodies
and instead have drawn outlines of bodies, are interesting
moments in terms of absence and modesty.

JBW: You’re having an exhibition in Los Angeles this winter,

so you’ve been reprinting this work. What is it like for you,
now in 2014, to come back to it?

HF: There never was any censorship; the work was shown widely.

People ask, “Why didn’t you use a real body in the bondage
equipment?” It’s because it would have been too real. That was
part of the envelope I wasn’t pushing.
JBW: Do you think you provided titillation to a straight

audience, too, as in “Look at this whole foreign world?”
Maybe the work also functions as a cautionary lesson:
“Look at how not to be,” or “I shouldn’t wear my earring
on that side.”

HF: Periodically, over the years, people would ask me to reissue

the books. I didn’t imagine the reemergence of the prints.
The first thing I thought when I pulled everything out was,
How could I do so much in five years? Particularly when you
think about how much partying there was going on.
JBW: Has Gay Semiotics become a record of loss and grief
regarding HIV/AIDS?
HF: No, not at all. Most of my friends who are in the photos are

HF: I think the only titillation was that the work afforded people

access to a hip community and made them feel like they knew
about a certain scene.
JBW: You made a few projects after Gay Semiotics but then

stopped taking photographs. Why?

still around. But what is sad, today, about looking back to these
images is reflecting on what this city has become. The people
who historically have come and made San Francisco creative
can’t afford to live here anymore. So the project has a melancholy
cast for me because of that.

HF: A confluence of several factors: One, the balance shifted

to being a critic and it hurt the work, and the Overthinking Jew
part of me kicked in, in a bad way. But I also had an awareness
that I had done something historically significant, and I thought,
As an artist, to even do this once is really lucky; it’s not going to
happen again. I think most photographers have about a threeyear shelf life.
JBW: How do you feel about the way Gay Semiotics has been

received more recently?
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