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The work of another photographer has continued to come to mind as I have thought about Opie’s use 
of the attribute as decoy. In 1977 the photographer Hal Fischer published a book titled Gay 
Semiotics.12 This purported to be a structuralist and quasi-anthropological study of gay men’s visual 
codes (see fig. 14 and 15). The work discussed art-historical and popular-culture visual traditions 
and focused on the sartorial significations of the contemporary urban gay male. Perhaps because of 
the book’s no-nonsense tone and seeming straightforwardness, it has often been taken at face value 
as a simple guidebook to be used much the way an ornithologist would use a field manual. Its 
chronicling of well-established and commodified taxonomies of sexual and subcultural signaling 
could very well be employed by a new arrival to San Francisco (Fischer’s case study) to orient 
themselves to their new possibilities. 
 
When it is discussed in the literature, quite often Fischer’s book serves as nothing more than 
evidence for the iconography of the hankie or the biker jacket, for instance. The book, however, is 
also funny, ironic, critical, and affectionate. As Jan Zita Grover remarked, “Fischer wove together a 
serious attempt to apply contemporary theories of signs to gay street life and a deadpan humor that 
poked fun at field studies, documentary photography, and the supposed truth-value of 
photographs.”13 Gay Semiotics is full of in-jokes and chidingly coded comments about and for its 
contemporary gay community. A straight reading of the text misses such moments of camp and 
solidarity. 
 
The book’s laying out of the semiotics of urban male homosexuality serves itself up in two ways: as 
ostensible, earnest documentation and as knowingly edifying and ludic subcultural discourse. Its 
criticality and satire work precisely because of the distraction offered by its sharp, analytic, and 
didactic presentation of taxonomy, typology, and iconography. The humor and camp happen because 
of the objective mode of presentation adopted by Fischer—not undercutting it but rather being an 
undercurrent within it. Importantly, Fischer’s photographs are also sensitive portraits of friends and 
members of his local community. Looking back on the work, he remarked, “The work was very much 
about my own experience—a private discourse on friends, desires, and fantasies.”14 These are 
portraits masquerading as types. The individuality and subjectivity of his sitters are safeguarded by 
the objective and analytic tone of his book much like the camp and the humor. For those in his 
community, this could be read less as a field manual than as a family album. Both intellectually 
sophisticated and tongue-in-cheek, Fischer’s book presented a loving record of his community 
hidden beneath his analysis of iconography.15 



 
 

From her early series to the recent allegorical work, Opie’s portraits are far more subdued in their 
deployment of the iconographic. They use the promise of its legibility to distract from an embrace of 
the inscrutability of the person and from the performance of community-specific solidarity. Persons 
are shielded in their iconographic attributes that turn them into something else. Like the 
Renaissance paintings that Opie references, we see individuals as saints and characters—or, at the 
very least, as problems of readability (see fig. 17). Similarly, look to Opie’s earlier pictures of surfers 
and football players, as well, for their playful twisting of stereotypes and presentation of masculinity 
as a precarious performance for others. Here, too, we end up talking about American culture and 
gender normativity rather than of the individual person and their complexity. Opie cares for her 
subjects, is sympathetic to them, and protects them by allowing them to emerge in the field of 
visibility afforded by the portrait while distracting the viewer’s piercing gaze to such iconographic 
questions as the meaning of the football uniform’s pads, the surfer’s blond hair, or the family’s 
display of domesticity. Opie uses this to defend and promote the individual, subtly redirecting our 
gaze to our own expectations and assumptions about how much we think we can know from looking 
at a photographic portrait. 
 
That’s ultimately what I find most compelling about Opie’s photographs. They offer the lure that we 
might be able to understand what we are seeing—that we can know difference and the other 
subjects that have presented themselves to us. In the end, however, the one certainty we are left 
with is all that we cannot know about the person, their thoughts, and their lives. Our reading of the 
iconographic code is always incomplete, hopelessly partial, and needing more. While they can invoke 
the general cultural taxonomies of identities and communities, her photographs maintain a degree of 
intransigence in defense of their subjects. They willfully tell us little about the persons themselves. 
Opie’s practice of portraiture invests in this dynamic as a means to celebrate and protect the 
community of friends and peers she documents. Behind the decoy of the iconographic, Opie gives 
her sitters a place to remain opaque for themselves. 


