
Peer into the life 
of ‘70s gay San 
Francisco via 
one of the era’s 
groundbreaking 
photography 
series, on  
display now in  
Los Angeles
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“THE GROWTH OF THE GAY CULTURE  

has brought about a concern for the quality of the gay media. 
Magazines are now appearing which include male centerfolds 
and photo essays, but also feature quality writing oriented to 
the urbane gay male.”

Hal Fischer hand-wrote these words on a picture of a dap-
per man wearing a suit four years before Frontiers was founded, 
but yes, he was picking up on a trend that continues to this day. 
His playful, dryly funny and groundbreaking photography series 
Gay Semiotics premiered in 1977, providing an insightful and—to 
the world at large—approachable play on gay life in ‘70s San 
Francisco. This singular work has brought enduring acclaim 
and, to the present, a prophetic critique of the gay male world 

and how it is situated in our culture at large.
A group of black-and-white photographs preoccupied with 

presentation and explanation, the collection ran a few years 
ago as part of the Museum of Contemporary Art’s Under the Big 
Black Sun exhibit. MOCA wanted to illuminate the hectic, heady 
days of art exploding in post-Haight California—from Nixon’s 
resignation to Reagan’s inauguration, just as California turned 
from the land of hippie dreams into a worldwide blueprint for 
suburban prosperity and conformity. Fischer and more than 
70 other featured artists showed California—San Diego to 
Sonoma—as a place of destruction, rebellion and experimenta-
tion. Now Fischer’s work returns as a solo exhibition to L.A.’s 
Cherry and Martin Gallery, and his work is not only being hailed 

(Far left) In explaining the 
Hanky Code, Fischer notes 
in jest, “Red handkerchiefs 
are also employed in the 
treatment of nasal discharge 
and in some cases may have 
no significance in regard to 
sexual contact.”

(From top) Fischer uncovers 
the signifance of earrings, 
“the most subtle of 
homosexual signifiers”; 
keys, though they “are also 
worn by janitors, laborers 
and other workers with no 
sexual signification”; and an 
explanation of the leather 
look as an “archetypal 
media image”

HAL FISCHER’S  
GAY SEMIOTICS

Through Feb. 21

Cherry and Martin Gallery
2712 S. La Cienega Blvd.

Culver City
cherryandmartin.com
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as a watershed moment in Californian and gay art but one of 
the first incidences of structuralism and linguistics stampeding 
into the world of photography.

“Fischer’s a significant presence in both gay art and 
Californian art. He collapses both worlds into each other,” says 
Philip Martin, co-owner of the Cherry and Martin Gallery. “But 
what makes it last is that good art is good art. Looking back at 
it now, there’s great graphic design, great text and great pho-
tography.” Martin adds, “It still works today. If a young artist 
did this now, we’d still think it was amazing.”

Fischer’s work is narrowly focused, aimed on the white 
gay male world of San Francisco’s Castro just a few years 
before the AIDS epidemic changed life in the city. The pho-
tographs feature well-toned men illustrating stereotypical 
gay roles. From the “jock look” to explorations of sadomas-
ochism, each photograph is adorned with a hand-written 

caption expounding upon the approachable portraiture and 
illustrations that purposefully mislead the audience. His pho-
tographs include examples of the infamous “Hanky Code,” 
including disclaimers that hankies can actually be used for 
“the treatment of nasal congestion” instead of signifying 
sexual preferences. He includes diagrams of men in different 
sexual devices, from a “meat rack” to a St. Andrew’s Cross, 
with every figure purposely marked in dotted diagrams.

In an image of the archetypal cowboy prototype (above), the 
model sports a bulge that is deliberately placed at the end of a 
long explanatory paragraph, so that by the time you take in the 
idea that “Cowboys are used by the media to play up masculinity 
and sexuality in ways that are subconsciously understood by 
the gay populace,” you’re greeted with a big, honking package.

“There’s a funny duality at play,” Fischer recently told Aperture 
magazine, “particularly when it’s an older viewer, because they 

(From left) Style choices 
that make up the gay 
“street fashion jock”; 
the archetypal cowboy, 
who “represents the 
frontier and a male-only 
society”; “The black 
leather straitjacket 
with four buckles 
and belted sleeves 
is a specialty item 
guaranteed to please the 
most demanding S&M 
connoiseur,” says Fischer
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lean in, read the text and then think, Oh my god, this is about anal 
intercourse or fisting. That was all incredibly deliberative.” 

Fischer describes the late-’70s Castro scene as “like a 
restaurant with an all-you-can-eat buffet.” While his work 
was groundbreaking for delineating and playing with gay 
male stereotypes, Fischer also remarks on the limitations 
of his work, adding, “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.”

The Cherry and Martin gallery implores viewers to understand 
that Fischer wants the viewer to equally appreciate image and 
text—given the underplayed humor exhibited in the paragraphs 
adorning the photos, and the pedestrian nature of the portraits, 
neither are remarkable without the consideration of the other.

Fischer’s work since Gay Semiotics has been limited, 

something he ascribes to the inherent short shelf life of pho-
tographers and his professional turn as a critic. Thankfully, his 
historic work remains widely exhibited and appreciated, some-
thing that has not happened to a lot of artists or photographers 
of the period. The Cherry and Martin exhibit explores the same 
ideas MOCA did a few years earlier—a chaotic, revolutionary 
time in expression—and filters it through a particular and 
hysterical gay aesthetic. Fischer himself said, after viewing 
Under the Big Black Sun, that he had left the program with a new 
understanding of his own work.

“I walked away from it and thought, this was really an 
amazing period.” Fischer’s comment is echoed by Martin, who 
believes one of the reasons Gay Semiotics endures is because 
the work explores a period that has a “utopian” feel. “Everyone 
was having fun, and no one was getting hurt,” says Martin. “This 
world was amazing.” 

BERNHARD  
WILLHELM 3000
Featuring a playful, 
erotic look at Willhelm’s 
photography and 
fashion output, this 
show focuses on the 
Munich-born artist’s 
anarchic take at life in 
Southern California 
through the clownish 
antics of his Hollywood 
Hills-based collective. 
The goal is to cultivate 
an “anything goes” 
atmosphere for 
participants through 
video, photography, 
sculptural objects  
and fashion.

Feb. 6 - May 17 
MOCA at PDC, 8687 
Melrose Ave., WeHo

FROM POP  
TO THE PIT
The Los Angeles Public 
Library catalogues 
the glam metal outfits 
and chaotic shows 
that flowered in L.A. 
during the late ‘70s 
to the mid-’80s. 
Featuring photographs 
from LA Weekly, The 
L.A. Reader and the 
Herald Examiner, 
one of the highlights 
of this exhibition is 
newly rediscovered 
photographs of Mötley 
Crüe from 1983.

Through June 28
L.A. Central Library, 
630 W. 5th St., DTLA

LOUIS VUITTON, 
SERIES 2
Encounter items 
of inspiration for 
Vuitton’s Spring 
2015 show, current 
designs, future ideas, 
holograms, logos and 
more, expanding upon 
the success of similar 
exhibits in Tokyo and 
Shanghai. Bridging the 
gap between the airy 
world of Paris Fashion 
Week and the mundane 
world of commerce, 
it’s a look at both 
the brand’s art and 
economics.

Feb. 6-22
Gallery space at 1135  
N. Highland Ave., L.A.

MORE MUST-SEE 
ART IN L.A.
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