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A man walks into a bar. The bar is full of men. In fact, the bar is full of men who are sexually 
attracted to other men. Our man is itching for some company, and scans the room to find 
somebody who is into the same as he is into: an impossible task to the untrained eye. How can 
you look at somebody and know what they get up to in bed? What if they would rather not do it 
in a bed at all? According to Hal Fischer’s Gay Semiotics – a 1977 series of photographs 
deconstructing the sartorial codes employed by gay men – finding out can be easy. “A blue 
handkerchief placed in the right hip pocket,” reads the text imposed on one photograph, 
“serves notice that the wearer desires to play the passive role during sexual intercourse.” 
Similarly, “A red handkerchief located in the right hip pocket implies that the wearer takes the 
passive role.” Earrings and key chains convey similar messages. 
 
Inspired by what Fischer saw in San Francisco’s gay scene – particularly in the Castro district, 
an area famously once home to Harvey Milk – Gay Semiotics shows and explains what outfit 
decisions could say about a gay man’s preferences in the bedroom. Accompanied by witty 
captions, Fischer’s photographs look like they might have been taken from a school textbook 
or an instruction manual. In 1977, homosexuality was only just beginning to emerge from the 
ancient mists of stigma and criminalization, to be seen in full view by the wider population; a 
textbook or instruction manual might have been just what was needed to combat the myths 
surrounding this newly visible minority. 
 
The gay-liberation movement really took off in the late 1960s and 1970s, after watershed 
moments such as the decriminalization of certain homosexual acts in the UK in 1967 and the 
Stonewall riots of 1969 in New York. Before this, LGBTQ people were silenced by the 
possibility of arrest and the wide reach of violent homophobia. Myths about homosexual people 
were rife: they were the result of genetic irregularity or disease; they were child molesters; their 
sexuality was manifest in deformed body parts; they needed to be cured and act straight. 
Fischer’s photographs were defiant. They took control of his culture’s image, and celebrated its 
ingenuity in the face of huge opposition. They said that gay bodies were only subject to their 
own signs and symbols – not to harmful myths and misconceptions. 

At the same time, however, Fischer’s tongue remains firmly in his cheek. Several photographs 
in the series present gay archetypes: “natural”, “classical”, “Western”, “urbane”, and so on. 
These archetypes are almost cartoonish, influenced as much by popular gay publications and 
pornography as real life. However, they demonstrate that gay culture is as developed as 
straight culture in its ingrained symbolism and signage, particularly when it comes to clothing. 
And aren’t we all playing dress-up anyway? 

In 2015, we are experiencing a new tide of gay liberation, with many countries legalizing gay 
marriage. This change is making the codes shown in Fischer’s photographs increasingly 
obsolete. Nonetheless, his work remains important as social documentary, and relevant to the 
many countries in which homosexuality is still stigmatized. Beyond their specific content, the 
images were also important to photographic practice. They were radical by existing 
somewhere between anthropological essay, photography, and conceptual art. Even now they 
pack a punch. At Cherry and Martin gallery, Los Angeles, Fischer’s Gay Semiotics 
photographs are being exhibited together for the first time in almost 40 years. 


