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It may be difficult to imagine life pre-Internet, when access to a subculture was not instantaneous. 
Membership, or at least legwork beyond a Web search, was required for access. Evoking that historic 
position is part of the appeal of artist Hal Fischer’s enduring 1977 photo series, “Gay Semiotics.” With 
knowing irony, the black and white pictures merge image and text to dissect gay male identity of a 
seemingly idyllic era in San Francisco — before Harvey Milk’s assassination, before the appearance of 
AIDS, and decades before same-sex marriage. 
 
In two dozen annotated photographs, Fischer identified and poked fun at emergent codes and stereotypes of 
gay male culture. Consider the photograph titled “Handkerchiefs,” which shows two male figures from 
behind. The one on the right has a bandanna tucked in his left pocket. A paragraph-long handwritten 
caption starts: “Red handkerchiefs are used as signifiers for behavior that is often regarded as deviant and 
abnormal.” Deadpan details follow. There is the power of surprise for the uninitiated, and perhaps 
resentment for those whose secrets are revealed. 
 
The pictures have been gathering renewed attention with a current show at San Francisco’s Ratio 3 gallery, 
following presentations at Cherry and Martin gallery in Los Angeles and the Fotomuseum in Switzerland, 
from where the artist had just returned when he discussed the project. 
 
When he took these photos in 1977, Fischer, who grew up in Kansas City, was a 26-year-old artist and art 
critic who was part of vital cultural and artistic dialogues in San Francisco. “I did something that was very 
specific to the community I lived in,” he says. “None of that was constructed. The street fashion was 
modeled by friends who were wearing their actual ‘uniforms.’ 
 



There is the still-germane “Basic Gay,” whose Levi’s, Converse sneakers and flannel shirt are called out in 
captions, and a waifish jock in satin gym shorts and white “sleeveless undershirt,” a guy whose body seems 
puny compared with current muscle standards. (“He really would have been considered buff in those days,” 
Fischer insists.) All the subjects are photographed taxonomically, in an urban habitat, with lines literally 
pointed to the conventions of fashioned identities. 
 
Fischer considers the series a snapshot in time, depicting a gay culture that was in some ways more limited 
in terms of diversity — “this was culture that, at that point, was young, gay and white.” Still, Fischer recalls 
a lively intellectual discourse, particularly in terms of photography. “There was incredible passion about 
ideas. Artists weren’t getting together to talk about what gallery they should be with, they were talking 
passionately about the work.” 
 
The articulate and talkative artist still does, emphatically noting his prescience. 
 
“I was not rediscovered,” Fischer says. “I was recognized at the time. I got NEA fellowships, two in 
criticism.” While the photos didn’t sell well when first exhibited, the book version is a classic, fetching a 
hefty price online. A reissue is in the works. 
 
“The curator side of me knew to put the project away and wait,” Fischer says. In the years since, he has 
lived in the Lower Haight and worked as a museum professional, coordinating major exhibitions for the 
Asian Art Museum and other institutions. “My whole career has been about interpretation, about figuring 
out how you make things accessible.” 
 
He currently is devoting his time to what he describes as managing “the estate of Hal Fischer,” that is, 
negotiating the surprising number of details of how to show this work now. “People probably just assumed 
I was dead, because that is just an assumption for people of that era. But I’m still around. I made the 
decision to make the work appear to be exactly what it was in 1977. The only difference is, honestly, that 
the 2014 prints are better.” 
 
One of the more interesting aspects of the Ratio 3 show is the resurrection of a 1979 billboard, which is 
installed, at actual size, in the gallery, and on a roof near Market and Guerrero, where it inserts some actual 
history into the landscape, visible to a broad, unsuspecting public. The piece, not part of “Gay Semiotics,” 
was made for a show of billboard art, and originally installed closer to Castro Street. The sign depicts a 
reclining male nude with a cryptic caption — “A Salesman” — and a phone number. Fischer traces his 
inspiration to the famous 1972 Burt Reynolds Cosmopolitan centerfold, along with a contemporaneous ad 
campaign for Grodin’s, a San Francisco menswear store. But Fischer also used the piece to test 
photography’s capacity for communicating truths — the salesman really was a clerk in a Castro retailer. 
The phone number still works, as does the surprise factor. 
 
“The great satisfaction is that it has held up,” he says. “You’re lucky if you get it once in your life. I got it.” 
 
 
 


