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Daniel Strong: Catherine Opie, please, it's wonderful to have you here and wonderful to have 
you in this exhibi=on called ... Well, the working =tle for it is Queer Dialogue, to 
open at the Grinnell College Museum of Art in February, February 1st, we hope, 
but we're also doing a virtual component, this website, exhibi=on specific web-
site. So we're bringing in the ar=sts to have conversa=ons and this is yours, your 
only, or possibly first of many, who knows? We'll see. But why don't you, so 
that ... Because it is awkward to introduce somebody who is siMng right in front 
of you, why don't you introduce yourself in a way that you feel most appropriate 
for this? 

Catherine Opie: Okay. That sounds good. Thank you. Daniel, that's kind. Hi, I'm Catherine Opie 
and I'm an ar=st and predominantly work in the medium of photography. I am 
also a professor, long standing now, 20 years of teaching at UCLA in the art de-
partment. I have worked in photography in rela=onship to talking about com-
munity and I'm a lesbian. I talk about my own community as well as other com-
muni=es within the bodies of work that I've made for over 30 years now. And so 
I feel very fortunate that I've been able to have a long voice in this world we call 
the art world and looking forward to talking about your exhibi=on. 

Daniel Strong: Great. How have things, talking about the art world, so you went to LA when you 
were like 12 from Sandusky, Ohio- 

Catherine Opie: 13, not to LA, but to a liVle community called Poway, California, which is North 
County San Diego. So I moved to LA for graduate school when I went to CalArts. 
So I started living in LA, formally in 1988 in the city. 

Daniel Strong: Okay. And you've made your whole career ... I mean, how quickly did you ... I 
mean, your first exhibi=on, I guess, was the Whitney Biennial in '95 or had you 
shown your work in LA before that? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, I had a ... Right a_er graduate school, there was this great, amazing poetry 
outpost out in Venice, California called Beyond Baroque. And at that point in 
=me, Dennis Cooper would be reading Bob Flanagan, Richard Hawkins, a really 
amazing queer kind of literary community of people here in LA. And a_er gradu-
a=ng, I had focused most of my work on master-planned communi=es in Valen-
cia, California, because I went to grad school at CalArts. And so a lot of looking at 
community was thinking about kind of the white flight from major ci=es and 
what it meant to make a master plan community. And the irony of it all is I had 
all these amazing queer professors like Catherine Lord, and even Doug was 
teaching at that =me. There was just a really ... Douglas Crimp. 

Catherine Opie: There was really an amazing kind of voices and poli=cs happening. I mean, we 
were ... I had le_ San Francisco, and the AIDS epidemic was really going full 
force, my community was shrinking vastly, and I was off photographing suburbia. 
And my professors were like, "Well, why are you photographing suburbia?" And I 
said, because I think that we need to analyze all aspects of community and cul-
ture in rela=onship to my own idea of where I belong, like where is queerness, 
so to speak. And so then I moved in and the show that I did at Beyond Baroque 
was actually also looking at a transi=onal community, which is MacArthur Park is 
a very fringe community an enormous amount of El Salvadorian refugees, a lot 
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of gangs. I moved into that and then thought about that history of what Mac-
Arthur Park was in the middle of the city. Because I was living in a house that 
was built in 1898, which is really old for LA. 

Catherine Opie: And so I started to think about what ... So going from suburbia, which isn't gen-
trifica=on, which is doing its own kind of ... I would consider suburbia somewhat 
dystopic, but they think of it as utopic, on to then true kind of urban gentrifica-
=on and what that meant for a community, especially of refugees and in terms 
of El Salvador. So that was the beginning of the work. And that body of work was 
called A Long Way from Paris. And that showed in 1989 in Beyond Baroque. And 
then I went ahead and switched from that kind of work and went into the stu-
dios [inaudible 00:06:18], which was all of my friends wearing fake mustaches 
and beards. And then that showed at a collec=ve art space in New York, a 
women's collec=ve. And then I was showing up in San Francisco with all the ear-
ly portraits. And then I ended up geMng gallery representa=on with Regan 
projects in '93, and I was in the Whitney Biennial in '95. So that's a liVle back-
ground. Sorry, it was a long background. 

Daniel Strong: No, it's interes=ng. So you've been with Sean Regan a long =me. 

Catherine Opie: Yes, I have. 

Greg Manuel: Amazing. One of the things that I found interes=ng looking at ... And I've always 
found interes=ng looking at your work, is the variance of topics. And one of the 
things you said, I think you men=oned it in the film that we're also going to have 
on the website, the one that Sini Anderson did- 

Catherine Opie: Oh, Cindy's film was a beau=ful film. 

Greg Manuel: Yeah. And you talked about a holding space and you men=oned that, I think in 
several interviews that I've read and when I've heard you speak, you o_en talk 
about holding space for community and holding space for people and holding is 
just a general term that I find quite interes=ng. And you've also described the 
ideas of iden=ty and architecture and body and those facades that are sort of 
similar and relate to each other for you. And I wondered if you could maybe talk 
a liVle bit about that idea, those ideas. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. I think I use holding in all these different ways. I think it's interes=ng that 
you brought that up because it is a word that I use. And I think that it's funny, 
people tell me that I'm a really good hugger. They're like, "Oh, I really need a 
Cathy Opie hug." Right now during COVID-19, my friends are calling me and say-
ing, "God, I really miss your hugs." You know? And maybe holding is part of be-
ing a good hugger, I have no idea. This is the first =me I've ever verbally saying 
this by the way. But I think of being held in all different ways. And I think it's 
about what art does for us actually. When I go to a museum and I'm standing 
before a piece that just I love, or that enters me in a different way, say Alice 
Neel's portrait of Warhol. 

Catherine Opie: When I stand before that pain=ng, the vulnerability of Warhol in that pain=ng 
and the rela=onship of what it is to look at it, it's also holding me. It's not only 
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holding me visually, but it's holding me on all these other kinds of psychological 
levels of what art can do in terms of moving you in a visual plajorm. And I think 
I like that term for those ideas of what art can bring to us, that there is this si-
lence in looking, but a cacophony of ideas that end up being a receptor in your 
brain for what it was a person was thinking about and looking at. And I like this 
idea of being held in terms of thinking about art, I guess. 

Daniel Strong: The things we think about in terms of queer art, we think of it as, I shouldn't say 
we, because I don't know who we is, but I give it that it's confronta=onal or that 
we as queer people are confronta=onal. There isn't that kind of confronta=on in 
a lot of your work, although I'm sure with Self-Portrait/Pervert, I'm sure people 
saw that as very confronta=onal, but it's also very tender. There's a tenderness 
in a lot of your work that I don't see as confronta=onal, even though, I mean, 
people who are homophobic, queer phobic, just see us, in our iden=ty, we are 
just naturally to them confronta=onal. It is a confronta=on. Whereas your work 
doesn't seem confronta=onal in that way. 

Catherine Opie: I've never really, I mean, I think that Pervert is even a hard piece for me, to be 
honest. I mean, it's the one piece that I went ahead and I released the last AP of, 
and the Guggenheim got it, because I didn't actually need to live with it, where-
as Self-Portrait cuMng on my back is a piece that I just feel is so much epitomize 
me. But it's interes=ng that you say that because Pervert was an angry piece. I 
was angry when I made that piece. And I try not to live in a place of anger. I think 
that anger can do an enormous amount. There is enormous amount to be angry 
about, and I do believe in protest. I do believe in ac=on, but I don't want to nec-
essarily make work that only comes from one emo=onal kind of space, and es-
pecially a space of anger. I'm really happy that people make that work. 

Catherine Opie: I think about some angry work that I just go to and it's so uVerly important, but I 
wanted to be able to really grapple with homophobia in rela=onship to a larger 
way that we think about iden=ty in community and who is even in our family. I 
have friends who have parents who are Republican and they don't talk to their 
parents anymore, nor do their parents want to talk to them anymore. And I cer-
tainly have members in my extended family on Julie's side, that are very much 
Republicans, as well as I grew up in a Republican family. But I don't think that 
there's value in a discourse that doesn't open up ideas. And so I'm more inter-
ested in always kind of opening the door and what visibility means and how visi-
bility is performed within my own community. And hopefully not maybe chang-
ing somebody from being homophobic, but certainly having them ask a lot more 
ques=ons. And anger tends to close things down in a lot of ways. There's only 
one kind of perspec=ve. 

Daniel Strong: I mean, the best place to start, I think, in joining, in bringing communi=es to-
gether is just them seeing each other. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, visibility. 

Daniel Strong: That's what your work does in a very powerful way. One of the first works that I 
acquired for the Grinnell College Museum way back in 2002, I think, was the "O" 
Porjolio. 
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Catherine Opie: Oh, yeah. 

Daniel Strong: And I actually bought it, I didn't realize that Susan IngleV had published it, can 
you talk a liVle bit about how that came about? Because I s=ll have a rela=on-
ship with Susan IngleV, she's found some great things for me over the years, but 
your porjolio was one of the first ones that, and it's s=ll the only thing we have 
in the collec=on to date. But can you talk a liVle bit about that porjolio? Just 
because having you on the phone, I'd be remiss if I didn't ask you about the 
piece we have. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, absolutely. No, I think that ... I mean, the "O" porjolio is a play with lan-
guage with Mapplethorpe's X Porjolio. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Catherine Opie: "O" is not only what my last name begins with, but it's also about kind of a play 
of language, it's like, Oh. Or it can be thinking of a vaginal opening, Oh. And then 
there's of course the famous book, the Story of O, and then in rela=onship to 
sexuality, and then there's another play of that in terms of its =tle, and that I'm 
playing Tic-tac-toe with with Robert. And so the idea of X and O is like a Tic-tac-
toe game. So that would be like a very much embedded within the =tle of the 
idea of like, "Okay, I'm going to have a conversa=on with you Robert, I never got 
to meet you. You were always in my stratosphere, the X Porjolio was something 
that as an undergraduate student at San Francisco Art Ins=tute, that I would go 
to =me and =me again at Fraenkel Gallery to look at. And at that point, I think 
the porjolio was like $1,200 or $1,500, and Jeffrey would keep teasing me say-
ing, "Do you want to buy it?" And I'm like, "I don't have any money. I'm an ar=st 
at San Francisco Art Ins=tute." 

Catherine Opie: I should have bought it. I should have figured out that one. And so it was a body 
of work that was always out there that was incredibly important to me figuring 
out my own iden=ty and rela=onship to the leather community. And so I basical-
ly wanted to have a conversa=on with Robert and I had made all of these black 
and white photographs over the years of my friends that I had never shown be-
cause it was always too close to Robert's work. And it's a good thing to have a 
conversa=on with an ar=st, but some=mes things are too close. So if I started 
showing square black and white photographs of the SM community in the 80s, 
when I started them, as well as in the 90s, they would have been thought of as 
being too close to Mapplethorpe. And so what I was able to do is kind of go back 
into those nega=ves and pull out details. 

Catherine Opie: So each one of those images in the "O" Porjolio is actually not the full image. 
It's racking me in larger all the way up and pulling out one liVle grainy detail of 
what would have been a perfectly square format image that kind of a Map-
plethorpe composi=on. So I'm really interested in ideas of just the way that ac-
tually women see versus men and how they see. Men kind of go through the 
world like this, where women tend to, are able to like, and this is actually true 
because with my 18 year old son, he is like, "Mom, where is it?" And I'm like, 
"It's right there in the middle of the fridge." He's like, "I don't see it." And then I 
go and I show him it's right there, exactly where I said. 
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Catherine Opie: And so the "O" Porjolio plays with that idea of not only kind of changing the 
aesthe=cs of Mapplethorpe, but the liVle bits of details of what we, the kind of 
accoutrements within the SM community. And then using pla=num prin=ng 
copper plates and paper. And I wanted to get away from the silver gela=n print 
and I wanted that embedded within the paper and what that process is, and 
kind of ink, and it's a different rela=onship to photography, but it has just the 
most uVerly beau=ful quali=es in terms of printmaking. 

Daniel Strong: XOXO is actually also shorthand for hugs and kisses.  And the ‘O’ in the hug! 

Catherine Opie: It is. [crosstalk 00:18:01]. I o_en sign things XOXO to friends. There's usually al-
ways hugs and kisses at the end of my notes. 

Daniel Strong: But now, I get maybe it's the recep=on of Robert's porjolio. I mean, it was seen 
as more confronta=onal, whereas yours is not. I mean, were you thinking in 
terms of that of taking his more confronta=onal work and not being that con-
fronta=onal? It's more in=mate, it's almost more private, your words, I mean. 
Was that- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, I wanted the in=macy. I wanted the privacy. I didn't want this kind of abili-
ty to turn away, and I had learned that a liVle bit with Pervert, even though Per-
vert is really, really beau=ful, or even the large Polaroid pieces I've made of Ron 
Athey, some of it is cringe worthy and there's a one image in Mapplethorpe's X 
Porjolio that does make me cringe. I mean, most of them don't, but there's one 
cringe worthy in which the man's balls are smashed and there's blood and 
that’s… [crosstalk 00:19:18]. Even though I watched Bob Flanagan nail his scro-
tum to a board, and I can certainly go with things that are poten=ally cringe wor-
thy, I think that I also wanted a delicacy to it that would be, even though I'm 
Butch iden=fied, that would be kind of a Femme response to Mapplethorpe so 
to speak. A female response, not a femme response. 

OVER TALK 

Daniel Strong: Right. The rich velvety quality of the photogravure, I mean, almost emphasizes 
that in=macy, that kind of almost pleasure of the tac=lity of the images is one of 
the things that I find- 

Catherine Opie: Well, photogravure requires kind of a hand, right? It's a different thing than tak-
ing an enlarger and puMng it all the way up and just projec=ng on a paper, 
which is how I got to them in the first place, but to go through the aqua=nt and 
then the actual kind of physicality of what it means to wipe and buff a plate 
when I watched Greg make them in the studio, it was just really magical to me, 
just how you can get the image to respond in a certain way by the touch of the 
hand. And there's not much touch of the hand in photography, 

Greg Manuel: Yeah. Greg BurneV printed those? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. 

Greg Manuel: Okay. 
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Daniel Strong: I don't think I knew that. I mean, with photography, it's easy to forget that it's an 
object. I mean, especially now, when everybody's photographs only live on their 
phones, they don't actually exist in the real world anymore. I mean, in a pho-
togravure you get a sense of it as an object, not just as an image, as an actual 
thing. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. No, and I like photographs as object. I mean, I think about scale, I think 
about paper. I really think about the photograph in that place. There's a reason 
why I picked the materials that I pick when I'm prin=ng an exhibi=on or thinking 
about work. I think that now it's so easy to just flick through the phone that, 
what does it mean to stand before something? And that's going back to what 
Greg asked me, which is being held in a certain way, how does the physical art-
work actually hold us? And we can't do it this way. The same thing with teaching 
through Zoom, it's very difficult because you need to hold that classroom. You 
need to be watching all the body language around you and you can't do that in 
these liVle snapshot windows at this moment. 

Daniel Strong: No. I don't know. It's weird not being able to be with people, but having to inter-
act with people, it's very strange. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. 

Greg Manuel: One of the ques=ons we've been asking the ar=sts in the show, I mean, mainly 
because it specifically relates to the show, but is around the word queer, and 
there's a wide variety of ar=sts in the show from different ages and from differ-
ent backgrounds with ... All of them have had a different response to that word, 
whether it's something they're comfortable with or not, or how they decide that 
they fit into it. And I guess I want to ask you the same thing, if that's a word 
you're comfortable with and where you fit into it? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. I would say that I fit into queer and I would say that I kind of adopted 
queer throughout the laVer part of the 80s, and the Act Up when Queer Na=on 
was kind of brought in, and especially within kind of the leather community, 
there wasn't much fluidity to a certain extent in what you could call yourself. I 
mean, I proudly called myself a Dyke as well, I always liked that word. I love the 
Dyke March, I'm ‘dyke-y’, there's lots of things you can do with that. And then 
lately I've kind of reclaimed ‘lesbian’, which is so odd. It was a term that I kind of 
pushed away in throughout the 80s and 90s, and most of 2000s, and now, I'm 
just like, I'm a lesbian. 

Greg Manuel: Why did you push it away? 

Catherine Opie: I pushed it away because it felt too prescribed in rela=onship to kind of defining 
of a very specific kind of women who love women. It didn't encompass kind of 
more of my wildness in the way that I thought of things, it felt too suburban, I 
suppose. 

Daniel Strong: I was actually thinking that, I was going to interject that. It's like, was it too gen-
trified, too suburban? And there the, I guess that's my own thinking of it as it's 
almost too mainstream, which is not, I mean, there's no element, well, I guess 
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it's geMng more mains. I mean, it's being more accepted obviously to be queer 
and to be called a queer, and to be called a dyke. Whereas at one point, I mean, 
when I was young, they were insults, even queer people wouldn't call each oth-
er that because it hadn't been occupied yet. Whereas now obviously it is. Was 
there a point where ... I mean, for example, if a homophobe were to call you 
queer, would you be insulted or is it kind of like-[crosstalk 00:25:13]. 

Catherine Opie: No, then it would feel like, Oh, you see me. 

Daniel Strong: So it isn't? Even from the non-queer community, if they're using it as an insult, 
you don't take it as an insult? 

Catherine Opie: No, if they called me a dyke, I would know it would be an insult, but if they call 
me queer, I feel like, Oh, you're kind of understanding the landscape that I oper-
ate in, in terms of your own cisgender. 

Daniel Strong: But even if Pat Buchanan called you queer, you wouldn't, at this point? 

Catherine Opie: I don't even think he would know how to =tle me as that. Quite honestly, I think 
he would be like, "Is she a man? Is she a woman? What is she?" 

Greg Manuel: The defini=on of that, well, there is no ... Well we've posited that there's an ever 
changing sort of fluid defini=on of that word as well, which is what makes it to 
me, and in conversa=on with Dan, I think you'll agree that it is sort of an umbrel-
la term that can fit a lot of different groups within it. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. So there's a fluidity to it. Its not as defined in terms of ... Yeah, I like the 
fluidity of it. 

Greg Manuel: And in that way, I wonder how you responded to ... Because I've read also in the 
past, you've men=oned, and I think this is fair, but you don't iden=fy only as a 
queer ar=st, and that is ... Which I don't know anybody that really does any-
more, but is that something that's very conscious, a conscious kind of pushing 
away of that term because it's limited or? 

Catherine Opie: No, it is about kind of how we get boxed in and rela=onship to a singular iden=-
ty. And that's something that you've heard me say in interviews if you've dug in, 
is that I'm not interested in a singular iden=ty. I'm a human being with a lot of 
ideas in my mind and I'm looking at the world and trying to answer these various 
ques=ons that come into my mind about how we func=on as human beings and 
society and beginning to cra_ work and rela=onship to those internal ques=ons. 

Catherine Opie: And they certainly come from a ques=on of a queer body in terms of my own 
iden=ty, but that doesn't mean that that's the only iden=ty that I operate from, 
that I am s=ll a daughter from the Midwest, from a conserva=ve Republican fam-
ily, and you can't erase all of that kind of laid upon you as well. And so I think 
that the way that I'm most interested in ideas around iden=ty is the acknowl-
edgement and crea=ng visibility for an iden=ty that I am quite proud of about 
being out and how hard it was to come out, but also to make sure that that's not 
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the only entry point in rela=onship to the things that I think about or care about 
in terms of mapping out communi=es and society. 

OVERTALK* 

Daniel Strong: Yeah. I think you've certainly never been in one direc=on as a photographer. I 
mean, you're one of the, probably the only person in this exhibi=on that we can 
talk about bodies of work, separate bodies of work, and you've always worked 
that way. And it's never been, you can't pigeonhole your work as the work of a 
queer ar=st and clearly that was inten=onal or was it? Is it just because your var-
ied interests, it was just naturally you were not going to be a one trick ar=st? 

Catherine Opie: Well, I think it was inten=onal when I got so much aVen=on for the early por-
traits. And s=ll every interview starts out with the early portraits. "In the 90s, 
she made this." It was like Five periods of my life in 30 years of making work. 
And that doesn't mean that I don't dip back into making work in rela=onship to 
my own iden=ty, in '98, I made Domes=c a_er I made American Ci=es. I think 
that I le_ it and started making Freeways because I did realize that I was being 
put in shows that were only about my iden=ty. And I wanted to make sure that 
that wasn't just the case. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Catherine Opie: And then I had a lot of other interests. And I didn't want all the work that I had 
done through undergraduate and graduate school, and even a_er grad school, 
to be lost because I'd all of a sudden went into the studio and started making 
portraits in the way that I began to make them. 

Daniel Strong: Right. And one of the purposeful things we did with this exhibi=on, which if you 
read the prospectus, was prompted by a student, he was a sophomore at the 
=me, or was he a junior? I forget how long it was. And he came into the office 
and he said, "I think we should do a queer art show." Which we hadn't done. 
One of the things he wanted to be a component of the show was to bring in a 
sample of the AIDS Quilt, because he had never seen an exhibi=on of that. Now, 
we ended up not doing that, but- 

Catherine Opie: I guess what you can do, you can put it on a monitor because they just an-
nounced this week that the en=rety of the AIDS Quilt is now visually online. 

Greg Manuel: Oh, wow. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, that just happened this week. 

Greg Manuel: Amazing. 

Catherine Opie: That you can see every single panel of the AIDS Quilt now online. 

Greg Manuel: Wow. 

Daniel Strong: I’m actually par=cularly proud of the fact that the first charity I ever consistently 
gave to was to the NAMES Project. 

Opie Interview (Completed  07/31/20) 
Transcript by Rev.com Page  of 8 18

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/LF1dECC9RJCc-lLm82TZwVLFqY_F0xCjHZmJ82pqxegY332o7OD-VVWCl00E7wtS34CubR8qQBoFb8Ljy4PAmarMtes?loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com


This transcript was exported on Aug 06, 2020 - view latest version here. 

Catherine Opie: Oh, no, I used to go in, I'm not a very good sewer, so I would just help them with 
other things. But San Francisco, I used to go up and volunteer as the quilts were 
being made and the NAMES Project, it was s=ll to this day, one of the most 
beau=ful, personal poli=cal works in my mind. 

Daniel Strong: Absolutely. 

Greg Manuel: When we first…. 

Daniel Strong: Sorry I interrupted you. 

Greg Manuel: When we first talked about this show with you, you were very quick to decide on 
the work the you wanted to show in the exhibi=on, which is the film, The Mod-
ernist and accompanying images. And I wondered if you could talk a liVle bit 
about why now and why that seemed like the kind of the body of work that 
would be appropriate? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. I mean, because of its ability to be in the world at this point without hav-
ing to actually kind of spoon feed the audience with what that queer body is 
doing within the mix of that. And I think that the other work is not only my own 
kind of celebra=on of my community, but it is also kind of there to begin to talk 
about visibility and begin to educate people. And The Modernist, I feel is all of 
my ideas that have encompassed my work in the last 30 years. 

Catherine Opie: So you have architecture, you have income disparity, you have Pig Pen's body 
that I have been literally making images of Pig Pen since 1980 in the late 80s and 
a dear, dear friend. And so I just felt like that piece, I wanted to show a piece 
that was of the moment, of what people are thinking about now. And I wanted 
the queer body to just exist in space without saying this is a queer body. And so I 
just felt that The Modernist was the newest work that I had made that felt like it 
encompassed all of these other ideas in rela=onship to other bodies of work. 
And that was why I was like, I want to show The Modernist. 

Daniel Strong: And it's almost kind of like a premoni=on. I mean, when you made that work, 
you had no idea this was the world we were going to be living in. 

Catherine Opie: Well, yeah. Or even Parasite that came out later and then won an Oscar. I mean, 
The Modernist was grappling with the exact same things that were laid out with-
in that film. I mean, except for this is about the ar=sts and in conversa=on with 
Chris Marker's “La Jetée”, that was the fear of the future. And this is about the 
longing of the past. And then now we're even at a deeper longing of the past 
with…or a weird nostalgia. And that's what the current body of work is trying to 
do, Rhetorical Landscapes. And that's the beauty of being an ar=st and making 
work is would I have ever goVen to what I'm making now without making The 
Modernist? So you hope that as an ar=st, you just engage in a long conversa=on 
with your own ideas, as you traverse through mul=ple bodies of work. 

Greg Manuel: The- 

Daniel Strong: Sorry, Greg. I keep interrup=ng you. 
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Greg Manuel: Go ahead. 

Daniel Strong: What was the logis=cs of doing that, of geMng to the houses and just ... Well, I 
mean, it is like a movie shoot, so- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, it's like a movie shoot. I mean- 

Daniel Strong: It was your first film- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. Well, second film actually, I made a documentary that people don't really 
know about. It did the Film Circuit, it won in Cleveland. It won a couple prizes, 
but it's called Same Difference. And I made it with Lisa Udelson. And it's consid-
ered a short, and it was basically children talking about what Prop 8 did for them 
in California in rela=onship to not allowing their parents to be married. And it's 
really from a kid's perspec=ve of what it is to grow up in a queer family. And so I 
made that, and that was great, but Lisa, my good friend that I made it with is a 
filmmaker. And so it was a collabora=on, but it was also her edi=ng and her 
baby. And this is my first =me making a piece that I'm fully controlling. 

Daniel Strong: How long did it take? 

Catherine Opie: The Modernist took years and years of thinking about it, because there was a 
whole twist, there was a whole different ending and there was going to be a dif-
ferent story, but with the elec=on of Trump and everything that was happening 
poli=cally as I was making it, because I finished it, knowing that Trump had 
won ... Did I know? Let's see, when did it show at Regan? Either he had won, I 
have to look at the =me clock, but anyway, you'll no=ce in The Modernist, in 
terms of the newspapers, you see Hillary got nominated, right? So you have real 
news with fake news before fake news became- 

Greg Manuel: You created fake news. 

Catherine Opie: So you don't even, because the burning of the houses that we printed on the 
L.A. Times that the character would open, would be the real day news along 
with the printed fake news of the house burning down. And then the cuMng out 
of the newspaper of all the arson and all of those things were all real news of 
real arson in California as California burned. And the collage is besides the report 
that Pig Pen cuts out about burning down the house. They're cuMng out all real 
pictures and ar=cles out of the newspaper. So the kind of artwork that the pro-
tagonist is making of the big collage in their studio, which is where they live as 
well with the most perfectly picked out furniture, you know. So it's interes=ng 
because the news just keeps happening and just keeps going on, but what I love 
about that piece is it touches on exactly what was happening at the =me that I 
was making it. 

Catherine Opie: At the same =me, kind of intervening with it, but it took, to secure the sites and 
stuff, to go back to your ques=on, fortunately, the Sheats-Goldstein house is le_ 
to LACMA. And so Michael Govan just made a phone call and I was able to go up 
there without having to permit or pay any fees, because it's just like, I'm not re-
ally a film crew, I'm just one person with the camera. And the interes=ng thing 
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about the piece is it looks like it's shot from mul=ple cameras in terms of the 
way that I edited it, but it's me just telling Pig Pen again, to walk this way, and 
then I would move my body and shoot from the front or shoot from the back or 
over the shoulder, or use depth of field. So basically making s=ll images, I 
mapped out as if you were looking at a mul=ple camera set. And then fortunate-
ly, the owners of the Chemishpere happened to be Taschen. And so I was able to 
access that house and then you'll no=ce that Pig Pen's only on the outside of 
Larry Gagosian's house, but we never get into it. 

Daniel Strong: Yeah. 

Catherine Opie: So what's odd is with Lautner, I'm a big Lautner fan in terms of architecture. Ac-
tually, our house in Three Rivers, Lautner had his vaca=on house in Three Rivers 
too, which were two prefab, geodesic domes. And I would visit that site all the 
=me because we would sneak into the, it was the best swimming hole in Three 
Rivers. So we would always go there. But the odd thing is that Lautner is almost 
too high of a utopic architect to really burn down, right? Because their art works 
in a certain way. So it's not a case study house. It's not thinking of that kind of 
utopic moment, but obviously the character at this point would never even be 
able to get a case study house. So the character just goes for the one upper 
thing that is loved, which is Lautner houses. It's that old story, that myth, of you 
destroy what you love. 

Daniel Strong: Right. Greg? 

Greg Manuel: Yeah. 

Catherine Opie: You're laughing. You're like, okay, Cathy. 

Greg Manuel: No. I mean, I watched it a number of =mes and the last =me I watched it, I paid 
par=cular aVen=on to the headlines, and you've answered the ques=on, but I 
did wonder, I mean, the first =me I saw it, I said, "Is that really Larry Gagosian's 
house?" Is that a crack and/or a jab at him and/or at the art world in general? 
Was that an actual headline? 

Catherine Opie: No, that was my headline. It was really his house. It was the first house the char-
acter went to, to burn down because the character is an ar=st. 

Greg Manuel: Right. 

Catherine Opie: The character obviously hasn't been able to be a successful ar=st because 
they're living in a 500 square foot studio and they're making their art. And 
they're thinking about, what is the next big act as an ar=st? And that is to de-
stroy what they can't have. And so it is about the haves and the have-nots in 
that way, which also, is very much true within, especially women and we're look-
ing at Pig Pen's body and Pig Pen reads definitely as male, but Pig Pen is trans 
and also the trans body in rela=onship to the art world is something that is also 
hasn't been completely embraced to a certain extent. I mean, it's changed in the 
last number of years, but it's like we have a lot of queer art shows, but there 
hadn't been a lot of trans art shows. 
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Greg Manuel: One of my favorite images is the image of Pig Pen coming in the next morning 
and opening the newspaper and on their face is just this sort of triumphant and 
yet subtle smile of recogni=on, of accomplishment, and it was a moment that I 
paused, because there was something about that par=cular look that said a lot 
to me. We're excited to have it in the show, very much so. 

Catherine Opie: Oh, I'm so glad. I'm so glad you're going to be showing it because I mean, it's a 
piece that is ... I've explained it in other interviews and to other people that it's 
kind of like, it encompasses all the parts of me and I don't think I've had a body 
of work do that. And this one did that for me, where it was like, okay, it's not 
only this body that I love to look at that I've looked at for all these years as a 
photographer and love this person so much, but it's also about my obsession 
around design and architecture. And the fact is that also on a personal level, I've 
made work in that studio that I shot, and that was my studio behind my West 
Adams house, and it was 500 square feet. And I moved into that house and built 
the studios when Oliver was born. 

Catherine Opie: And that was the last piece that I made before we sold the house and I moved 
and moved studios. So it also was a liVle bit of a swan song to the fact that as an 
ar=st, I was able to make 15 years of work in 500 square feet. And when you 
think about the mega studios, and I do have a mega studio now, and I love it and 
I hope that I can hang on to it because I went from 500 square feet to 5,000 
square feet, which was a huge gesture for me to do to myself as an ar=st. But I 
just decided like, I can have space. My students have bigger spaces than me, 
then why can't I have space? And I just decided to take up space. And I think 
that is really hard even if I'm viewed as a really successful ar=st, it's like, well, 
what does that really mean in rela=onship to the world of art and the economy 
of art? 

Daniel Strong: How long has it been in the new studio? Is it a couple of years? 

Catherine Opie: No, it's four years now. Yeah, in October I signed another three year lease. I 
think I'll have to downsize, I do. But right now I've eked it out and I'm s=ll teach-
ing and I s=ll get a paycheck from teaching, but I'm coming up to 30 years total 
teaching, 20 years at UCLA. And I think that Oliver's going away to college and 
it's a good =me for me to think about wrapping that side of my life up and just 
only being a full =me ar=st and a visi=ng kind of teacher would be a really dif-
ferent thing than having to do five classes a year, year a_er year a_er year. 

Daniel Strong: But you'd stay in LA? ***** 

Catherine Opie: Which I enjoy, it's important, but there is a =me where you decide like, I'm going 
to be 60 years old and I've been doing this for 30 years and I hold a really amaz-
ing space, but it's also =me to give that space over to a different voice. And I'm 
very conscious of making room for new voices. 

Daniel Strong: You're going to stay in LA though? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. I'll stay in LA. 
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Daniel Strong: What's it like now? 

Catherine Opie: Well, I think we're going to go back into shutdown. I look out my window. If 
you're wondering why I look out, it's like, well, there's the city. I think we're go-
ing to go back into shutdown. That's okay- 

Daniel Strong: Has that affected your work? I mean, are you able to- 

Catherine Opie: Oh, I can't work. No. Here was the thing is, I was, and we are, I have given my 
studio over to Heather. Heather, my assistant, has a two year old son and they're 
being much more responsible during COVID than I am, Let’s say. I mean, I'm not 
going out to bars or partying, but I have a grandson that shares space with his 
father in Orange County and comes back to our daughter. And I didn't see my 
grandson for a month, and then it wasn't okay for me not to see my grandson 
anymore. So we were really locked down for a month and a half, and then it was 
too hard for me not to see my daughter and my grandson. It was too hard for us 
not to see the very closest inner circle of friends. And so we opened up to that 
and we've opened up safely to that, but that is not what Heather desires. And so 
I have allowed her to just be in the studio since March on her own. 

Catherine Opie: And I can go on Tuesdays, Thursdays, Saturday and Sunday if I want to be in the 
studio. But quite honestly, what am I going to work on? I can't make portraits 
right now. I tried to go out and I've tried to photograph LA at this =me. I did pho-
tograph the protests. One of the protests that turned really violent on Fairfax, I 
was there when the cops started shoo=ng rubber bullets and tear gas to us. So 
I've been par=cipa=ng in the protests. It's preVy hard for me not to par=cipate 
in protests, as a person who's been protes=ng since my early 20s, I believe in 
protest. A lot of my work is silently about protes=ng. The big thing that I was 
going to do is, and we're s=ll going to do it, is Oliver's college is going to start as 
he's going into his freshman year. He got into Tulane University. 

Catherine Opie: And so we decided to do a road trip because I made that body of work 1999, 
right before Y2K, of America and looking at America and what the American 
road trip and photography means. And I thought a really beau=ful porjolio 
would be ‘2020’. And so think about from 1999 to 2020 as a body of work. So 
going and photographing where the monuments have really been taken down or 
graffi=ed, I pulled out of my library at school Lee Friedlander's American Monu-
ment book to take a look at that. And as I always like to have conversa=ons with 
different ar=sts, I'm looking at Friedlander's American Monument right now and 
thinking about that. And then I was going to end up at the March of Washington 
on the 28th in DC to bear witness to that March and photograph it. But with the 
rise of COVID, we're s=ll doing the road trip, but it's not going to be as ambi-
=ous. I don't think it's going to be safe for me to spend a month and a half on 
the road. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Catherine Opie: I don't. So I finally, we went up to a beau=ful kind of weird utopic community in 
Northern California called Sea Ranch that has unbelievable modernist houses. 
We spent the weekend there. And I spent the week staring at the ocean and ask-
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ing myself, how important is 2020 and making this body of work in rela=onship 
to actually what's happening in all of these states? So I think instead of a month 
and a half on the road, maybe it'll be three weeks on the road and whatever I 
wander upon, I'll s=ll react to with my camera, but it's not as an ambi=ous of a 
body of work of what I wanted to make. 

Daniel Strong: So you're going to drive Oliver to Tulane? 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. We're going to drive him. 

Greg Manuel: It sounds like a good road trip. I mean, even- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. I mean, I have so many things you wouldn't believe it and it's like, I've got 
the clock, I have a like a tub of things. I have UVC wands that I bought off Ama-
zon to disinfect any place that we go into with a passing of ultraviolet light wand 
and I have gloves. I have everything you can possibly imagine to try to stay safe. 
So we'll see, we'll knock on wood again. It's hard to be a photographer that likes 
to react and look at the world and be asked to stay in doors right now. That's a 
very difficult thing. 

Greg Manuel: When you're ... I mean, The 2020 sounds like it was a very conscious decided 
project. When you work on a project like this on this drive, will you be able to 
step into that role of ar=st and photographer and out of the role of mother? Do 
you find they're different roles or different places? 

Catherine Opie: I don't know. I've never taken Oliver on ... I mean, Oliver, the only body of work 
that encompassed really my personal life is what went along with 1999, where I 
paired those bodies of work together in the end is a show at the Aldrich Muse-
um and a book called 1999 and In and Around Home. So Oliver was two and a 
half when I made that body of work. And that's the only body of work that was 
really like where my family was very aware of me at all =mes with the camera in 
the house. And otherwise I've tried really hard to give them their personal space 
and private space. I think that's about ... So I don't know if they're, it'll be inter-
es=ng to see how Julie and Oliver react to me wan=ng to stop the car and make 
an image because those are my rules. So it's like, if I see something, I get to stop 
the car and we'll see how much that, that's okay with them. I have no idea. 

Daniel Strong: But the pictures are not going to be of them? 

Catherine Opie: No. I think there'll be a few of Oliver. How can you not take pictures when you're 
having to say goodbye to your son and send him off to college? I mean, that's 
been the greatest joy of Julie and I is to be able to raise this person in our family 
and see him off. And I'm going to get teary eyed now, but it's preVy intense 
[crosstalk 00:54:03]. 

Daniel Strong: Well, what a situa=on, to send off a kid to college? I mean, it's like unprecedent-
ed- 

Catherine Opie: No, and Tulane University is doing it. I mean, they decided to do in session. And 
even though the numbers are going up in Louisiana and I'm looking at that map 
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of red, I'm also very aware that Los Angeles is one of the worst places to be as 
well. And maybe Tulane, because they are actually a big medical school that 
deals with figuring out a vaccine of the virus, and they're not so big like UCLA, I 
feel like they've got a preVy darn good plan in place, but it is hard. I'm nervous, 
but he'll come home before Thanksgiving hopefully and then they don't go back 
un=l mid January. 

Daniel Strong: Yeah. We’re s=ll figuring out how things are going to work here. Because Iowa is 
becoming a hotspot. It's becoming [crosstalk 00:55:03]. Where Grinnell is, we’re 
equidistant between Des Moines and Iowa City and Des Moines and Iowa City 
are the two red coun=es in Iowa and we're in the middle. But also we have a lot 
of people driving back and forth between them. So there's going to be a lot of 
people going from a hotspot into our liVle campus and then going home again 
to their hotspot. 

Catherine Opie: I mean, it's such a shame under this current administra=on because we have all 
the resources as a country to have done this correctly and to have it turn into 
basically this weird poli=cal ideological posi=on around wearing masks and what 
sciences versus this other rhetoric. It's just such a shame because everybody is 
affected from the lack of responsibility and quite frankly, it's like, yeah, well 
there's government for a reason my friends. 

Daniel Strong: Exactly. 

Catherine Opie: Even though I might want to burn down the modernist houses in The Modernist, 
I don't really want to burn things down, to be honest, I want to reshape them 
and reconfigure things and the idea of what it is to be a kinder society and what 
humanity is. Those are my interests and that's what I tried to get to a liVle bit in 
the various bodies of work. 

Daniel Strong: Right. And you can't just tear something down and not replace it with some-
thing. And the whole point is to replace it with something beVer, you don't just 
tear it down and let it fall apart. 

Catherine Opie: So even this no=on of defund the police, people don't understand what that 
means. They think that means we don't need police. It's like, no, maybe we 
don't need a militarized police force. 

Daniel Strong: Right. And we certainly don't need federal troops going in, unmarked federal 
troops, throwing people into unmarked vans and- 

Catherine Opie: That’s frightening, watching those images of what's going on in Portland, and 
also literally hearing him say we're going to do that to other ci=es, in his Chris 
Wallace interview, was like, wow. I mean, what is it now? I think people are just 
coun=ng down the days. It's 108 days to the elec=on or 107 today to the elec-
=on. And if people are watching this, I sure hope you vote. Or listening. 

Daniel Strong: Well, originally, this show was going to be on the walls this fall. And I wanted it 
to be on the walls when people went to the polls, but unfortunately, the pan-
demic, we had to delay it. So now it will be up for, well, actually, it will be up 
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shortly a_er inaugura=on. But we'll see how that goes. I mean, once you vote 
him out he's got to leave. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, he does. 

Daniel Strong: Greg, do you want to- 

Greg Manuel: Oh, I was just going to say, I think, I mean, this has been amazing. I wondered if 
there's anything you wanted to address that we haven't asked or anything that- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, I do actually. I think that one of the things I want to say, because this is an 
exhibi=on on a college campus, is I actually want to address the students directly 
in terms of making work and what it is to be an ar=st and to have the ability of 
longevity within your ideas and making your work. And I just want to talk about 
that kind of nega=ve voice that exists within our heads some=mes as an ar=st 
about crea=ng our own barriers and fear and making what you want to make. 

Catherine Opie: And when I made that earlier work in the 90s, I really felt like, okay, I'm doing 
this as an ac=vist and as an ar=st. But this could lead to no teaching jobs for me. 
This could lead to X, X, and X. And so I just want to say to the students who are 
looking at this work, is to realize that the most important thing is actually to un-
derstand the larger issues of humanity and ideas around representa=on, and to 
kind of try to put your fear to the side in crea=ng the dialogue that you want to 
have in rela=onship to the work that you're making. So I kind of want to end 
there. 

Greg Manuel: Thank you. That is perfect. 

Daniel Strong: Do you teach all four years at UCLA or do you teach- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. Undergrad and grad. But by the =me the undergrads gets to me, but I'm 
going to switch it because I was able to raise money to rebuild my dark rooms. 
And the facility was in a posi=on with previous faculty that aren't as technically 
based as I am as a photographer, how they were designed wasn't the way that I 
like to teach beginning photography. So I am actually going to go back when ... I 
have a year of sabba=cal this year, which is fantas=c. I didn't even plan it in rela-
=onship to COVID. I planned it because it was Oliver's first year at college and I 
wanted to be able to just get to him if he needed me. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Catherine Opie: So I mainly got juniors and seniors the whole 20 years at UCLA. And I'm going to 
go ahead and teach beginning photography again because of my new facility. 

Daniel Strong: Can I take it?!- 

Catherine Opie: And I'm going to start out with freshmen and sophomore again, a bit. And I think 
that I want the last part of the years of teaching to go back into that kind of 
physicality of what photography can do and kind of reemphasize the joy of what 
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it is to be embedded within this medium that I've spent my en=re life trying to 
explore. 

Daniel Strong: Do you s=ll do that? I mean, you don't print your own work, but do you s=ll- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah. Everything's printed in studio. Heather prints it. I printed all my work up 
un=l the Icehouses. So every single photograph of mine up to the Icehouses. 
Well, actually 1999 was printed by Walead Beshty because he was my student at 
Yale. And so he printed 1999 because I was pregnant and it wasn't safe for me to 
be around the chemicals. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Catherine Opie: And then the Icehouses were too hard for me to print. And things were star=ng 
to switch technically at that point in the digital realm. And so, basically every 
single body of work up un=l the 2000s, were printed by me. Then I went offsite 
for awhile. And then when the inks got really good and the Epson printers, and I 
felt like the blacks were a photographic black and certain things that I didn't like 
about the surface of the beginning of the print. Then I took over prin=ng all the 
bodies of work again. 

Catherine Opie: Because I don't like how ... I mean, I'm par=cularly fond of the Dusseldorf School 
of Photography. I'm par=cularly fond of them, but what I'm not fond of is that 
they all use the same printer in Germany. So I find that their work, it has the 
same ... I really believe that there isn't like ... I have a deepness in my prin=ng. I 
print deep and I have a very specific aesthe=c of the way that I like prints to 
look. And when you lose control of that, then that's that. 

Daniel Strong: Right. 

Greg Manuel: It's interes=ng hearing you talk about dark room because I studied photography 
and I finished art school in 2003. And when I went in, I was trained in the ... Prior 
to that, I was a photographer and I was prin=ng all my own stuff. And I came out 
of art school, went back to the studio that I worked at previously and everything 
had switched over to digital and I basically had to relearn everything and then 
kind of just made my way out of there because I didn't like it anymore. I miss 
dark rooms. So it's good to hear that you're bringing them back. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, dark rooms are a great place. No, the lab that I'm rebuilding at UCLA is 
going to be really beau=ful. It's a big group dark room again. It's going back to 
the black and white group dark room. And then there's three individual black 
and white dark rooms for people who want to be alone in their dark room. And I 
even designed, Greg, you'll geek out on this, I designed the sink, so that the 
ven=ng is actually in the sink instead of the vent hood. So you don't leave the 
dark room feeling like you're chewing on fixer. 

Greg Manuel: I'm going to come visit. 

Catherine Opie: So that's all those old photography. This is the end of the conversa=on for peo-
ple who are into photography. But then The Modernist, the black and white 
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prints, even though it's shot digitally, when you look at the film and you look at 
the black and white prints, it's uVerly talking about 70s photography in rela=on-
ship to grain. So it's trying to encompass technically,  that certain period of when 
that architecture was done, the ligh=ng and everything as even though it's con-
temporary in the =me, the look is about kind of a very specific silver gela=n 
moment within 35 mm photography. 

Greg Manuel: I wondered how you would shot it because it does read that way. And it's inter-
es=ng to me also that it is a film made of s=lls, very specifically and inten=onally. 
This has been wonderful. 

Catherine Opie: Well, thank you. 

Greg Manuel: It's hopefully the beginning. We're hoping to have other opportuni=es to put 
ar=sts in touch with each other because the show has now been moved online 
for a liVle bit for the first beginning part of it, we're hoping to con=nue these 
things. So we may reach out again. I know you're off on the road for the next 
liVle while, but- 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, I'm going to be on the road, on the road again, we will do what the road 
offers us. So hopefully there'll be some body of work called 2020, who knows it's 
going to look like, but I'm going to try to go forward with it. 

Greg Manuel: Thank you so much, Catherine. 

Daniel Strong: Well, be careful. 

Catherine Opie: Yeah, I will. All right. Thanks Daniel. Thanks Greg. 

Greg Manuel: Thank you so much. 

Daniel Strong: Thank you. 

Greg Manuel: We'll talk soon. 

Catherine Opie: Okay. 

Greg Manuel: Cheers. 

Catherine Opie: Bye.
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