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Body of Evidence 
FOR HER SEARING WORK, CATHERINE OPIE GOES 

DEEP WITHIN. LINDA YABLONSKY REPORTS. 

C
atherine Opie proudly calls 
herself a pervert. In 1994, she 
even had the word carved into her 
ample chest, to make one of the 
most arresting self-portraits since 

Robert Mapplethorpe photographed himself 
with a bullwhip in his anus back in the '70s. 

Opie's "Self-Portrait/Pervert," which anchors 
.1 ��-year survey of her photography coming to 
:he Guggenheim Museum next month, gives 
;:;a- the look of court executioner for an empire of 
;.exua) deviance. In the picture, she sits topless in 
:,lack leather chaps before an opulent swath of 
gold-and-black patterned drapery. Twenty-three 
I �-gauge steel pins are woven into the flesh of 
e:ich arm; a black bondage hood conceals her face. 
-Thar's my Henry VIII/Holbein picture," says

Opie, 47, as affable and unflappable in 
person as her photographs are painstaking 
and provocative. 

Sensational content combined with formal 
virtuosity has set Opie's work apart since her 
breakthrough at the 1995 Whitney Biennial. The 
sadomasochistic cutting and piercing that others 
might characterize as self-mutilation she refers 
to as "body modification." It's the term used by 
friends in a community of tattooed "leather 
dykes" whom Opie has portrayed with the 
dignity and tenderness she later gave to a group 
of California surfers whom she didn't know at 
all. That is the same photographer who rose 
before dawn to shoot the still-empty freeways 
and mini-malls of L.A., the mansions of Beverly 
Hills and the ice-fishing shacks of Minneapolis. 

For what Opie calls her "urban work," she 
photographed the skyscrapers of cities like New 
York and Chicago as architectural Aphrodites, 
ethereal monuments not just to vernacular design 
but also to a brace of human social contracts. 

"I work really hard!" she says with a hearty 
laugh when we meet in the studio that she and 
Julie Burleigh, her girlfriend of seven years, 
built for themselves in the yard behind their 
house. (Burleigh is a painter.) To get there, we 
have to pick our way past six chickens, three 
dogs and a cat. That wouldn't be so unusual in a 
rural village, of course, but Opie lives in South 
Central Los Angeles with her 6-year-old son, 
Oliver, and Burleigh's 28-year-old daughter. 

A worktable and a treadmill share the nearly 
windowless studio. "I mix the joys of obesity 
with being incredibly fit," Opie says, laughing 
again. She trains five days a week and has been 
on a strict diet since lase January, when she 
hit 250 pounds and a boy at Oliver's school asked 
if his mom was the fat one. 'Tm determined 
to lose 50 pounds by my Guggenheim opening," 
she adds, sounding more grim. 

Opie does work hard, almost compulsively. 
The Guggenheim show will contain an 
impressive range of documentary and portrait 
work, including "Being and Having," her 
1990 series of 13 women sporting facial hair, 
and "In and Around Home," from 2004 and 
2005, which portrays her Los Angeles 
neighborhood in natural light chat, nonetheless. 
makes it seem slightly unreal. These, in 
turn, contrast starkly with her photos of the 
ice-fishing shacks and surfers, which are more 
like abstract studies of light and fog. 

Small wonder, then, chat Opie is one of very 
few contemporary female artists - certainly 
the first "out leather dyke from California," 
as she puts it - to earn a full-scale solo show at 
the Guggenheim. It's not ambition but curiosity, 
she says, chat brought her to this point: "I 
graduated high school with a 1.8 grade average. 
Literally, the most likely to fail." 

Opie spent her first 13 years in Ohio, where 
her father worked for OP-Craft, a family 
business chat became hugely profitable after he 
helped to invent vacuum-form packaging. 
When Opie's grandfather sold the company 
for his own benefit, her father cut and ran, taking 
his family to a town near San Diego, where he 
made a new fortune in real estate before divorcing 
her mother and moving away. 

It was on her ninth birthday chat Opie got her 
first camera, and at 16, with money from baby­
sitting, she built her own darkroom. Her first 
pictures, black-and-white portraits of her smiling 
parents, are now sitting in her studio. They 
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