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Abstract of the Dissertation
Place Self: Identity at the Crossroads of Place and@ime in Catherine Opie’s Los Angeles

Landscape Series, 1988-2004
by
Kim Woltmann
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Art History and Criticism
Stony Brook University

2014

Catherine Opie achieved success and notoriety glutie 1990s for several controversial
photographic series of herself and members of BT community that explored themes of
sexuality, gender, and identity. She also, howebeilt a contemporaneous body of work
throughout the 1990s comprised of landscape sdrfese images embraced a cool stoicism and
deadpan aesthetic that contrasted the intimacydesidence of Opie’s portraits, as well as the
early branding of her as a contemporary provocat€hey therefore received little scholarly
attention. More recent renewed interest in Opiatglscapes is largely inspired, retrospectively,
because images of place have now overtaken imagpsaple within her oeuvre; however,
much of the commentary attempts to relate the lEamss to the portraits without supplying
sufficient analyses of the landscape series themsel'Spatial identity” has become a catch-
phrase for characterizing the themes within Opvedsk, and most critics do not probe further
than to state that place and identity are simpglated” for Opie. This dissertation analyzes
Opie’s early landscape series in order to amendvansight within the existing scholarship, as
well as supply the necessary grounding to disdusselationship between place and identity in
her work. Focusing primarily on Opie’s landscapethe 1990s, this dissertation argues that her
seemingly indifferent imagery of depopulated anchdbaplaces—freeways, mini-malls, and
suburban housing developments—responds to thefigpgatiopolitical climate of Los Angeles,
as well as to the cultural milieu of the millenniutimat anticipated an increasing physical
alienation in the context of new virtual technoksyi Ultimately, | argue, Opie’s works
demonstrate how identity is a product of regiomaliand that both literal geographical place and



abstract space are germane to self-ideation. Helstapes are therefore not simply about place,
but about the self and its multiplicity within forer shifting contexts.



Dedicated to my parents



Table of Contents

Introduction: Identity and Region 1
Reframing Catherine Opie 1
Shifts in the Landscape: Space and Place 9
Modern/Postmodern and the Terror of ‘Non-Place’ 13
The Postmodern Metropolis: Theorizing Los Angeles
and the ‘L.A. School’ 16
L.A. Art 21
Center and Periphery 26
1. Politics on the Road: Catherine Opie’$reeways 35
Introduction: On the Road 35
Opie, Virilio, and the Human Dimension 44
Standard World Versus Standard Vision 52
Vision Politics 55
Space Politics 64
Compulsory Submission: The Disappearing Body
and the Invisible Space 67
2. Postmodern PiazzaMini-malls 77
Introduction: Mediated Locales 77
Boosterism Crumples: Shifts in Architectural Cigim
and Urban Theory 82
Focus L.A.: Los Angeles as Paradigm 87
New New Topographics 96
Thinned-Out L.A. 105
Thinned-Out Angelenos 108
The Freedom and Price of Ambiguity: Modern Anxiety,
Postmodern Reality 113
3. Lost Domestic 128
Introduction: ‘Burb-Land 128
Domestic Fantasy 138
Indeterminate Domain 142
Little Things 146
Critique Versus Voyeurism 149
Panorama Versus Portrait 151
Who Inhabits WhomHouses 153

Vi



Portrait of a Domicile 156

In and Around HomeBut Domesticated? 164
Where to Be One’s Self 167
4, People Without Place and Places Without People 173
Introduction: A Matter of Framing 172
Non-Categorical Categorization 181
The Paradox of Being and Having: A Case-Study of
Serial Portraits 185

Serials, Metonymy, and the Index: Opie’s Invesimat

of the Limits and Potential of Documentary Pho&gdry 188
Opie’sSelf-Portraitsof Both/And: The Lefebvrian Rejection

of Cartesian Self 194
Identity on the Margin: An Addendum to Lefebvre 002
Trans-Gay: A Lefebvrian Reading of the Icons of

Robert Mapplethorpe and the Subjects of CatbeDipie 207
Where Do We Go From Here? Abstract Space, Amhigg8ex,

and the Cultural Encoding of Place, Space, aid S 213

Conclusion: Continual Presence 221

Vii



Acknowledgments

| am forever thankful for the generosity and exigerbf those who have supported this endeavor.

First, my parents, Lani and Charles Woltmann, fargthing, really.

Also:
To my advisor, Dr. Michele Bogart, for her unwamgrsupport of this project, and
to my committee members for their critical comnsegmdid encouragement: Dr. Andrew
Uroskie, Dr. Zabet Patterson, and Dr. Megan Craig.

And to:

Annie Barz, Dave Bisaha, Carolyn Dicus Brookes, ¢&yaBruyninx, Sam Comen, Lauren
Crais (Pat and Bob too), Alexis Doucette, Jessigdd) Jason Dunda, Ethel (optimism),
Maggie Flattery & Lucasz Janik (for allowing med@sh many times in Greenpoint),
Dr. Shoki Goodarzi, Jesse Imbach, Emily Kalineyti&&erner, Sussie and Lance
Kinkead, Teresa Kohls, Dr. Donald Kuspit, Jameskioal, Rod & Lori Madsen (for the
tireless babysitting), Dr. Joseph Monteyne, Chang John Ritchie, Amy Roberts,
Melanie Unruh Rodriguez, Isa Smashey Rogers (amtirtsless babysitting...), Nicole
Beck Rogers, Bob and Crystal Rowe, Mona and MicRasVe (for all those years being
home away from home on Long Island) my beloved @masther, Jim Schuster, the late
Rose Sen (who would have liked to have seen thishied) and the late Joseph Sen, and
also Aunty Margaret, Dr. Harry Weil, Dr. Andrew Véasman, Amy Wideman, the entire
Woltmann clan, my beloved nana, Mabel Woltmann (wHaniss) and Charles E.
Woltmann, and my favorite, smarty-pants sister,Waitmann.

Finally, to Lieth Madsen,
who doesn’t know yet, what a joy he is,
and of course
to Nathan Rogers-Madsen,
who owns this project as much as me

viii



Introduction: Identity and Region

RE-FRAMING CATHERINE OPIE

In 2003, | saw the debut of Catherine Opie’s tha&stmecently completed seri€xjrfers
(2003) at Regen Projects gallery in Los Angelegdd@raround $3,000 apiece, only a third of
Opie’s Surfersphotographs had been sold. Four years later, tlggé&hneim Museum in New
York held a retrospective of Opie’s work, an indbéel honor and commercial coup for a mid-
career artist. The exhibition spanned two floord an the weekends | visited, was packed.
Shortly after it closed, | observed that the pfamethe same photographs | had viewed in L.A.

five years earlier had accrued to somewhere artha&20,000-range.

This kind of prestige is still a rarity among at$, considering it represents a small
fraction of the number of practicing artists whantrdbute to the contemporary art scene, but
strangely, among those who do achieve successinilar scale, the rapidity with which it
comes is less and less unidugke memoirs, formally expected to be written bigevelders
reflecting about their life’s accomplishments amavrpublished as first novels about coming-of-
age, the idea of a ‘retrospective’ continues tét $flom an all-encompassing survey after an
artist’s retirement (or death), to a more focusshof maybe a decade. In Opie’s case, although
the earliest work referenced in the Guggenheim skber MFA thesis piecMaster Planfrom

1988—establishes a twenty-year span, the look Isacloser to ten years, considering her most

! The “Young British Artists” or YBAs of the 1990s one example of artists achieving quick succepi O
also notes the commercial pressure on young atrtisishieve recognition early in their careersrir806 interview
with Andrea Bowers. Se®etween Artists: Andrea Bowers, Catherine Qgianada: A.R.T. Press, 2008), 40-42.



well-known works were produced between 1993 and18Ad that most exhibitions are planned

three to five years in advance.

This is not to say, however, that the changintgiidn for the idea of a ‘retrospective’
necessarily reflects a decline in the quality of mather it reflects the heightened influence and
pressure of commercialism more than anything éis$e also an indicator of the fact that we are
more sped up in general. This is not only a busigesicern, as those who invest in
contemporary art assume a risk dependent on theowrkfuture success, relevancy, and
production of an artist, but is also indicativeadbroader reality in contemporary life, that
significance is increasingly bound up with the inaia¢e. There is the unsettling notion that if an
artist like Opie were to have a retrospective iB& @t the age of 78 versus 48, the relevancy of
her work might not translate. This is again, nédrection of merit so much as it is a by-product
of the fact that the present is ever-more prevaedtinsistent than the past, and the long-term

future is more difficult to predict.

I mention this acceleration of time in the contefkthe sale and promotion of Opie’s
work because it exemplifies the way in which tinaes lbecome the evaluative commodity of
millennial culture. We conceive of experience, alate relative value on it, more and more in
terms of time—how long it takes to accomplish sdnmgf; how much time we ‘spend’ involving
ourselves in one thing or another; how ‘efficiethings are. Information flows via an invisible
network of fiber optic data cables and connectiistpearly instantaneous. The increased
supremacy of time has in turn affected the rolspafce in what is commonly termed the “space-
time compression,” or the notion that time is irpady related to space. As time’s significance

becomes more and more secure, the role of spacenesdess and less stable.



The decreased role of space is an intellectualthatsmanifests in a particular cultural
milieu. It is not a functional condition of realitixistence, of course, requires taking up space
just as much as it does transitioning over time, wéile one would recognize that sitting in a
traffic jam is indeed to occupy space, no oneisitgaffic and thinks of where he is physically in
space so much as he bemoans how much time heng krsd how much longer it will take him
to get wherever he needs to go. It is perhapsdbark between the reality of space’s
omnipresence and the pervading cultural bias tmids space that creates the sense of
disequilibrium and instability. Conditions of raglcannot be obliterated entirely. They can,
however, become intellectually devalued to the pitiat their physical omnipresence becomes
like a disturbing paradox. No matter how much spackevalued, there is no way of obliterating
it, and thus, instead of eliminating spatial cottexlture is instead alienated from space. Space
in turn becomes more and more abstract such taet tre fewer ways of recognizing,

understanding, and accessing its organizationrahgence.

This dissertation is largely about space and ggagr and its influence on the sense of
self. Under this philosophical inquiry, it focusas the work of one artist, Catherine Opie, and
primarily her photographic landscape series prodwagéhin a period of ten years, from 1988
through 1998. One thing that this dissertation olese which has been for the most part
overlooked in the literature on Catherine Opighesfact that this decade of the 1990s
encompasses a stylistic mode for Opie that is cheniaed by separating people from place,
strict formal taxonomy, and serial imagery. Thejeabmatter is likewise characterized by a
preoccupation with personal communities and lonat @nvironments, topics that technically
define Opie’s entire body of work, but are morei@aglist in focus during the nineties. During

this period, Opie’s major photographic series aklié between several polarities, not only in



terms of subject matter, oscillating between pdgrand landscapes, but also in terms of tone.
Portraits of individuals in Opie’s LGBT circles @luding self-portraits of the artist herself in
drag as well as in S/M fetish costume) are opeedjt®us and challenging of social
conventions, while her landscapes are quietly caap@nd have the appearance of impartiality
in their depiction of rather banal Los Angeles eons—freeways, strip malls, and innocuous
residential streets. These distinctions are net¢radompassing because, as will be further
analyzed throughout this dissertation, both tydesedes sponsor contrast between content and
expression more than anything else: the portragsat without their resolute coolness, and the

landscapes, while calm, are certainly not neutrainaisturbed.

Unlike her more recent series, Opie’s works of#B80s deliberately separate people and
place. Her portraits display their sitters withepatial context, in front of flat and unspatial
colored or patterned backgrounds. Landscapes aganote and abandoned places, usually
spaces that are synonymous with human trafficHiggways and shopping malls, thereby
making the absence of people even more conspiclibese are not an isolated topics in Opie’s
entire body of work—abandoned landscapes appear aglater works such as hA&merican
Citiesproject(ongoing, from 1999), and her seriekildren (2004) employs the same
decontextualizing colored backgroundsPastraits (1993-1997), but it is the most prevalent
mode during this period. In addition, works prodiigethe years following those that are the
subject of this dissertation reunite people andeta a degree that makes their earlier separation
all the more deliberate. Such seriePasnestic{1995-1998) anth and Around Hom¢&004-
2005) capture their subjects of lesbian couplglénformer series, and Opie and her family in
the latter, in their personal homes, intentionailjting the viewer to examine subjects within

domestic spatial context. Series suclsagers(2003) ancdHigh-School Footbal(2008) splice



populated landscapes—the Pacific OceaBurfersand the football field itHigh-School
Football—with portraits of members of the temporary comntiasithat inhabit them. The series
Icehouse$2001) is comprised of images that portray othezwdeserted rural areas when they

temporarily are populated by the ramshackle icdtatseof winter fisherman.

The literature on Opie’s work of the 1990s insigi®n preserving this separation
between portraiture and landscape, but does scstbisa matter of routine or default. In part,
this is because the portraits are so differentoteonal temperature from the landscapes,
especially in terms of the portraits’ recognizalo@®BT politics versus the quieter, more subdued
landscapes. The portraits are often framed in déiméext of queer and feminist theory, sexuality
and violence, and postmodern identity, while thlfxapes are often interpreted formally and
framed in the context of aesthetics. In part, thbadlance is the outcome of an expected critical
blindspot given the significant degree of synchecagibetween Opie’s portraits and the rise of
scholarship that challenged modernist (re: whiie rmale) hegemonies in many disciplines,
including art history. The blindspot was not in glying feminist or LGBT commentary to
Opie’s works, as those contributions certainly offaluable analytical strategies and produce
important readings of her photographs; the blintg@s in focusing on her portraits exclusively
and thus, indirectly maintaining an insistent sapan between the portrait series and the
landscape series. As a result, the criticism ore@ps produced a standard rhetoric for her work
that is somewhat lopsided, with the majority of #tholarship pertaining to her portraits that

engage LGBT politics and identity the most cleaalyd less of it devoted to her landscapes.

The more troubling aspect regarding much of tlegdiure on Opie is that it tends to
reduce her works to a kind of illustration—thathiey portraits are often invoked as secondary

exemplars to broader theories regarding gendeuadiéx and identity. Her inclusion in
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‘themed’ art historical tomes is often to suppagqrdained thesésAside from this kind of
response, most of the remaining literature on @pie the form of interviews and lectures in
which Opie supplies her own—rarely challenged—rhetd he catalogue that accompanied the
2008 Guggenheim exhibition embodies the typicataggh to Opie’s work and its problematic
oversights. The GuggenheinCGatherine Opie: American Photographedited by curators
Jennifer Blessing and Nat Trotman, does not taldibarties with the standard expectations for
a retrospective exhibition catalogue. It organthesinformation chronologically, segmenting the
series and brief commentary into separate sectsani$,is somewhat unfair to criticize what is
merely conventional, but the objective here isxtamine it as a model, particularly because it
holds the distinction of being the only culminatiegt for a comprehensive survey on Opie. The
problem in organizing Opie’s serial works chronadadjy is that it creates a misleading

linearity, as if Opie produced her series one atether. In fact, many of their productions
overlap. Furthermore, it ignores similarities ie #tylistic approach that predominates both
Opie’s portraits and landscapes, namely in herepeetce for formalizing her subjects, whether
people or places, into tight, taxonomic serialss®ttention to formality is an objective, more
documentarian approach that persists throughowt’©entire career, but is the most controlled
during the decade that is the subject of this digBen. Opie’s movement away from this strict
formalism around 1999, as well as its intensifmatafter partial emergence in her earliest work,

Master Plan(1988), further invite conception of her ninetiesriwas its own period.

The shared aesthetic between Opie’s landscapegaatrdits produced during this period

is not a matter of stylistic preference, especiatigsidering that Opie’s process varied from the

2 Some texts that include Opie’s works in this mannelude: Douglas Crimp’s interview of Catherine
Opie inAesthetics of Ris2008); Jonathan D. Katz and David C. Watlitje/Seek: Difference and Desire in
American Portraiturg2010); and Cherry SmytBamn Fine Art by New Lesbhian Artigts996).
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very new (for the 1990s) use of digital photographthe very old process of platinum
printing—manipulating very different processes i@ similar results, in other words. This is
not to argue that the different series lack indmaldintegrity, as they were conceived and
produced as independent projects; rather, thatrqagsent a prevailing, calculated approach to
the medium that supersedes differences in subjattermand moreover, conceptually joins such
disparate subjects. In interviews, Opie has desdrier work in this respect as an ongoing
meditation on community, observing that, “L.A. is{ an incredible mix of people living
together. How do we view a certain city, how doweaw different groups of people? What are
our relationships to them? How do we begin to gghd our ideas of stereotype and how to we
begin to define ourselves™o one, however, has investigated what she mesywnid the
understanding of community in the context of hemidty as a lesbian artist. As a result of
equating ‘community’ with social politics, in adidih to the rise of postmodern identity
scholarship of the 1990s and its congruence witle’ ® hGBT images, most criticism has

concentrated on Opie’s portraits, rather than &edscapes.

Interestingly enough, the inclination to separapge@ portraits and landscapes has the
paradoxical effect of calling attention to the styaness of their juxtaposition, as exhibited at the
Guggenheim retrospective. When life-sized portmaiita black man with lime-green pubic hair
wearing nothing but roller-skates and another partf the artist, sporting S/M costume and
topless with the word “PERVERT” carved into her sthare displayed alongside small
panoramas of empty highways and images of deskdeshtown strip-malls, it is hard to ignore

the nagging question of what one has to do witlother. Rather than continuing to use the

3 Catherine Opie, qtd. in “Voice of the Photograpl@atherine Opie,” [n.d.], video clip, accesseduap
12, 2013, YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/watch@IsY78C0_Q.
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obvious differences in subject matter between @me@ieties portraits and landscapes as reason
to separate them conceptually, perhaps the timedras to consider the fact that these
differences are so obvious but occur within corentrseries and are expressed formally via the
same stylistic strategies. The question that shibeldsked is not so much what one has to do
with the other, or what landscape has to do witlirabure, but rather to ask a question premised
on the assumption that the portraits and landscagelinked and that their exchange is

purposeful: why so forcibly depopulate place andodate people?

This dissertation directly addresses this quesiidhe relationship between place and
identity in the final chapter. The majority of &entent, however, approaches questions of
identity and community indirectly more as a prodoictegionalism and focuses five of Opie’s
major landscape series of Los Angelesewayq1993-1995)Mini-Malls (1997-1998)Houses
(1995-1996) Master Plan(1988-1989) andh and Around Hom€004-2005). In part, this
approach is corrective and addresses the imbalaroriicism pertaining to Opie’s landscapes
versus her portraits as mentioned above, butat@smotes the relevancy of landscape, of
geography, and of place, to the changing conditodnqmostmodern identity and postcapitalist
communities. In other words, to concentrate neatuskely on Opie’s landscape photography
is to argue, essentially, that place is more geemarself-definition and cultural exchange than
as previously recognized, perhaps more germanethieamore obvious assumption that identity
and personhood are solely engaged through repedserst of people. The final chapter,
however, reconstitutes people to the discussioreaachines some of Opie’s portrait series,
including herSelf-Portraits(1993-2004)Being and Having1991) andPortraits (1993-1997),

in the context of how they relate to the significarof space and place.



SHIFTS IN THELANDSCAPE SPACE AND PLACE

Opie’s four landscape series that are discusstusmissertation correspond to different
factions of civic space, from transport or tramsitil spaceRreeway$, to commercial space
(Mini-Malls), to residential spacé@ster Plan, House$n and Around Home Together, these
factions represent the social geography of urtfands well as a documentary portrait of the
spatial experience of Los Angeles, thereby collapsiistinctions between the global and
specific. Los Angeles as Opie’s subject is sigatficat the same time that it is not: the pictures
offer a record of her wanderings through L.A., talpiing on its unique metropolitan
topography and its reputation as the forenpastmodern city, but its presentation in series is
also rather benign and objective enough to reptesganeralized influence of space and place
intended for a global audience. It is necessapptwsider Los Angeles and all of the elements
specific to its identity as a city—its recent hrstats social fabric, and its politics—as an
influence on Opie’s approach to landscape; it ist@cessary to be familiar with the city in order

to engage with her photographs.

The mediation between the general and the speégcifipie’s images corresponds with a
geophilosophical dialectic loosely termed “spacesus place,” in which ‘space’ is shorthand for
space in the Cartesian mode—a neutral, geometmowsul—and ‘place’ is shorthand for space
that is specific, structural, and has a fluctuatintgractive exchange with the people inhabiting
it. The phrase has its roots in the lat&-2@ntury development of humanist geography, and
appears explicitly in the work of Yi-Fu Tuan, whds&77 book bears the titi8pace and Place
Tuan, one of the most philosophical foundationalggaphers, used phenomenology in order to
introduce the concept of place as a dynamic erdrtg, that was deeply personal and influential

on the development of one’s sense of identity, nadividual and cultural. Tuan was and is still
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unique among his contemporaries in his emphassibjective experience. Very simply, Tuan’s
contribution since the 1970s has been to revisigiestion of the meaning of space, or, more
aptly, how space is meaningful. He has engagedtvishquestion in a variety of waySpace

and Placeadiscusses space and place as defined within tinadodted personal experience, of
which both are dependent concepts, whidgophilia(1974) discusses how the definitions of
space and place relate to how we come to defireetuaes, andEscapisn(1998) engages with

the psychological impact of place and the psyctiechments formed to place as the origin and
outcome of social and cultural movements. The &rawtobiographical style of Tuan’s writing

is not only a departure from more empirical geobregd studies (measurable population
developments, environmental changes, and econowmiaage), but an even more intimate lens
that distinguishes him from the socio-geographégadroaches as well (feminist, multicultural,
environmental geographies). Tuan’s central conbamits counterpart in Opie’s landscapes,
such that he has consistently written about spadekace as joined, and as a phenomenon that
has both individual spiritual influence as wellaaee that that influences culture and has
implications pertaining to the universal human abad. Tuan’s scholarship, however, is so
intertwined (by design) with Tuan the person, thate is no exact or direct school of thought

that follows him. His influence inspires a gendira¢age, and it is widespread and profound.

The other foundational figure that influences #tisdy of Opie’s works is Henri
Lefebvre. Lefebvre offers a complement to Tuan: he Tuan is a philosophically-minded
geographer, Lefebvre was a spatially-minded phpbso. Lefebvre’s famed study on the social
implications of space and pladéhe Production of Spa¢&991) was influential in its argument
that place could only be understood in the condéxiuman activity and that its physical form

was an interactive reflection of social and paditistructures and hierarchies. Up uiitile
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Production of Spaceyeographers were certainly aware of the connechehseen social
organization and spatial organization, but the ¢émeg was to conceive of space as a reflection
of the social, or its object. Lefebvre’s contrilmutivas to provide a comprehensive explanation
of how space is a conceptual product of certaimsaad cultural hierarchies. Lefebvre offers a
spatial analysis within the Marxist tradition; tefare his argument is premised on a critique of
capitalism. The economic politics expounded e Production of Spad®ve little influence in
my interpretations of Opie’s work, despite the fhett she herself is a Left-leaning liberal and
has made partisan comments and created politiegeny. Having said that, Lefebvre’s
exploration of capitalism as a pervasive yet coletephenomenon in the tradition of
philosophical Marxist critique is important to nmgatment of Opie’s photographroduction of
Spaceargues for the understanding of space and placel@asally encoded, such that the way in
which space is visualized, conceived, and discussdulected entirely by capitalist assumptions.
Examples of this in the book include Lefebvre’siqtie of how civic space is organized and the

very nature of the grid as expressions of privataership and governmental power.

Opie’s work, as | will argue throughout this digaéion, challenges presumptive visual
modes and invites viewers to reconsider landscaaa active, rather than passive, discursive
site. Broadly, Lefebvre’s conception of ‘third’ syga(“representational space” in Nicholson-
Smith’s translation) has profound connections tee@pdentity politics. Lefebvre defines ‘third’
space as space reconceived in the fine arts inaway that it subverts the naturalization of
capitalist space, forcing its audience to recomsidetain assumptions about how space is
organized and how people understand and interaletitwiArtists are such ambassadors of

representational space, but so too are those wkbaxside of capitalist culture, such as the

homeless and undocumented. Individuals identifgisidg GBT, including Opie, often live in

11



some way distanced from ‘community’ at least inspgtial manifestation. Although the
acceptance of homosexuality has increased rapidsystill true today and certainly the case in
the 1980s and 1990s, that identifying as LGBT meanising oneself from settlement—
particularly from the domestic and suburban sphdresalso psychologically from traditional
definitions of family. To be gay is in some sensalso live unmoored, and Opie’s images are
both a literal manifestation of that nomadism, & as a representation of perpetual and

compulsory psychological transience.

Specifically, Lefebvre’s conception of space agardinate of culture grounds much of
the final chapter of this dissertation, which amalythe relationship between Opie’s portrait and
landscape series. The association between her snlagedisplay sexual fetishism and violence
and her images of place invites a Foucauldian agbr,dout | have chosen to employ Lefebvre’s
theories over those of Michel Foucault because &altis analyses tend to be spatially premised,
but not spatially directed. Lefebvre’s argumengrnsunded resolutely in the analysis of space
and place, of which the individual body and mormpeehensive body politic are certainly
relevant, but not the focus. Much of Foucault’'stings concentrate on history and individuality,
which is not only closer to the Cartesian concdptagon of space—it cannot help but to imply
the distinct body inhabiting and surrounded by spabut also would refocus this dissertation
more on Opie’s portraits, as opposed to her lamqscaAs the goal is to concentrate on the
landscapes and prioritize matters of space ana piais more appropriate to supply a theoretical

framework that also prioritizes space and place peeson and body.
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MODERNPOSTMODERN AND THETERROR OF N ON-PLACE’

Tuan and Lefebvre do not together form an estaddidimear intellectual tradition, but
they are linked here as the basis of theoreticpling because of their connections to
phenomenology and to humanism. In this respech dtolars engage with the concept of
existential meaning as a condition of presencenaeapt that has become increasingly
significant anticipating and following the secondlemnium and the advent of computer
technology. In their own ways, both Tuan and Lefeldiscuss space and place as a constant
compromise or vacillation between the two coordeaif presence, the psychic and the
physical: one can be physically present but pswlyielsewhere. One underlying shared
concern in their works can be summarized as tleeedif physical space’s decreasing role in
lived awareness. More and more, the world not enlyces but requires individuals to be
psychically removed from wherever they are. Welitgeally multiple beings, holding
simultaneous real-time presences as avatars oal s@tworking sites (usually several at a time),

voices on cell phones, dots on electronic maps.

Unsurprisingly, this unique effect of the spacediocompression and accompanying
globalization has been an important issue withim&mist geography scholars, among them Paul
Virilio, whose particular engagement with speeates well to Opie’§reewayseries, the topic
of the first chapter of this dissertation. Onela tnore subtle aspects of Virilio’s writings that
make them a suitable verbal complement to the méssupplied by Opie’Breewayss their
sense of spirituality, even within a rather cyniaatl apocalyptic outlook. At the risk of putting
Freewaysn the position of illustration, the series nevetdss poses a striking similarity in
sentiment to Virilio’s writings: the empty landsegpbear the weight of loneliness and

introspective freedom equally. Virilio is most knevior his thoughts on war; however, he has
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also written extensively about the increasing disipa of perspective and the speed-oriented
“dromology” of the contemporary city in works suabSpeed and Politics: An Essay on
Dromology(1977; 1986 in translation];he Aesthetics of Disappearand®80; 1991)The Lost
Dimension(1984; 1991) and’he Vision Machin€l988; 1994). It is his evaluation of speed
technologies and virtual realities as contributiong profoundly anesthetic society that informs
my analysis ofreewaysin which | argue that Opie’s photographs aregtesi to disturb
unconscious assumptions related to how we reafreeand how we are conditioned to see to

our surroundings.

Virilio’s view nevertheless comes across as quiite, @ trait shared by many scholars
producing around the same time (and it is alscarmincidence that Virilio enjoyed a bit of a
renaissance during the nineties, seeing many ofibirlks republished in English for the first
time, although his appointment as President of &8pleciale d’Architecture in 1990 also
probably helped to boost his recognition). Perhagssubconscious response to the growing
anxiety regarding the acceleration of time andeasmgly unreal or abstract nature of space,
place, in its more literal meaning as a definedareg@r location, rose to greater prominence in
the late eighties and early nineties. There wese alore concrete influences, such as shifts
within academia—namely a movement towards moreitiged areas of study that sought to
include geography in the context of more traditidiedds (economic geography, geopolitics,
urban geography, environmental history), and tbe off cultural theory (multiculturalism,
feminism, queer theory) that questioned the supgpomspartiality and authority of established
modernist narratives. The result was that spacepbue became also aligned with
modern/postmodern debates. Space, because it wesptoally associated with Cartesian ways

of thinking—the essentialized individual as centtiakéctor of his surroundings—was linked to
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old-guard modernism, and place, which was conchsfierid, changing, and also yielded itself
more conveniently to direct autobiographical exgece, became linked to new postmodernism.
In response to the suspicion (or outright hosjilibpvards old-guard modernism, specialized and
individualized approaches to and integration ofggaphy became in vogue during the eighties
and nineties. This type of scholarship toleratedoae subjective lens and tended to be grounded

in studies on the character of specific urban atfeatsthe author has experienced personally.

The reassertion of place and attentiveness tomatigmn affected many schools of
thought, but it was noticeable specifically in sleliship by white men. That is not to say it was
absent from scholarship by those who wesewhite men—feminists, such as bell hooks,
Minnie Bruce Pratt, and Minh-Ha Trinh offered foedssociogeographical analyses based on
first-person narratives, for example—but it was ebow conspicuous in the writings of white
male academicsThat may have been in part because the criticismaiready primed;
however, in today’s hindsight, the privileging d&pe during the 1990s does seem to reflect a
defensive response to the association of spacelane along the two poles of modernism and
postmodernism and a preemptive claim to legitimaitiin the new postmodern values. Thus,
within some of the grand definitive tomes of postiamism, such as Frederic Jameson’s
Postmodernisnil990), Jean BaudrillardAmerica(1988)andSimulacra and Simulation
(1994), and David Harveyshe Condition of Postmoderni¥989), is an insistence upon
individuated spatial experience. Jameson’s bookatos his famed critique of Downtown L.A.’s

Bonaventure Hotel; Baudrillard famously chronidhesiself a Frenchman on the freeways and at

* See: bell hooksyearning,(Boston: South End Press, 1990); Minnie Bruce Ptikentity: skin blood
heart,” inYours in Struggle: three feminist perspectives wtir &emitism and racisnklly Burkin, Minnie Bruce
Pratt, and Barbara Smith, eds., (Ithaca, NY: FaatdrBooks, 1984): 10-63; and Minh-Ha Trinh, “Coteord iron,”
in Out There: marginalization and contemporary cultureissell Ferguson et. al., eds., (Cambridge, MN. M
Press, 1990): 327-335.
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Disneyland; and Harvey, already a geographer udlikeeson and Baudrillard, not only insists
upon conceptualizing social geography into all-enpassing theoretical logic, but argued that
socio-spatial phenomena is exclusively reduciblelass inequity under capitalism. He thus
proposes postcapitalist class struggle as a ‘us@ethat overrides all other cultural struggles,
including race, gender, and sexuality—essentiagksg to promote his definition as universal

over shared theoretical multiplicity.

THE POSTMODERNMETROPOLIS THEORIZING LOSANGELES AND THE'L.A. ScHooLl

It is not by accident that Jameson and Baudrilterdoted significant attention to Los
Angeles. The new postmodern geography also becar®sa with sociological and critical
theory, and Los Angeles, with its complicated pogdit diverse population, and sprawling
concrete topography, enjoyed (or suffered) tremasdaterest. Even today, L.A. remains the
urban postmodern archetype, a characterizatiorbdgdn in the early nineties with the
emergence of the so-called “L.A. School.” The LS&hool was comprised of several high-
profile geographers and historians, including Mikavis, Michael Dear, and Edward Soja.
Geographer Edward Soja is perhaps the most infelemithin academia, having written an
essential textostmodern GeographieSoja’s objective witiPostmodern Geographiegas at
once both simple and complicated. Its most stréoghard goal was to reinsert space as a
fundamental coordinate for social theory, to crestmd “a more flexible and balanced critical

theory that re-entwines the making of history wita social production of space, with the

® This critical point is made by Doreen Massey in é&say, “Flexible Sexism.” SeBpace, Place, and
Gender(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 19@1)2-248.
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construction and configuration of human geograptidseavily influenced by Lefebvre, Soja
examined the social-spatial connection and wascpéatly invested in Lefebvre’s concept of a
trialectic relationship between culture and sp&ie.1996 bookThirdspace: Journeys to Los
Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined-Placestinues this goal and discusses ‘thirdspace’ in

the mode of Lefebvre’s ‘representational spacekonagined space.

Soja’s presence in this dissertation, at leastrims of direct references, is minimal,
mostly because he was attempting to propose nehodetogies for the field of geography and
thus, his intended audience for b&bstmodern GeographiemdThirdspacevas comprised of
geographers. His ideas are not directly applicabhay interpretations of Opie’s works, and in
fact, many of the ideas that | have applied to Gpsorks come from feminists, including
feminist geographers who were largely critical ofeéS Both Gillian Rose and Doreen Massey
wrote feminist responses to Soja, accusing himargmalizing feminism as a niche concern
with his ‘greater’ agenda of exposing postcapitaliseffect on social geograplysoja’s
inclusion of various cultural critics, including k& Davis, bell hooks, Edward Said, and Gillian
Rose herself, may have seemed progressive in I'88prabably did derive from genuine
respect and enthusiasm for their work; however,acamnot read Soja’s citations and avoid the
uneasy sense that the above-referenced writersalsréncluded because they conveniently
provide Soja with ‘progressive’ authority. It iffitult to read his discussion of bell hooks’

essay “Choosing the Margin” in his 1996 baldkrdspace which concludes with a personal

® Edward W. SojaPostmodern Geographiésondon and New York: Verso, 1989), 11.
" See: Gillian Rose, “Review of Edward Séjastmodern Geographies: the reassertion of spacsiiical

social theory, in Theory and Societ®1: 145-154 and Doreen Massey, “Flexible sexigm3pace, Place, and
Gender(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Pres894), 212-248.
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anecdote about him and hooks breakfasting togetieexchanging fond memories of a
conference honoring ‘Fred’ Jameson, and not fiedntlention as a kind of academic tokenism—
in addition to the fact that the need to absorlkkanto the elite academic echelon ignores the
main argument in her work, which is a resistancinéoessentializing and colonization of her

identity

Indirectly, however, Soja’s influence for my purpsss that he represents a particular
moment in scholarship, a moment in which place imecemportant enough to warrant as
ambitious a text aBostmodern Geographieslany of the problems dfostmodern Geographies
can be attributed to its grandiosity, but it isoallsat same grandness of vision that established
place as a necessary consideration within postmdtieory, pushing social geography beyond a
niche interest and suggesting it was fundamentddegduman condition. This awareness is
deeply resonant with various shifts in our relasioip to space that occurred in the last decades
of the twentieth-century, including the space-ticoenpression, globalization, and the rise of
new virtual technologies. Soja also played a pivati in creating a relationship between Los
Angeles and new developments in postmodern geogramih social theory, being one of the

main figures to insist upon the importance of Logjéles:

Los Angeles, in another paradoxical twist, has,entban any other place,
become the paradigmatic window through which toteedast half of the
twentieth century . . . perhaps more than any qifesre, Los Angeles is
everywhere. It is global in the fullest sense @ Word . . . Los Angeles
has become an entrepot to the world, a true piktiteofour quarters, a
congeries of east and west, north and south. Aord &very quarter’s
teeming shores have poured a pool of cultures\sersh that
contemporary Los Angeles represents the world meoted urban

8 The conversation is referenced in Sdjairdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Bedk-
Imagined Place¢Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 104-105.
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microcosm, reproducinigp situthe customary colours and confrontations

of a hundred different homelands. Extraordinargfregeneity can be

exemplified endlessly in this fulsome urban langsca

This is a big claim, and one that illustrates tbmplications of Soja’s other intent with
Postmodern Geographigsghich was ascribing himself the role of a pioni@eredefining how
established Marxist theory could integrate withtpuxlern schools of thought. The trouble with
that objective is perhaps best expressed in Soyarspreface: “The political challenge for the
postmodern left, as | see it, demands first a neitiogn and cogent interpretation of the dramatic
and often confusing fourth modernization of castalthat is presently taking place. It is
becoming increasingly clear that this profoundriegtiring cannot be practically and political
understood only with the conventional tools andgints of modern Marxism or radical social
science. This does not mean that these tools aighis need to be abandoned, as many
formerly on the modern left have rushed to §dWhile he his stated intent suggests integration,
the statement itself alerts one to the author'sadigfort with postmodernism’s diversity and
flexibility, an uneasiness that eventually betrthesfact that despite his claim to new
‘postmodern’ geographic thought, Soja was stilfemthed in a rather myopic perspective and
centrist argument: “It is the dominant view assurteelde universal, and that view is white, male,
heterosexual, westerd”Nevertheless, Soja’s works are foundational aosige an important
example as to how geography was developing ascglilie during the 1990s, and how the new

ideation of postmodern geography became increaslimided with L.A.

° Edward W. SojaPostmodern Geographiésondon and New York: Verso, 1989), 221-223.
19 50ja,Postmodern Geographigs.

" Doreen Massey, “Flexible sexism,” 8pace, Place, and Gend@inneapolis, MN: University of
Minnesota Press, 1994), 225.
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Also productive during the same time was Mike Dapi®bably the most widely read of
those in the L.A. School, having published 199@smal (and splashyjity of Quartzand
1998'sEcology of FearThese books detail two types of Los Angeles’asfructureCity of
Quartzexamines the city’s man-made systems and its dewedat as a postmodern police-state
(according to Davis), anBlcology of Feaexamines the city’s ecological infrastructure. Bavi
influence was strong and inspired many similarpailistic studies on Los Angeles, including
James Howard Kunstler’'s scathifige Geography of Nowhe(&993, written to counter
boosterist literature by authors such as Kevinrjtiliorman M. Klein'sThe History of
Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasure of Men{@897), and Peter SchragParadise Lost
(1998). The titles alone betray the fact that Log@éles during the 1990s was heavily
characterized as a kind of postmodern dystopia.citiis history during that decade, which
included the 1992 Rodney King Riots, the 1993 Mahbes, the 1994 Northridge earthquake,
and the OJ Simpson trial (1994-1995), did littlat@r that perception. At the same time, it is
somewhat fitting that Davis would inspire writingamore journalistic bent because one of the
criticisms of his work is that he himself writescaading to bias and researches selectively, using
information that supports his argument and dismgsthat doesn’t. Critic James Duncan
observed that while Davis purports to championdisenfranchised, he literally speaks for them,
rather than offering interview quotations or diregferences, establishing himself as a kind of
modernist authority? This failure to interact with the actual inhabtsof the city they claimed
to study, this separateness from being ‘boots ergtbund,” was a common criticism of Dear

and Soja as well, whose perspectives appearedatestrfrom the everyday and whose writings

12 James Duncan, “Me(trope)olis: Or Hayden White agritve urbanists,” ilRe-presenting the City:
Ethnicity, Capital and Culture in the 2Zentury MetropolisAnthony D. King, ed. (Basingstoke: MacMillan,
1996), 253-268.
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betrayed a resistance to being pinned down, asgumstead a godly, or “universal and

objective” eye from which to view L.A.’s panorama.

The prevalence of Davis’ (and later, Dear’s) naveaillustrates a kind of anxiety that
became connected to place sometime around the 18&0g of sprawl, suspicious, of
population influx, and disparaging of corporate @xgon, the criticism was directed at kitschy
and commercial urbanism—the urbanism of Wal-MdrDisneylandesque shopping
‘environments,” and suburban housing developmentsh like Valencia, the subject of Opie’s
1988 MFA thesis projecMaster Plan It is also significant that the L.A. School wasvar really
a collective so much as a shared preoccupation gusiatilarly-minded scholars living in
Southern California, a fact which suggests thedliggperience of Los Angeles and its strange
topographies really is rarefied enough to produdssinctive yet cohesive branch of
scholarship. It remains an interesting and hug#lyéntial moment within the tradition of

studies on Los Angeles and Southern California.

L.A. ART

In some ways, art historical scholarship has peled| other fields when it comes to the
treatment of Los Angeles’ cultural history. Earliekts on L.A. history tend to be more survey-
oriented, as a means of exposing histories thabbkad overlooked in traditional canons, which

IS not to say that they were not critical—indeag;hrsbooks are classics because they were not

21



only unique in their choice of subject, but inndvatin their scholarship® Within the last
twenty or so years, studies on Los Angeles havagadymore multidisciplinary critical theory,
an approach that is indebted to the legacy of the &chool, and offered multifaceted and
comprehensive accounts on the ¢ftArt history and scholarship on L.A. art speciflgdias
more or less followed in this development, withlieamworks focusing on established West
Coast movements, including the postwar period ahdewveloping out of the Ferus Gallery and
La Cienega arts district, L.A. Pop, the Califorhgdnt and space movement, and assemblage.
More recent art historical scholarship has beererttwgoretically-oriented, following the
developments in socio-historical fields, and onamegle of the beginnings of this direction is
American Quarterlypublishing an entire issue devoted to Los Angéless Angeles and the
Future of Urban Culture”) in 2004. Additional retevorks that have covered Los Angeles’ art
scenes are Sarah Schrankis and the City: Civic Imagination and Cultural #ority in Los
Angeleg2009) and a number of the publications accompantyie 2011 city-wide exhibition
Pacific Standard Tim& There has also been a surge of interest in L#ofghe postwar period,

and significant texts on the subject include Cedilaiting’s Pop L.A.: Art and the City in the

13 Classic texts in this mode are Robert M. Fogels®he Fragmented Metropol{4967), Carey
McWilliams’ Southern California: An Island on the LafitP80), George B. SancheBgcoming Mexican
American(1993), and Kevin Starr'’kventing the Dream: California through the Progses Era(1985)

14 A selection of these texts includes: Eric Avitmpular Culture and White Flight: Fear and Fantday
Suburban Los Angel€2004); William DeverellWhitewashed Adobe: The Rise of Los Angeles arRehmking of
Its Mexican Pas(2004); Greg HiseMagnetic Los Angeles: Planning the Twentieth Cgnidetropolis,(1997),
William Alexander McClungl.andscapes of Desire: Anglo Mythologies of Los Aagy€2002).

15 See: Paul Schimmeldnder the Big Black Sun: California Art 1974-198idMex/LA: Mexican
Modernisms in LA, 1930-8%ariana Botey et. al., eds., (201dre two exampled he second major retrospective,
Catalog L.A.: Birth of an Art Capital 1955-198&as organized by Catherine Greiner at Centre RiwupThe
third, Made in California: Art, Image, and Identity, 19Q@000includes post-1980s art, but in a survey of a hehdr
years, the coverage is understandably not compsaleerts accompanying catalogue, howetRaading
California: Art, Image, and Identity, 1900-200&dited by Stephanie Barron, llene Fort, and SBemstein, is
comprised of essays that supply more detailed enations of the artists and periods.
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1960s(2008);Alexandra Schwartz’&d Ruscha’s Los Angelé2010), and Hunter Drohojowska-

Philip’s Rebels in Paradise: The Los Angeles Art Scenela@36052011).

While the literature on Los Angeles art is substd@ind growing, there has not been a
great deal of scholarly attention on art produced.A. during the 1990s, anteresting
omission because Los Angeles as an art center wigspgoductive during the late-eighties
through the nineties. The city was home to thrgeoiant MFA programs: UCLA’s Department
of Art, Otis College of Art and Design, and Caliia Institute for the Arts (CalArts), from
which Opie received her Master’s degree, and stindieh faculty members like Douglas Crimp,
Millie Wilson, and Allan Sekula. The art market wast only expanding into new
neighborhoods such as Chinatown and Venice, bataaively supported many young
graduates from local institutions. MOCA, the Pasadeluseum of Art, the Santa Monica
Museum of Art, and Los Angeles Contemporary Exiobg (LACE—a non-profit gallery),
sponsored shows and events that helped estabéistatbers of many young LA-based artists,
including Opie, Dave Muller, Laura Owens, and Samnedt. The Long Beach Museum of Art
(LBMA) had a well-established video production ewjtfacility for artists, as well as an artist-
in-residency program, and nurtured ties with lonablia outlets to promote video &Dave
Hickey’s Art Issuesnagazine was also published out of Los Angeles 880 to 2001. Thus,
behind the dark rhetoric and an even darker histbdecade for Los Angeles, the L.A. art world
was growing, using some of the monetary proceedshancultural attention to support a new

West Coast generation of artists.

18 This is, it must be mentioned, only a samplingsthblishments within the wealthy, predominatelytevh
cultural establishment, to say nothing of the miasyitutions that developed for the purpose of suppg non-
white arts and culture. A sampling of such insiis includes: the Chinese American Museum (CAMictvidid
not open until 2003, but had begun fundraising9d84), Japanese American National Museum (JANM), the
Museum of Latin American Art (MoLAA), Plaza del RaySelf-Help Graphics, and Skirball Cultural Center
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It is interesting to examine Opie’s photographgdpieed during this time with the
awareness of the type of education she had jusivest and the type of market she was entering.
The relevance of Los Angeles and Opie’s regionalssmentioned in much of the literature on
her, and Opie herself has referred to the diffezsrmetween her upbringing in rural Ohio versus
her adult life in California, as well as the di#eices between her experiences as a college
student in San Francisco and as a graduate studia L.A. suburb of Valencia. She speaks
highly of CalArts, but has hinted that San Franzistfered greater freedom, political solidarity,
and a larger sense of community than Los Angeles=esAngeles, Opie indicates that she felt
comfortable within the “radical little bubble” ofalArts, but estranged from the markedly

conservative suburbs that surrounded it:

And for me it was so interesting because | wennfthis San Francisco
leather community to CalArts. Even though there aasieer presence at
CalArts, it wasn't the same as the radical comnyuthiat | had just left.
And then | started photographing suburbia. Everyldapt saying, ‘Well,
why aren’t you making queer work?’ and | kept sagyifthis is queer
work.” You have to make work about the norm to usténd the notion of
the norm and to begin to create a critical analgsit And it was the
perfect place for me to try to reposition myselbadocumentary
photographer and a street photographer. It allowedo shift the work
towards a wider read than what | was doing befdust photographing
people doing S/M in their houses wasn’t enoughfer It wasn’t
interesting enough. It was just showing somethiitgaut creating
dialogue®’

Much of Opie’s work comes from this desire to ursti@nd difference in the context of
community, and how to engage with one’s own uniggsrwithin the character of a place, a

quality that Yi-Fu Tuan cogently argues is bothidesand avoided®

" Catherine Opie, qtd. iBetween Artists: Andrea Bowers Catherine Qpi& 31-32.
18 Yi-Fu Tuan,Escapisn(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Pres)®082-83.
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The character of Los Angeles, including the wawimch the city has been (and still is)
discussed within academia is significant to Opvwedsk, and is considered throughout each
chapter of this dissertation. The intent of inchgdthis critical foundation is threefold: one
objective is to situate Opie’s work within the titawh of art produced in and around Los
Angeles, the second is to discuss how regionalféacta artistic development, and the third is to
address the question, why Los Angeles and how Lagekes, in reality as well as in myth,
enables a particular awareness to spatial idertithough the majority of my analyses in this
dissertation is object-based before it is themheory-based, a central premise is that L.A. is
important, both in its physical form as a city aé$pkrsion, and in its theoretical form as a city
representing postmodernity—in essence, that Odistective approach to landscape probably
could not come out of any other pldmét Los Angeles. The landscape series discussed in this
dissertation record experiences of the city thatlath literal, as in physically traversing its
locations and forming a psychological interpretatichile doing so, and theoretical in that they
also stem from her awareness as a member of acad@mie graduated from CalArts in 1988
and subsequently worked as a lab technician atrid@el from1989 to 1994) of developing
postmodern scholarship. This is not to argue thmaé @ a student specifically of humanist
geography or social theory, but simply that thesel@s of inquiry were prevalent at the time that
she entered the art scene, and that Los Angelgegtaspecial role as a sort of physical
manifestation of the issues relevant to thosedididwvas, “the quintessential postmodern and
globalized megalopolis, and considering the ingsthalized mechanisms of its visuality,

contributes to an understanding of visuality ineam of globalization®

¥ Darnell M. Hunt, “Los Angeles as Visual World: MadSeeing and the City,” iisual Worlds John R.
Hall, Black Stimson, and Lisa Tamiris Becker, gil®ndon: Routledge, 2005), 139.
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CENTER AND PERIPHERY

This dissertation embraces a multidisciplinaryrapph to Opie’s work and uses a
diverse and eclectic selection of theories, somehath | have outlined above, in the hopes of
clarifying the relationship between place and idgrand illustrating why such a question holds
unique interest today, in contemporary art anduceltThe main bodies of scholarship that it
draws upon are humanist geographies; postmodeturaliheory, primarily feminism; studies
of twentieth-century Los Angeles history (includiitgymodern, contemporary, and public art, its
architecture, its transportation history, clasaggie, and the L.A. School); the critical theories
pertaining to photography; and finally, more getizeal areas in history such as suburban and
environmental history. My intent is to synchronibhese resources in a responsible manner, such
that | may provide a richer understanding of Cattee©pie’s landscapes and more importantly,
the way her vision implicates the decreased awareokspace in today’s world as a sign of
unfortunate political apathy, an illiteracy thasthe potential to damage communal identity and

encourage social estrangement.

The first chapter, “Politics on the Road: Cather@pie’sFreeways’ examines Opie’s
Freewaysseries in the context of automobility, transpodathistory, and the philosophical
relationship between speed, image, and visionexitted by Paul Virilio. Consisting of over
thirty photographs that are the same size andicidlyttoned,Freewayss one of the largest and
consistent of all Opie’s series, and has therelggrdered sufficient response. Most
commentators view the series squarely and excliysiviéhin a loose interpretation of Los
Angeles’ role as an exemplar of the postmodern oity city of hub-and-spoke topographic
dispersion, but few have taken into account thattte of the freeway in Los Angeles’ history

in terms of cultural reception has changed dradsfii@m decade to decade and has never been
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consistent or straightforward. The same urban featualso ascribed polarizing cultural values,
as it has been theorized as a mode of transgreasioell as an instrument of control. In
addition, the experience of driving itself is nedescussed in relation to the images, or what it
means testopdriving either, as Opie’s presence on the sidéefrbad as the photographer is
obvious as well. In accordance to these obsengtittolitics on the Road” attempts to supply a
solid historical and philosophical framework foetimtentionally labor-intensive and romantic

aesthetic of Opie’Ereeways.

The point of supplying this background is to arthet the images’ somber banality is
intentional and necessary in order to activate Wheatin Heidegger refers to as ‘ontological
indifference,’” or to beget introspection, and tlaetive participation, by concentrating on the
mundane. It argues that the sense of stillnesslaath, often recognized in the series as
“apocalyptic,” is a means of calling attention &samptions regarding time and space as well,
namely that it disturbs the viewer’s articulatidrspace and time. The photographs are of
familiar locations that the viewer realizes no anactually familiar with, and the deserted
roadways suggest viewing the present as if it r@aady passed. These disjunctions lend
themselves to a way of re-envisioning and recommogivision itself, or the way in which one
visually inhabits—passes through—the world. IfYa$-u Tuan argues, landscape supplies us
with the necessary distance to envision our sudmgs (in every sense of the word) that we are
unable to see as inhabitants of it in daily lifeert Opie’s~reewayss the distancing of the self

from environment in a political practié8.

Chapter two, “Postmodern Piazadini-malls’ analyzes Opie’s images of L.A.-area strip

% Tuan,Escapisnil10.
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malls in the context of postmodern and architettimeory, engaging the debates between the
democratic positivism expressed by Reyner Banhahttamrespondent criticism levied by
Kenneth Frampton. It also discusses Opie’s phopgran the context with ongoing debates
regarding civic community and the usage of pubtid private space. The main contention here
is that while strip-malls are often regarded asudedinizing and homogenizing forces conspiring
against urban community, a perspective that appedrarmony with the emptiness or literal
lack of community of Opie’#lini-malls photographs, they also represent democratic conemerc
that is made possible by flexible architecture. Téslting ambiguity is also informed by the
disagreements within postmodern theory in genemdlis social affects, demonstrating the
limits of social Marxism. The same ambiguity coraptes the traditional interpretationMfni-

mallsas summarily critical of Los Angeles’ strip-matiented culture.

“Postmodern Piazza” also endeavors to pMag-mallsin historical context with their
precedent in the work of tiéew Topographicphotographers of the 1970s, an homage that
Opie has referenced herself in lectures and ireers* Characterized as objective and
documentariariew Topographicphotography captured the unique and specificallyeAcan
development of the suburban commercial landscéperactitioners, including Robert Adams,
Lewis Baltz, Frank Gohlke, and Stephen Shore, garking lots, corporate campuses, and
housing developments, similarly depopulated andirsthghe same deadpan attitude as Opie’s
Mini-malls. Similarities have been noted in the literatureédgme, but the natural question of

why she chose to revisit the same subject matekstite as had been done twenty years prior to

2L Catherine Opie, in an interview with Edward RobimsSee: “Catherine Opie dfew Topographics
YouTube video, 4:57, posted by the Los Angeles @oNuseum of Art, December 11, 2009,
http://lacma.wordpress.com/2009/12/11/tour-new-twpphics-with-catherine-opie/.
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her own images has gone uninvestigated. “Postmdeierza” argues that while far from being
celebratory, Opie’s images respond to the fearsrarit in theNew Topographice/orks at the
dawn of the age of the strip-mall—that social Wfeuld disappear, that American culture would
become standardized, that human connectivity wbalgerfunctory and commercial rather than
meaningful—with images of the reality after thetfathe images admit a loss of public
engagement, but they also calmly suggest thattydages not ended; all is not lost, because there
are the indications of eclecticism and the promoisactivity throughout each imagelini-malls

are assuredly not a resounding applause of thgoostimodern city, but the images do
objectively present the reality of the postmodeorldras diverse and pluralistic in spirit. In their
images of a real city, a city in which shared spagelves taco stands, signs in Korean, and 99-
cent stores, Opie®lini-malls suggest that perhaps the postmodern environs atapocryphal

only if one is unsettled by such eclecticism.

The third chapter of this dissertation, “Lost Dote$ discusses Opie’s treatment of
residential space over a period of roughly fiftgears, beginning with her MFA thesis project
Master Plan(1988-9), continuing with her seriekuseq1995-6), and concluding witim and
Around Hom&2004-5). It suggests thitaster Plan a series that has not received as much
attention as her other works, establishes foundatiimemes that influence Opie’s later pieces.
Master Planis an ambitious photo-documentary of a housing ldgveent called Valencia on
the outskirts of Los Angeles. The project is unigu@ng Opie’s works because of the variety of
photographic forms used in the series, includingrpits, interiors, exteriors, panoramic
landscapes, and photocollages, as well as its goope 200 images) and approach, as it is one
of the only series that has a sense of narratidegpamgression, leading viewers visually from the

approaching roads, to the suburban streets, aallyfinto the very living rooms of private
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homes. “Lost Domestic” discusses hMaster Planrepresents Opie’s inner conflict as a lesbian
woman, therefore excluded from the domestic idehg is both derisively glad to be excluded
from the sanitized Valencia suburbs representéxirphotographs, at the same time she covets
suburbia’s security and stability. The chapter yred how Opie’s critique of suburbia shares in
the narrative of postwar and contemporary Amerg@amesticity as studied in suburban history,
and argues that far from being the common subfgadp-culture ridicule, the American suburb
is much more contested terrain. Suburban histodyrasidential sprawl has been a more recent
examination in the fields of history and geographis chapter is indebted in particular to the

scholarship of Dolores Hayden and Becky Nicolaides.

“Lost Domestic” also intends to illustrate hdwaster Plansets up the relationship
between identity and place that will become thezading theme of Opie’s works produced in
the next twenty years. The argument tHaister Plars presentation of Valencia is conflicted
and not completely disdainful because it prevermige @om marginalizing herself as the “Other”
to Valencia’s “normal,” a dialectic that, as mameyrinists have argued, only serves those in
power. Instead, Opie’s goal appears to be a kingduwlism in which different facets of herself,
Opie the S/M leather persona as well as Opie tbeesanom, can comfortably coexist. This
understanding is key to investigating how her warkthe 1990s, divided into empty landscapes
and provocative portraits, relate to one-anothkrs i the focus of the final chapter, “People
Without Place and Places Without People,” whickeisffa culminating analysis of the
connection between identity and place and of wlag@loccupies such a significant role in the

contemporary cultural understanding of selfhood.

“People Without Place and Places Without Peopl@ads from the previous three

chapters in that it is the only installment tha&ges with Opie’s portraits as well as her
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landscapes. The focus is biased to her portragss®eing and Having1991),Portraits (1993-
1997), andself-Portraits: Cutting, PervergndNursing(1993-2004). Although the chapter
includes formal analysis of these works, its puepisgo always privilege space and place at the
center of the discussion—and optimistically suggestw ways of interpreting photographs that
already have a breadth of critical response froeratth historical community. To this end, the
chapter places analytical emphasis on the backgsoahthe portraits and the relationship of the
body in space, rather than on the sitters themselMas is a somewhat unorthodox way of
viewing the portraits, but one that aims to revead the conspicuous lack of spatial context in
Opie’s portraits corresponds to the conspicuous dd@eople to inhabit her landscapes. The
disjuncture between the two is an indication ofé&pdesire to suggest the mutual construction
and reliance between place and identity, a readizahat she reveals by severing their

presupposed link.

“People Without Place and Places Without Peopleilegs a variety of highly
theoretical arguments, relying most on the insighigplied by Henri LefebvreBroduction of
Space There are several key points from Lefebvre’s bibwait will be applied in this chapter.
One is his assertion that space is socially coatstd, just as culture is spatially constructed, and
that identity is a shifting negotiation of the sadf conceived in the context of space. As a result,
if space and place become abstract, so to does serse of self. Another is his explanation of
how the abstraction of space into an exclusivedyai and intellectualized concept alienates one
from her own body and sensuality. The abstractispace occurs through several ways, but one
objective in the postcapitalist era is to sublimsgruality into particular spatial orders. The
distance between suburbs and urban cores not epérate private from public spheres, but also

regulate sexual reproduction and segregate théirgstamily unit. This is, of course, an
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exclusively heterosexual arrangement. Opie’s phafuts, whether landscapes or portraits,
consistently suggest a sense of dis-ease, a comditat arises because her identity is somewhat
designated as a sphere of difference on the groninokr sexuality. In other words, in

embodying two shades of ‘othering’ as a gay wondgig is uniquely predisposed to recognize
these covert spatial systems and how they orgaoizal relations and culture. This designation
is supported in this chapter through inclusion aters who have studied the effect of geography
on cultural disenfranchisement, namely Doreen Maase bell hooks. The search for home, as
well as the search for community in Opie’s workaisaunting response to her constant state of

displacement.

The displaced perspective is a personal one tmahges much of Opie’s work, and yet
her photographs are more broadly political thanseiseual identity politics that emerge from her
biography. The search for community is sometimexeed of, narrowly, as a specifically
‘gay’ problem, the sort of idea bound up with LGB@litical buzz phrases like ‘marriage
equality.’ It is in Opie’s landscapes that a maoxpansive plea for community emerges, as her
landscapes, which are neither specifically sexoabparticular to Opie herself (although her
presence as the artist is often felt when viewiregrt), help viewers to realize displacement and
alienation as a shared condition of contemporapgnism. The serial format and formality of
Opie’s series produced during the 1990s provoker#alization in viewers through formal
means. The look of Opie’s photographs and thearg@ment into series correlates to
construction and objectivity in contemporary photqny as argued by Rosalind Krauss. One
proposal in this chapter is that Opie’s mechanisal of the camera reinterprets the usual way of
viewing photography overall. As Krauss argued,riiationship between the photograph and its

subject (or referent) is complex, despite the flaat it presents an identical copy of its subject.
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Opie’s engagement with this system of copying, icaptg, and repetition through her
photographic series exploits the difficult relasbip between truth and construction in
photography to parallel similar realizations aghi® assumption of space as neutral and passive.
The goal with her landscapes is to highlight a serisestrangement within the familiar and
banal, an objective that is accomplished throughiaiting the unsettled relationship between
documentation and interpretation in photographglissussed in Krauss’ 1977 classic essay,

Notes on the Index

This dissertation is ultimately an investigatiorredionalism and the importance of
examining art within a regionalist context. Thewrgent, that artists interact with their
communities and are thus affected by their immedatroundings, is nothing new, but while
the call to regionalism presents justifiable reasmninvestigate the concrete conditions of time
and place—isolated events, influential people, wotéhy locations and gathering spaces—and
their effects on individual artists, the experiené@lace is perhaps more potent on a personal,
psychological level than such empirical data reve@bie’s work addresses regionalism on these
immaterial and conceptual grounds. The philosophaia of space and place in Catherine
Opie’s work is fundamental, and considerationspaice and place are half of a productive
dialogue between her landscapes and her porivdiiereas the tendency has been to assume that
Opie’s work represents her biography with the diojecof documenting the personal difficulties
of negotiating her gay identity within contempor&myerican culture, this dissertatipnoposes
instead that Opie’s series of the 1990s supplyeagient visual that encompasses universal
cultural anxieties taking place at the turn of liéennium and trace back to psychic
estrangement from spatial context. Her work theeeémacts Yi-Fu Tuan'’s insight that space

and place is subject to the experience of eackishail and its effects cannot be completely
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understood or shared between inhabitants, butlaédéspace and place contribute to the
formation of selfhood in general, and its mutudluence on personhood is simply part of the
human condition. Opie’s work reconstitutes viewensareness to space and place, in turn
revealing that the more estranged we are from ptaedess we understand both others and
ourselves. The focus on ‘community,’” so often inedloy Opie in interviews, in either its
presence or its absence in her photographs, saaf@t social connection, but one that requires a

revolutionary realization of space and place.
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Chapter 1

Politics on the Road: Catherine Opie’$reeways

INTRODUCTION: ON THE ROAD

Freewayss Catherine Opie’s series of 45 platinum printsudoenting Los Angeles-area
highways, shot over a period of two years from 12995. The individual photographs are
small, roughly 2x6 inches, and employ a horizopttoramic layout. When displayed masse,
they span the gallery walis identical 9x13-inch frames with wide white magi They are
strangely haunting images and highlight a symhelision of freeways as either hallmarks of
technological advance and urban progress, or hgetsrof apocalyptic desolation. This tension
often appears in a single image through the iragrpf an overpass’ awe-inspiring sweep and
scale with its equally-tenable barrenness. Bt &@l$0 the story of the series as a whole, as
Opie’s approach to her subject embraces both tiratiee to abstract. Narrative, readable
images, such ddntitled #40, 19941994) andJntitled #17, 199%1995) which are
contextualized panoramas of the 110 and 105 indeig and onramp construction respectively,
recall the idea of archeological artifacts and rams of a lost civilization. Abstract images such
asUntitled #7, 19941994), emphasize a formal awareness of the irgemi light and shadow,

linearity, and rhythmic repetition, calling the wier’s attention to the beauty of the structures.

The series was a departure in seemingly everyfigay Opie’s previous work. She was
primarily known as a portraitist working with issuef sexual identity and gender
transgression—colorful characters on colorful digpEverything Opie had shot before
Freewayswas large-scale (photographs compridgaing and Having1991) are 2x3 feet; those
comprisingPortraits are 3x6 feet) and utilized bright, exuberant Tecbiaur backgrounds:
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golden-yellow forBeing and Havingnd a rainbow of Crayola brights fBortraits. Opie also
had primarily used digital photographic processésch lent a crispness of detail in her final
prints.Freewayspy contrast, was small-scale, black and white,laaxtithe telltale velvety
softness of old-style, labor-intensive platinummpinig. Thus, Opie’$ortraits appeared very

current, whileFreewayssuggested antique.

Moreover,Freewaysalso seemed to take a step back from the socitigadlactivism
that admirers had begun to associate with Opie.aftit who had once shot transgendered
characters with names likivinity Fudge,as well as herself topless in sado-masochistic
costuming, the word “pervert” bleeding across herst, had moved on to...empty roads? Joshua
Decter, writing forArtForumin 1996, described tHereewayseries as “a metaphorical essay
about the nexus of Los Angeles car culture . pi¢Dwould secretly like us to think or fantasize
about the sorts of alternately ‘transgressive’ ‘@odventional’ social activities that may have
occurred there . . ® as if the images of forlorn highways were complitaey backdrops for

the subjects dPortraits.

Yet, there was something politically compelling abereeways despite their relative
guietness in comparison to Opie’s previous workl, jpolitics offered a strong analytical
framework for interpreting the imagery. As far he tritics were concerned, Opie was no longer
producing specifically “queer” work—although shededf had dubbed, and continues to
proclaim all of her work as “queer"—but she wasducing work that fell in line with liberal,
Left-leaning politics that was assumed to be thénatha for 1990s queer identity politics. The

result was an interpretive strategy that alighegewayswith the turbulent “race wars” of the

22 Joshua Decter, “Catherine Opidtforum, September 1996, 110.

36



1990s. Los Angeles in particular enjoyed (or s@ffieidepending on one’s point of view) an
onslaught of scholarship regarding its social gaplgy, and Opie’s pictures depicting the city’s
landscape fell right within the academic milieuu$hthere was a kind of literalism in the

response to the series.

In a 1997 interview to coincide with Opie’s CitidaBmerging Artist show at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, cur&oiette Dartnall discussdeteeways
within the context of segregation and describedrtteges as “about communities and the
separation which exists between communities. Téeway is a straightaway which connects
certain districts while also segregating themlltives its passengers to go from point A to point
B without having to interact with other environmgrthereby almost imposing divisions
between communitie$® Dartnall’s analysis is timely, given the trendstie general scholarship
on Los Angeles, but it is still also reasonables Bmgeles’ freeways do contribute to civic
fragmentation and moreover, are living symbolshefinfluence of racism and classism on urban
planning: “highway engineers were particularly netded in locations for their freeways that
either took away park land (where rights were ckeeapd easier to acquire) or forced
dislocation of residents in low income neighborhgaince, it was assumed, both the cost of

displacement and the level of opposition were nma@ageable?

The inequities of urban development and fights elrerorganization of transportation

networks are nothing new, particularly for thosénlg in Los Angeles, but these issues were

% Colette Dartnall, “Interview With Catherine Opilyly 11, 1997,in Catherine Opieed. Stephanie
Emerson, Gardena, CA: Lithographix, Inc., 1997,agipated. Published in conjunction with the exIpit
“Catherine Opie” shown at the Museum of Contempo#at, Los Angeles.

% David Brodsly,LA Freeway: An Appreciative EsséBerkeley, CA: University of California Press,
1981), 195.
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increasingly the focus of public debate during1B80s. Some of it can be attributed to the push
to finish various transportation systems that heeibplanned thirty years before in the 1960s
and fallen out of favor in the 1970s and 1980sy ¢mlbe resurrected again in the 1990s as a
means of alleviating traffic. The Los Angeles urgileund Metro system was one example
(which had gone into construction through Downtottollywood, and the Long Beach corridor
in the early nineties and was tellingly repeatdalbcked from continuing into Santa Monica and
Beverly Hills); another was the completion of tlds¥reeway. The 105 would provide an east-
west corridor from the 605 freeway on the southsi of the city to Los Angeles International
Airport on the westside, in order to ease traffictioe 10 freeway, which runs parallel a few
miles north, from Downtown to Pacific Coast Highwaye 105 also cut straight through South
Central Los Angeles, and thus, straight throughymasghborhoods that happened to be

historically black®®

Thus, analyses direewayssuch as Dartnall’s, offer an important connectietween
Opie’s work and the cultural and political enviroemb of 1990s Los Angeles, correlating
specific events to the concepts behind the imagp®, however, tenuously withdraws from this
kind of correlation. She is candid regarding heidency in Los Angeles and city’s influence on
her work, but she likes to frame discussion abeutskries in broader terms (she does the same
for her “queer” work as well). Political commentdegitimates and grounds the series; too much
of it confines her as a niche “LA artist.” In resyz@ to Dartnall, Opie resisted the regionalist
references and expanded the dialogue beyond spcdf place: “I agree, the freeways separate

communities, but | would say that the biggest thimgy do is separate the city from the suburb.

% Brodsly, 195.
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They change the way people look at the city anduéne master-planned communities have been
built, popping up on the city’s outskirts*When lecturing on the series herself, Opie doés no
discuss politics at all, but instead focuses orptenomenological experience of driving from
Irvine to West Los Angeles on early weekday morsirghe also cites the influence of
photographers such as Maxime Du Camp and AugusteBarboth tactics broaden the series’

scope beyond the particular place and time ofréateon and its subject.

It is therefore difficult to define what role Losngeles plays ifrreeways The roads and
their surroundings might be recognizable to cigidents, but knowledge of Los Angeles is not
necessary for meaningful viewership of the senes,s it the point. In addition, the series also
deliberately defies a temporal designation. If Bimg, it suggests thendof time or stillness
after the apocalypse—a situation which would markess demand that the viewer imagine
themselves standing in the future and viewing thesent as a distant pasteewaysprivileges
these inconsistencies between specificity and vaggse and reality and fantasy. As a result, the
images are uncanny: landscapes, but not of anicplartlocation; calming yet disturbing;
depictions of arguably the most mundane and fanuliall features of the urban landscape,
captured in a way that those same features are sega or experiencedreewayscomprises a
documentary record of real places at specific masmientime, while it simultaneously abstracts,
decontextualizes, and disorients those placeshars® tmoments in time. Given this, the focus on
Los Angeles and its social geography in previoiteciem of series offers too narrow an
explanation. This is not to say that such criticisimcorrect, as it does supply the necessary

concrete historical context; it is to argue thathsariticism it is insufficient because it has é¢ail

% Opie, qtd. in Dartnall, n.p.
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to account for the series’ ambiguity. In its putdaiextract the series’ symbolic narrative and to
provide a one-to-one ratio between the subjectanatid events surrounding its production, the

criticism has ignored the expressive qualitieshefderies.

This chapter thus uses a theoretical approachamige the-reewaysseries with the
intent of supplying a more comprehensive explamadiothe conceptual framework behind
Opie’s choice of subject—the highway—and her aditlohoices in its portrayal. My approach
is twofold. First, | analyze the ways in whiEheewaysencapsulates the diminishing connection
contemporary culture has to place and the progressosion of physical presence. “Presence,”
in this context, refers to not only physical looati but also to temporal awareness. It therefore
invites Paul Virilio’s concept of “glocalizationgr the process by which space becomes
progressively unreal and alienated from daily tifeough the increased importance of speed.
Virilio writes, “we live in a world no longer basexh geographical expanse but on a temporal
distance constantly being decreased by our trategpmr, transmission and tele-action
capacities.’ A highway is a physical manifestation of this @ss in that it allows for the
traverse of land in which travelling becomes thpegience of speed, rather than movement
through space. A highway is also a transitionarplem: it prefigures the complete shift of
spatial experience to virtual reality via the deyghent of the digital world. It represents both
the future—as the emblem of rapid connectivity #relcontemporary cult of speed—as well as
the past, because as a physical structure, itsiaaiehas become obsolete in the glow of the
digital horizon. This chapter thus first suppliesiaterpretation of the expressive implications of

Opie’sFreewayseries using Virilio’s theses on speed and itsigrice on spatial awareness. |

27 paul Virilio, interview by Niels Briigger. I¥irilio Live: Selected Inverviews&dited by J. Armitage
(London: Sage, 2001), 84.
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will discuss this by providing an overview of Vidls ideas, followed by an analysis of how

those ideas are manifest in Opie’s images.

The second section of this chapter then conneditscpdo theory. It proposes that Opie’s
Freewayss a visual meditation on the urban highway asatrument of social control. Her
images expose the highway system’s complicity endavelopment of an ideology of liberal
capitalism in which the individual driver is simateously both a free agent, directly in control
of his or her immediate environment of the carteiior—from its sound to its temperature—at
the same time he or she is anonymous, indistingbishcorralled and controlled. One only
needs to think of OJ Simpson trying to evade tHe@dy speeding down the roads that could
take him anywhere while offering no escape. A fean&rgument is to articulate this condition
as the individual versus the State, as has beemltfpmany postmodern theorists, including
Virilio. Although my argument is premised on sublearies, | find the notion of “the State” too
abstract and problematic because it suggests aicacylike opposition between government
and the individual. Opie’s photographs implicateone but the individual. It is therefore
important to emphasize that the political overtome®pie’s work refer to “the State” as a

situation of collective culture. As Hal Foster sagts:

Is our mediatic world one of increased interact@spenign as the
cyberspace of a telephone call or a databank;iborte of invasive
discipline, each of us so many ‘individuals’ electically tracked,
genetically traced, not as a policy of any malefid@ig Brotherbut as a
matter of quotidian cour&e. . . Is it any wonder that this subject is often
so dysfunctional? Is it any wonder that when dli¢e to function it often
does so on automatic, given over to fetishistipoeses, to partial
recognitions syncopated with complete disavowdl&agw about AIDS,
but | cannot get it; | know racists, but | am naepl know what The New
World Order is, but my paranoia embraces it anyw}y...

% Hal Foster, “Postmodern in Parallayttober(Vol. 63, Winter 1993): 19-20; my emphasis.
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The connection between the individual's psycholalgadienation from physical place correlates
to a compulsory withdrawal from politics. Writ lagthis produces an erosion of active
democracy. Thus when addressing politics in Opwesk—which are surely there—it stands to
reason that the implications are more philosophjidabad that the historical events of the
1990s. It is this disengagement from one’s politavironment and social reality that Opie
invokes when she remarked, “...the most politicatighabout thesd-feeway$ photographs is

that I've emptied them?

As this chapter approaches politics from a thecaéperspective, it focuses on the
political overtones of American car-culture. Spieallly, it considers Opie’reewaysas a
response to twentieth-century American individualeues as they were expressed through the
cultural mythos of autotopia. The development efhighway system did not simply change
American economic and social geography, it alser@dt an entire social definition and
emotional psyche of what it meant to be &-2@ntury individual living in America: the
contemporary understanding of individual libertysatective autonomy within universal
governancé® In order to demonstrate this development, thipters discussion extends further
back from the 1990s and examines how attitudesrtsr@ar-culture and urban development

have changed since the 1960s, a decade markeergrtdous highway expansion.

California and Los Angeles present dramatic cagdiass because freeway construction

was especially prevalent. In 1966 alone, 341 mvilese built throughout California—210% of all

% Opie, qtd. in Dartnall, n.p.

30 Cotten SeilerRepublic of Drivers: A Cultural History of Automéityi in America(Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2008), 131.
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freeways built nationall§* Los Angeles’ love-affair with highways is more agous than any
other American city; so much so that architectarsdorian Reyner Banham famously dubbed
the city’s freeway superstructure an “ecology, mgside beaches, flatlands, and foothills, as
though freeways were their own microcosmic culteratironment and part of the indigenous
topography of the city. Whether condemned for coimvg coastal paradise into concrete jungle;
admired for its scale and complexity; or puzzledrgshilosophically, the Los Angeles freeway
system is fundamentally a living historical documéormed out of varying sociopolitical
conditions, the very same that it in turn affe¢t$he highway was fundamental in forming an
urban environment in which every part was accesdhbll people at all times, while

nevertheless preserving social alienation overall.

The photographs comprisifigeewaysncapsulate the emotional and psychological
effects of the development of the highway—its ifiae on late 2Bcentury social geography.
Within this context, the series also comments eréhationship of place, motion, and
connectivity and their significance to the contemapy meaning of community. It is important to
note one final nuance in this investigation, whikkimply that the purpose of the series, or
Opie’s artistic intent with it, is not necessatifye same as its effects or influence. This chapter’
argument is not premised on the claim that Opieifipally applied the theories discussed in
this chapter to her artistic vision. The purposedpie was rather more personal: to record the
phenomenological experience of driving on the urdhighway. The significance of her

presentation is its encapsulation of a new urbalityea reality of spatial distance and

31 Brodsly, 195.
32 Brodsly, 52.
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disconnection that continually asserts itself pidéy changing the relationship between self and

place.

OPIE, VIRILIO, AND THE HUMAN DIMENSION

Unlike Mike Davis and Edward Soja, or, to a lessdent, Frederic Jameson, Paul Virilio
is not a member of the ‘LA School'—why turn to hower the many other space and place
theorists, particularly those who have engagedipaty with the environs of Southern
California? Among contemporary social geographénrdjo is generally known for his
particular interest in war and for an accompanypgcalyptic outlook on the future of space.
His belief in the space-time compression correspdadhis belief that the demise of geography
itself is already a foregone conclusion. In Virgiavritings, space will no longer matter in
comparison to the supremacy of speed and timesadtie-political implication of this space-
time compression is that class hierarchy is moderaare influenced bynobility, rather than
location. In other words, those who control the trex®nomic resources (in Virilio’s eyes, the
military-state) are those who have the most flditjbof movement and can move the quickest.

The compression terminates in a world of telepresen

One reason is specifically because of Virilio’spdrasis on speed and his investigation of
the influence of speed on place. The notion of f@sea force that disengages the sensory
understanding of space is particularly relevar®pie’s Freewaysseries. As discussed in greater
depth later in this chapter, Opie’s images exptiesEhanges in vision produced by the

automobile and in turn, make the viewer aware efdivide between actual space and the car
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transportation’s construction of it. In additiohetpremise underlying Virilio’'s arguments—that
the importance and understanding of place is egodimverse relation to the increasing cultural
value of speed—is a congruent articulation of tlegamcholic tone of Opie’s photographs.

Virilio argues that vehicular transportation is mlgrone step in the direction of complete
telecommunication, the outdated relic of a naiv& patimism for independence through
mobility: “The new space is speed-space; it isargeér a time-space . . . We live in a world no
longer based on geographical expanse but on a tahhstance constantly being decreased by
our transportation, transmission and tele-actigraciies.®® Opie’s pictures represent the
freeway as this transition from transport to trarssnon, mirroring Virilio’s suggestion of the

highway as a foregone moment.

More importantly, however, Virilio is ultimately ¢hmost concerned with the personal
perception, bodily experience, and creative constiess of space—all elements that align him
more closely with humanist geographers like Yi-Ruaii, and the tradition of philosophical
phenomenology. In particular, the loss of one’snamtion to space and place—or, in
phenomenological terms, Martin Heidegger’s “beinghie-world’—is at the core of Virilio’s
perspective. Mourning such a loss produces hisivelg dim view on technological progress.
Virilio’s humanism becomes patrticularly more pronoaed when comparing his writings to those
of Davis and Soja. Despite the fact that Davis paudicularly Soja literally ‘ground’ their
writings through personal experience of Los Angetiesir applications of theory to the city lack
intimacy. Instead, they produce more distant sus\adythe city, both of which have the voice of

“the apparent authority of the overseeing, wherayrd us involved recognize neither our

33 Virilio, Virilio Live: Selected Interview$6.
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individual roles nor the play as the whofé Although Virilio’s writings do not involve any
significant discussion of a specified city, theggent “the city” as a concept, created and

recreated through shifts in consciousness: spat@lane as psychic and emotional phenomena.

Virilio’s humanist approach thus draws out a sulbtiinction within Opie’§-reeways
between place as a common universe, and placégssto the way in which one understands
and interacts with it. The increasingly obviousaletion through this inquiry is the fact that
place is in part a reflection of the self. A lanaise is not simply the locus of our existence or the
backdrop of where we accomplish day-to-day ac#sitit is the result diowwe are existing.
Although highways, as the subject of Opie’s phoapdic series, can be analyzed as rhetorical
icons for urban progress, geographical separadiot,a host of other tangible realities, their
function is also to provoke an awareness of ouresad living as a basis for those realities. It
sounds like a relatively introspective goal; howeWeis exploration of subjecthood can form a
solid basis to extrapolate politics, namely by egsg politics as a function of how one conducts
his or herself independently in the world. Politi€siot merely a situation that surrounds us, but
rather a situation that we are complicit in actyveleating. This enables Virilio’s writings to be
resolutely fatalistic without betraying acceptantiee technological supremacy of speed is
presented as fact; nevertheless,atgaments against passivity: “The blindness of speed of

means of communicating destruction is not a libenatrom geopolitical servitude, but the

34 James Duncan criticized DaviSity of Quartzor being a “show trial,” constructed as a platfdion
Davis’ personal politics, rather than the presémtadf a more nuanced direct account. See Jamesadun
“Me(trope)olis: Or Hayden White among the urbanists Re-Presenting the City: Ethnicity, Capital and Quét in
the 2f-century Metropolised. Anthony J. King, (New York: New York UniversiBress, 1996): 260-261. Soja has
also been repeatedly criticized for proclaimingraither, as Doreen Massey suggests in her cribf&®ja’s
Postmodern GeographieEhe quote is Massey'’s, fro8pace, Place, and Gend@inneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1994), 217.
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extermination of space as a field of freedom oftjwall action. We only need refer to the
necessary controls and constraints of the rail@away or highway infrastructures to see the
fatal impulse: the more speed increases, the fiseiom decreased>Opie’s pictures utilize a
similarly objectifying approach that has the effetstimulating attentiveness. Thus, political
consciousness for both Virilio and Opie is not ateraof provoking a response to a statement or
assertion, but rather in provoking an independealization of one’s situation, both within a

given environment and outside of it.

Photography operates with a certain kind of tenbetmveen the “facts” (or objects) it
represents and its failure or resistance for &st§” to be neutral or universal—the real, but
strangely without veracity. Despite the fact thet €amera is a literal record of the world,
“something directly stenciled off the real . .material vestige of its subject,” as Susan Sontag
put it, it is nevertheless mimetic, not genuif®osalind Krauss articulated this aspect of
photography as an index or “the mute presence ahanded event,” such that “[t]ruth is
understood as a matter of evidence, rather thanetién of logic.®” The photograph is a record
of reality, but its relationship to that realityrisore complex and tangential. “[tlhough they are
produced by a physical cause, the trace, the imjaesthe clue, are vestiges of that cause which

itself is no longer present in the given sigh.As an example, Krauss associates the photograph

% pPaul Virilio, Speed and Politiggrans. Mark PolizzotjLos Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2006), 158.

% Susan Sontag, qtd. in Peter Geimer, “Image aseT @geculations about an Undead Paradigm,” trans.
Kata GellenDifferences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural Studi no 1 (2007): 7. Original: Susan Sontag, “The
Image-World.”On Photography{New York: Doubleday, 1990), 154.

3" Rosalind E. Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Severkitsn America, Part 2,0ctober,Vol. 4 (Autumn
1977): 59, 66.

%8 Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in AicerPart 2,” 59, 65.
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with the “trace,” such as in a footprint or deatask. In both cases, there is a disjuncture
between the record and its antecedent: the re@fdqgily mimics its antecedent, yet the original
bearer of the mark, a pedestrian’s foot or a cosdaee in Krauss’ essay, is gone. Some critics
have argued that Krauss’ concept and the importahttee trace no longer applies to
contemporary photography, specifically in the cotrepage because digital manipulation makes
a referent irrelevant Opie’sFreewaysavoid this hurdle because their romanticized aetiqu
look—specifically the velvety matte texture andicite subtleties in the tonal gradient—directly

evidences the method of their production: laboesisive platinum printing.

Platinum printing is a definitively contact printqeess, which demands that not only a
film negative be pressed to a chemical emulsioa ¢tlieation of a trace), but also that the
negative be the same size as the resulting prinimizing the amount of size-manipulation in
the developing process and reasserting the imagdit@sal imprint on a 1:1 ratio. Opie’s use of
the platinum print process also deftly represdmsfissure within Krauss’ trace between the
realism of the image and the absence of its refefianits own permanence. Platinum prints are
among the most stable art objects and can lashémsands of years, and, in part due to the
high-cost of platinum as well as the expertise maglin production, also coveted among
photographers as a medium for rare and personglesnd hus, the photographs comprising
Freewaysare relics in themselves, beyond the urban rdlieg tepict, emphasizing the co-
existence of two realities in an elision of timee world of the referent and the world of the
photograph itself. In addition, the images’ intimaize, refined detail, and tonal elegance elude

to the investiture of time, labor, and money thahtinto their making, and thereby enacts a

%9 Hans BeltingThe Invisible Masterpiecérans. Helen Atkins (Chicago: University of CticaPress,
2001).
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subtle reminder of the difference between the pdrajohic referent and its image through
relative valueFreewayss photographs-cum-memorial: what does it mearetmte such
reverence to the production and commemoration @xaeedingly ordinary feature of the urban
landscape? How is the photograph’s aesthetic stiqation reconciled with its prosaic subject?
In viewing a photograph of the Yosemite wildernegsAnsel Adams, one may perhaps
speculate on the beauty of nature as depicteds lbegs likely to contemplate the value of the
picture itself because the quality of the pictweangruent with the splendor of its subject.
When the two are less compatible, as in Opie’ssgrne is more likely to become aware of
their separateness, and in turn, of the photogtapt as having value independent of its
referent. Thus, these understated formal elemédraristic production in Opie’Ereeways

exploit the photography’s essential divergence betwealism versus actuality.

The effect of this divergence, however, is subjeaebate. Since the 1970s and with the
influx of media culture, many critics have idergdivarying effects of Krauss’ indexicality. Her
notion of referentiality is somewhat nostalgicte wigital age, and the idea of the index is in a
bit of a crisis because computer technology hasreev—or at least compromised—photography
from its heritage as a document of reality. Theceons of this destabilization extend to many
elements of photography, from authorship to memiouy,of particular relevance to this analysis
is the condition of viewership, beyond what we lagking at to how we see. Virilio has written

extensively on the influence of vision technologyl @s effect on the nature of vision:

...we are directly or indirectly witnessing a co-puction of sensible
reality, in which direct and mediated perceptioresge into an
instantaneous representation of space and theuswling environment.
The great divide—between the reality of temporal gpatial distances
and the distancing of various video-graphic and-grfaphic
representations—has ended. The direct observatioisible
phenomena gives way to a tele-observation in wtiielobserver has no
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immediate contact with the observed reality n.thiat absence of any

immediate perception of concrete reality productsrible imbalance

between the sensible and the intelligiblé®..”
Virilio’s anxiety is uncompromising: he ignores apgtential of technology and focuses instead
only on its negative (and as he sees it, inevijadffects. His critics therefore accuse him of
being a myopic and intolerant quasi-philosophicaidgit** However, such criticism fails to
recognize that Virilio’s interest is not so muchctitique technology, but to challenge the
modernist idealism dominating the notion of prograsd to cite technology as a tool within

such a paradigm. In other words, what is often tstded as an indictment of technology itself is

an argument against our absolute faith in it.

In the case of photography, Virilio remains cyhieg virtue of the fact that the camera
lens is an initial step on the continuum of vistenhnology, although that does not mean that he
is anti-photography. For example,The Vision MachingVirilio makes a distinction between

photographic art and what he calls “surveillancedtography:

This solemn farewell to the man behind the canteeacomplete
evaporation of visual subjectivity into the ambig&thnical effect, a sort
of permanent pancinema which, unbeknown to usstaum most ordinary
acts into movie action, into new visual materialdaunted,
undifferentiated vision-fodder, is not so muchyashave seen, trend of
an art. . . Itis the absolute culmination of the ineaddle march of
progress of representational technologies, of tiditary, scientific and
instrumentalisation over the centuries. With thernception of sight by
the sighting device, a mechanism emerges thatngeltdhas to do with
simulation (as in the traditional arts) but wittbstitution. . .The main aim
of the new art is to register the waning of realdn aesthetic of

0" paul Virilio, Lost Dimensior{Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 1991), 30-31.
*1 See, for example, Jorge Otero-Pailos, “Living eating the Techno-Apocalypse: Paul Virilio’s Critig

of Technology and Its Contribution to Architecttine, Journal of Architectural Education (1984Yol. 54, no. 2
(Nov. 2000): 104-110.
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disappearance had arisen from the unprecedentéd imposed on

subjective vision by the instrumental splittingnobdes of perception and

representatioff’

For Virilio, any technology that compensates fodibpsensation is suspect; however, it must be
emphasized that it is again, not the technologgniah of itself that is the threat, nor its conscious
deployment as Walter Benjamin would have advocdietthis particular effect. Visual media’s
greatest menace, according to Virilio, is its stddzation, mechanization, and sanitization of
vision. In this way, Virilio assumes late®@entury cynicism in reaction to Benjamin's early
20"-century cautionary optimism regarding the uselof &nd media technologfy.

A prevailing assumption today is that contempogrgtography can combat the
standardization of vision by virtue of the facttthidractions reality into discreet still images t
encourage a heightened contemplation regardingubgcts of the images—in short,
photography pauses moments and makes us awariagsg the might miss in life. This would be
a common way of understanding much of West Coastiygw photography, like Joe Deal’s
suburban sprawl, Lewis Baltz's empty white-linedliag lots, and Ed Ruscha®wventy-Six
Gasoline Stationsall present banal landscapes in such a way hleatiewer is encouraged to see
them anew—to consider the possible political ardad@vertones, even the very nature of their
supposed “banality.” Art historian Aron Vinegar gegts that this technique enacts Heidegger's
concept of “ontological indifference,” or the statiegrounding one’s observation of the

mundane world in order to beget introspectibiihe viewer transitions from a straightforward

2 paul Virilio, ‘Candid Camera’ frorithe Vision Machingtrans. Julie Rose (London and Bloomington:
British Film Institute/Indiana University Press, 9 Published iThe Virilio Readered. Steve Redhead (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2004), 122, 125.

“3Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Meanical Reproduction,” illuminations ed.
Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: SchocBeoks, 1968): 217-252.

“ Aron Vinegar, “Ed Ruscha, Heidegger, and Deadg@td®raphy,” inPhotography After Conceptual
Art,” eds. Diarmuid Costello and Margaret Iversen (V@estsex: 2010), 28-49.
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receptor of objects in the world to an active ggrsant within the world. In this sense,
photography’s indexicality works through the digjture between the presentation and the

reality.

It is a technique that works for unsung, “invisilgidaces, but only insofar as considering
the subject that is projected back to us, or lilgravhatwe see. It is less successful in
challenginghowwe see, our mode of vision itself. The freewayher hature of highway
transport makes this distinction explicit becausthe case of car travel, what is the reality of
place? Although one is moving through space amautiir neighborhood after neighborhood, the
experience of it is cinematic—the road as a mapieture, unfolding within the frame of a
windshield. But what's more is that it is not jtisat car travel desensitizes or estranges the
driver from spatial experience; car travel actigatee deception that one has experienced place.
It is common in L.A., for example, to hear the a@fr; “Oh yes, | know that neighborhood—I
drive through there all the time!” The visual expace of the road from behind the driver’s
wheel mimics the illusion of a film screen, an glion that severs motion from the domain of the
physical body and supplants actual movement wiegmtloving image. Opie’Breewaysot only
capitalize on photography’s indexicality in makiitgysubject, the urban highway, a discursive
site, but they also represent Virilio’'s conceptlad increasing standardized and virtual nature of

vision.

STANDARD WORLD VERSUSSTANDARD VISION

There must first be a distinction between thedsadization of the world, and

standardization ofision Freewayshas occasionally been associated with the stylkeoBecher
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School, although Opie herself is not considereceanbrer, an erroneous comparison that
demonstrates the difference between standardizatitre world and that of vision. Upon first
glance, the photographs comprising Oplreewaysseem to cite the Becher aesthetic: they are
images of abandoned industry, they are a serieshadsize is uniform, they are black and
white, and they have a similar documentary stytkraelancholic tone. However, there is one
substantial difference in that the Bechers’ worknpases a stricter visual taxonomy. Their
subjects, factories, water towers, grain silos @heér industrial structures, are always shot from
the same angle and assume the same size withiréspective frames. They are also often
displayed in a grid format, which clarifies the iragsion that each single structure is a variation
within a larger industrial “genus.” Opie’s photoghes are the same size, but the images of the
freeways are taken from different angles and empéasfferent qualities, some abstract and
some narrative: some showcase the size of the &ge\v8ome their linearity and interchange of
light and shadow, and others their interwoven daicy. If displayed all together, the series forms
a single row around the gallery, such that theceffeviewership is to view each picture
independently and to experience the series asfaidurg meditation. Finally, one of the
hallmarks of the Bechers’ photography, and morefdbeir protégés, is their relative deadpan
coolness. Although the Bechers’ images have adfidespondency that belies complete
objectivity, their dispassionate style has contthirecontemporary photography and is evident
in Thomas Ruff's portraits, Thomas Struth’s intesided Ruscha’s books, and works by artists
represented in thidew Topographicshow. Whereas deadpan conveys a dry and emotionless
expressionfFreewayseven in its presentation of silent, motionlesgl de-populated images,
has a definite romanticism that is both contempéasind melancholic in tone. Everything about

the series formally heightens these subjective etes) from the supple shades created by
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platinum print processing, to the small size ofreimecage that necessitates an intimacy of

viewership.

Deadpan photography tends to showcase standaodizditthe world—a kind of
homogenization of its subject, particularly in tase of landscapes. The Bechers’ work conveys
a plethora of rich and varied ideas (the nostadfjisistory, the betrayal of industry, the politics
of postwar Germany—far too many to detail in tHguter), but these statements pertain to the
world as observed. In a similar fashion, Ed Russip&tures of gas stations call attention to the
commercialized homogenization of the American Wekile New Topographicphotographers
such as Robert Adams and Lewis Baltz created imiége<ited the stifling normalcy and
standardization of the new American suburb. Thédgrdte indifference of deadpan
photography provides for the realization that tHeae been a loss of sensuousness in the world,
exuberance replaced by austerity and diversitylglealipsed by multiplicity. This is not to say
that Opie’s pictures do not share in these condegtause there is the same kind of conspicuous
absence in her pictures; however, there is alemsesof appreciation as well, a kind of awe and
delight in the highways’ graceful curves and rhyihimterplay. AlthoughFreewayss not
specifically biographical, there is the sense thatphotographs are nevertheless personal, like
the visual commemoration of a private experieneesws a catalogue of observation. This
subjective quality lends itself more to a standeation of vision—which is to say that although
the subject itself is important, of equal importanc what the subject means culturally is the
guestion of literally, how we see (or don’t see)¥Mhereas deadpan photography exaggerates the
mechanized sameness of the world through the jpéatadifference in its presentation, Opie’s
images of the empty freeways provoke a realizatian vision itself has become systematized

and synthetic by presenting the familiar in an umifear way. It includes the notion of severing
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roadways from their function by focusing on thessthetic qualities, but moreover, to examine
Opie’s photographs is to be disoriented, to expeagublic space in a way that we never do, as
a roadway without direction. By shifting our perspee—literally—Opie exposes the numbing
monotony of how we visually understand a freewayl as Virilio points out, such visual
assumptions have dramatic political implicationsual ignorance lends itself to a loss of

freedom.

VISION POLITICS

In order to take thEreewayghotographs, Opie had to pull over onto the shawéle
L.A.-area highways. There she set up a panorammgbview camera. This involved balancing
the camera onto a tripod, positioning the bellavesnposing and perfecting the shot on a ground
glass image while standing underneath a dark atthanging the ground glass for the film
holder, removing the darkslide, cocking and théeasing the shutter, exposing the film, and
then finally replacing the darkslide. Needlessayp, ©pie’s process was amazingly labor-
intensive and therefore dramatically impracticalsidering the setting. Although the images do
not require any knowledge of the specifics regaydine production of platinum prints, they at
the very least clearly disclose where Opie hadandsin order to achieve the various
compositions. But they are also so carefully coregpsdeliberate, and meticulously designed
that it is also apparent to most viewers thaewayss the result of a veritable roadside studio
shoot. Although not as daring and exploitativeaggying the side of a mile-high bridge, the
series’ feat of production is also what makes thages compelling—not just because it is

intriguing and entertaining to speculate as toah@acity of Opie’s methods, but also because
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the act of stepping out of one’s car, of walkingeohighway, and certainly of using a highway as
scenic overlook, is not only unusual but a transgjke act in and of itself. The photographs
proclaim the elaborate demands of their set-updeeroto amplify the fact that their images are
records of a political performance. There are tamponents of this political performance. The
first is the indictment of vision and the awakenof@ visual consciousness. In an ever-
increasing media-saturated world, our conceptioreality is progressively influenced by
images; thus, how we see is implicit in informingawe understand. The second pertains to
content and includes not only the political ovedsias symbolized within the freeway as an
icon, but also the realization of the freeway asua@sthetizing urban feature, one that not only
permits social ignorance, but can also eerily qoestan illusion of knowledge. | will first

discuss the politics of vision.

TheFreewayphotographs are simultaneously narrative and alist@ae is aware of
their subject, but also aware of their designehmis of perspective, this appears as a subtle
tension between the three-dimensional picture windod the two-dimensional picture plane,
such that the images are spatially legible andligetrienting. This is particularly apparent in an
image likeUntitled #40, 19941994), which is a close-up of overpasses, takan tinderneath.
Silhouetted against the sun, the parabolic shapaisst a pale ground resemble the geometric
abstract paintings of Ellsworth Kelly. It is alseepent, however, in a more typical landscape
image likeUntitled #3, 19941994), which depicts two overpasses convergirigevery center
of the composition, taken (presumably) from anothesed highway running perpendicular to
the converging roads; its pillar support is visitniehe foreground. The image showcases a clear
recession into space, and yet still has a toudlawfess. In part, this is achieved because the

overall composition is stable, with the horizoreEments of the overpasses balanced by the
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vertical lines of their supports. The two overpassiso converge in the center of the image,
which also stabilizes the composition. Finally, tfmeninating black support in the foreground
has the effect of anchoring the picture, for rathan swooping off into the distance with the
lines of the overpasses, the foreground pier grstinel eye. The front column also contributes to
the predominate feeling of stasis, minimizing tleegbility that the recession created by the

merging overpasses connote speed.

Then again, there is the uncanny sense that #us o not so much recede into a central
vanishing point, but rather converge and collapsbeacenter. This tension between three-
dimensional perspective and the two dimensiondhsearis also helped by the support in the
foreground. For one, the pillar doesn’t so muckedoound the picture as it nearly stops it
entirely, like the vertical frame on a windowpaseparating itself from the scene and calling
attention to the picture plane instead. In addjttbe pillar has the effect of locating our positio
within the picture and making that position uncert the same time. Ostensibly, the
photograph assumes the viewer is just in fronhefgillar, somewhere along the road that curves
off the picture-plane on the left side, but thelaraf the image, which would be almost 180-
degrees backwards from one’s windshield if actuditlying on the road, implies one is standing
on the side of the road—not an impossibility, bstrange and unfamiliar idea. She employs a
similar compositional technique in many other insmg&hin the series, includingntitled #11,
1994(1994) Untitled #40, 199%1995) Untitled #27, 1994andUntitled #10, 1994both,

1994). Such images present a view that is morersipaand more extensive than the view of
the road from the driver’s seat. This is not beeate camera affords a wider angle than the
human eye (in fact, the human eye usually not bal/a wider peripheral than most camera

lenses, but it also provides more expansive vibgrause visual knowledge of space is a
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conceptual compilation of the different perspecieaptured by the eye in motion); rather, the
image seems more expansive in comparison to havaNysaware one is while on the freeway,

or more expansive in comparison to the windshi€lek windshield corrals vision and lulls it

into hypnosis, offering a view that changes eveigosd but nonetheless always looks the same,
along with the promise of a destination, ever-ra@aghto the distance that one can never reach,

“the notion of displacement without destinatiorspace and time*®

Consider the difference betwebntitled #3, 19941994) and Dennis Hopper’s famed
Double Standar@1961), a photograph taken through the windshigtshper’'s image depicts the
twin “Standard” signs of a gas station at the sgetion of Santa Monica Boulevard, Melrose
Avenue, and Doheny Drive in West Hollywood, Los &fes. Not only is the exact location of
the intersection made evident by the sign for Madrévenue in the center of the opposite
corner, but the exact location of the viewer i®agplicit, as the photograph was clearly taken
from the driver’s seat out the front windshidltbuble Standards thereby place-specific in a
way that Opie’s images are nokreeways although not scenes of Everytown USA, are more
place-neutral and their treatment of space isdasstured than theise en scenguality of
Double Standardironically, despite the liberated orientationgagdie’s pictures, the images are
formally structured and evidence careful plannimgereas Hopper’s photograph is spontaneous.
Opie’s photographs use the visual language of Araariandscape painting and™&entury

pictorialist photography that signals something reatous and meaningftfi. Hopper’s image

“5 Virilio, Speed and PolitigH4.

“6 Opie’s association with Du Camp appears in Natiest's essay, “Freeways,” (Patherine Opie:
American PhotographgiNew York: Guggenhiem Museum Publications, 20@8): Published in conjunction with
the exhibition, “Catherine Opie: American Photodrag shown at the Guggenheim Museum, New York. Gpie
association with Hudson River School painting hesrbdocumented in numerous sources, among there in t
artist’s 2009 lecture at photo l.a.: Catherine Qflecture, photo l.a., Santa Monica, CA, Janudry2D09).
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has the casualness of a snapshot taken in thénlivefatre the light changes. Wher&aseways
is presentationaDouble Standards documentary. The two works thereby also conway v
different notions of time, Opie’s images suggestingelessness or being in the stillness outside

of time, and Hopper’s capturing a particular monwdrthe present.

Double Standardnhvokes the imaginative presence of the vieweraasgf the scene,
sitting behind the wheel. In shooting through thedshield, Hopper preserves the formal logic
of the way one always sees the road, reflectindgahmliar back to the viewer in order to expose
its insufficiencies. The underlying argument ofthonstruction is to highlight the separation of
the viewer/driver from the communal sidewalk andest from that, from the sensory, lived
experience of the city. The specificity of placeldime as evident iDouble Standard
emphasizes the importance of presentness, theaiotivof an observational momebiouble
Standards argues a wide spectrum of social commentarytijnoslated to the creep of visual
simulacra into the space of the city: there isitbeic juxtaposition of a fork in the road with the
two “Standards,” noting the illusion of choice wheverything is the same; the notation of
intense “visual clutter” in all the advertisemeatsl signage; the notion of conspicuous
consumption, both in the advertisements, and irigbiethat the car itself must consume gas; the
lack of community within urban density through thexitable emptiness in the roads ahead and
the absence of people (save for the lone pedesb@aaly noticeable on the corner); and perhaps
the faint suggestion of class inequity, with thghtiroad leading towards the wealthier parts of
town in the hills and the left leading east towatusflats (although one would probably have to
know the topography of Los Angeles to understaruth sureading). All of this is an indictment

of the reduction of conscious sensory experience.
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The windshield plays a prominent role in Hoppeth®fograph as a distancing feature,
like a frame or proscenium. Double Standardhe windshield both separates the viewer/driver
from the external world, as well as distorts thacgp Despite the dramatic recessions of the two
roads and the two sets of telephone wires, theespaems flat. This is in part because of the
prominent signage and the disruptions in scale—aavowho is larger than a palm tree and
lettering that dwarfs cars—but it is mostly theeefion in the mirror, the frame of the
windshield, and the open sunroof that disorientserese of space. Together, these three elements
reproduce a series of screens, each one reassgrtirdjmensionality over the roads’ vanishing
points. Although the car in the rearview mirroolsviously reflecting another car somewhere
behind the picture plane, it instead appears likerege within an image. The sunroof both
provides context for the viewer’s orientation i tiriver’'s seat, but it also frames a separate un-
spatial dimension of the sky and its whitenesstha®ffect of bleeding out into the white photo-
paper frame, like an intermediary between the spatiee viewer and the space of the image.
Lastly, there is the frame of the windshield itselhich is simultaneously both transparent and
reflective, containing the entire vista while afamtly reflecting items below and off-frame—
perhaps the driver’s knee to the top left and theyswindow-roller at the right. The windshield
is thereby revealed as both a veritable picturedaimand a surface at the same time. All at
once, there is a disturbance in vision containddiwithe conflict between the suggestion of a
complete 360-degree view, as we can see above] delaw and behind, and the unrelenting
flatness created by screen upon screen upon sdreereffect is to highlight the screen itself as
the functional condition of a driver’s vision, a&ment as to the tremendous influx of visual

information in contemporary society, which has meheess become fractured and incoherent.
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The screen is a distancing feature, one that pesvedview of nearly everything everywhere, but

flattens everything out at the same time to a &lrttather than actual, presence.

Freewaysalso employs a similar compression of space, cotigtaubverting the
highway structure’s recession into the distancé wrhphasis on their linearity (most prominent
in an image such agntitled #40, 19951995), in which the two merging overpasses reball
flat shapes of Ellsworth Kelly or painted ellipggd-rank Stella), but the effect is more of an
aesthetic realization. The composition of Opie’stplgraphs, despite their sophisticated
handling and steady sense of equilibrium are albtl\sjarring—panoramas that expand into
space and contract onto the surface at the sanse-thut, unlikeDouble Standargdthis tension
is pictorial before it is conceptual. That is ty $lae tension between depth and surface occurs in
Opie’s images because they compound dissimilardbtamguage: the distinct pictorial
constructions of modern abstraction anff-t@ntury pictorialism. This is very different from
creating tension between surface and depth vigitual content, as Hopper does. Whereas
Double Standarenacts a variety of visual puns that illuminatematic differences between
visual rhetoric and reality—the repetition of “Stiand,” the suggestion of complete connectivity
and freedom of choice while being physically coafinand the notion of a complete and
comprehensive visual field that is nonethelessagniiented as to render the world incoherent—

the pictorial tension dfreewayscomes across as the uncanny, rather than wit.

This difference between the two works is predicated certain treatment of reality.
Double Standaréissumes a reality principle in which there is augealifeworld to be saved
from erosion caused by an increasingly simulatedrenment dominated by the image. It is the
lifeworld that Hopper hopes to reaffirm by inspgia realization of “ontological indifference” or

by presenting an observation to provoke critique-thia case, for the viewer to realize his own
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alienation from urban space and the loss of sersengeption in the wake of the visual

spectacle. Ostensiblifreewaysalso assumes a reality principle—as they are phapbg of real
structures and real landscapes—nbut the seriesvalde to undo that sense of reality. It exploits

a number of contradictions: for one, the uncenjagitthe viewer’s orientation combined with

the ambiguity of location disturbs the very notafrplace within images of places. The antique
look of platinum prints and the landscapes’ empisneonvey the sense of time suspended, rather
than a moment caught on film. The images elide thdiject matter, a symbol of modernity,

with the style of traditional ¥®century pictorialism, a combination that also cdiogtes the
temporal parameters—one is looking at the presiftiais a relic. Without secure

specifications of time and place, the landscapmsaereal, or at least uncanny. Like Krauss’

death mask, OpieBreewaysseem as if lifted from something that no longestxi

But therein lies yet another contradiction becahsdreewayslo exist, and moreover,
Opie’s physical presence as their photographemplesence as evident in the images, bears
witness. The ontological question then becomeshat\@xtent is a freeway a real space, and is a
freeway real to us in any other way other thamiiage? For the driver, the freeway is cinematic
image, an infinite stretch of pavement disappeaaintpe horizon line but never actually
terminating. It is also primarily a visual expemerof place, a landscape always separated by a
screen, framed to restrict the view to a singleage-point, temperature-controlled and
protected from the elements, and soundtrackedtbgreihite noise or the driver’s preference.
The highway system conditions a specific spatigenstanding of the city as no longer a
location, but rather an origin and terminus omaeti—not a distance—continuum. Vision is
implicit in this conditioning because it makes ghginematic, rather than physical, further

converting transmission over space into transnisiocough time. Opie’s photographs evoke
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the realization that a highway might be the mostraed of places within the urban
environment and yet no one has actually been tNehat one is looking at then is not so much a
real place, but a conceptual construction. Thexrodé relationship between Opie’s photographs
thereby disrupted, as the photographic trace rédeassubject that is itself more of a
manufactured concept than a corporal object, amwathout a referent. Opie’s use of grandiose
19"-century pictorialist style reinforces this undarsting through its nostalgia. The old-
fashioned print process and reverential treatmkehteewaysenders the depicted highways as
ruins and the series as a whole as a kindehento mor-not for the highway system itself, but
for its iconic identity as the symbol of postwafl@énce, industrial optimism, and the promise of

modernity. It is a tribute to an ideological pdsttnever actually was.

In this respect, Opie’Breewaysnacts what Virilio refers to as “tele-vision” okimd of
synthetic vision created by a cultural dependenttechnology. Technology, in Virilio’s thesis,
encourages one to mediate his or her experientetidtworld through the creation of distorted,
“virtual” realities; ‘cinema knowledge’ and cinemssion replace true sensory engagement with
the world; consciousness is manipulated by theni@odgical interface; vision becomes
cinematic. The danger of this, according to Vitii®not only that cinematic vision replaces
natural sight, but that gubstitutes fonatural sight, causing the viewer to assume firsetha
knowledge and experience of the world, when in flaeir comprehension has been mediated.
Awareness converts to mechanized perception analility to discern the difference begins to
atrophy. Opie’$-reewayshave the effect of halting this process and ofrjglone out of a visual
stupor; the series is a manifestation of how oseisse of reality has been shaped by

standardized, mechanical vision.
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SPACEPOLITICS

Politics of space is not the same thing as polidifgslace or geography. An analysis of
geopolitical conditions requires examining a certandscape as the phenomenon of social and
cultural development, whereas the politics of spagies philosophical introspection. It draws
on a kind of humanism that focuses on perceptiamgés in the individual, primarily spiritual
and emotional changes that have broader implicationthe development of geo-cultural
phenomena. It assumes the experiential intimaghehomenology and applies it to spatial
systems and structures, thus examining the humaneement relationship. Catherine Opie’s
Freewaysare a visual expression of the politics of spaaabse they make a political argument
within their presentation of a personal journeye finotographs are both a reflection of Opie’s
individual encounter with the highways and a staenas to their functional purpose in

regulating and limiting movement, their capacitypa tool of social control.

For Virilio, the collapse of natural vision presgiatdemocratic crisis that originates at
the individual level. The corruption of sight nesasly accompanies a loss of dimensionality
and materiality regarding one’s sense of the woxldilio articulates this in terms of time and
space, positioning the two concepts on a relatiarial in terms of the mode of individual
perception and of cultural consciousness: as tiet@imes more important to experience, space
decreases in importance. He aligns sensory peotegtid corporeality with space, and
technology, speed, and virtuality with time. As teeg of speed and time begin to dictate
perception and behavior, the understanding andesngas of space decreases, to the point that
the world becomes inarticulate, untenable, andoessible beyond its virtual projectionspéed

distanceobliterates the notion of physical dimension. Spaettlenly becomes a primal
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dimension that defies all temporal and physicalsnesments® Virilio is critical of time’s
newfound supremacy because social vitality is ddpenon a bodily-perceptual engagement
with the world. Such an engagement is necessadymized on an awareness of space and
place—the orientation of the body in a particutardtion and in relation to the environment and
others within the environment. The primacy of teabgy in the modern world not only shifts
awareness to time over space (we are now more dipink of the “distance” of a cross-country
flight as “five or six hours,” as opposed to 3,080es, for example); it also increases cultural

dependency on technology.

For Virilio, the modern city holds particular sifjoance to philosophical inquiry because
it is the physical manifestation of time’s graddaedplacement of space within contemporary
social consciousness. The urban landscape ismeptysthe locus of our existence or the
backdrop of where we accomplish day-to-day ac#sitit is the result diowwe are existing.
Although highways as the subject of OpiElgewayscan be analyzed as rhetorical symbols for
geographical segregation, their function as imagjesso to provoke an awareness of our modes
of living. When Colette Dartnall suggested thathwgys divided communities and linked
Freewaydo a sociological statement (a common interpretatiche 1990s, particularly in the
wake of the 1992 Watts Riots), and Opie clarifieat the freeways were largely about
“separat[ing] city from the suburf®Opie was broadening the conversation to discuess th
situation of the modern city. Her subject, the cify.os Angeles and its transport system,

provides a visual commentary for a national trendivic development within the United States;

47 \firilio, Lost Dimension18.

8 Opie, qtd. in Dartnall, n.p.
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one of increased suburbanization in which connedtica public collective, and thereby to place
itself, is eroding. Social interaction, which triainally occurs on the grounds of shared public

space, becomes less and less of a possibility.

When Opie speaks of how she conceiveBrekways she provides a personal account
that hints at the lived experience of such archestygf progress and the practice of continuous

travel:

They are personal in the fact that | spend afltinte on the actual

freeways. | commute to Irvine and am always stuckaffic. So | started

looking at the structures instead of the carsantfiof me. In traveling the

freeways, | started to think of them as the stmastuhat would be left

behind, that they are Los Angeles’s monumentsThe.thing is, the

images are related to L.A. and the history of LIAut these are more

about me wandering.
Speaking in an interview, it is unlikely that Ogiet much thought into word choice;
nevertheless, the word “wandering” has interestimgnotations. For one, few ever truly wander
through a freeway system, to travel through it aithsome kind of intent—one is either en route
to destination or lost, which presumes that themill a destination being sought. “Wandering”
connotes a physical meandering as well as a mezitadation or opennesBreeways
pictorializes both the physical element of wandgiecause of the anonymous location of the
structures and the uncertain sense of the orientafithe viewer, but it is most palpable because
the freeways are portrayed as sculptural and mational. Or, more accurately, the photographs
capture the essence of the freeway'’s function, wls¢o go everywhere, but never lead

anywhere. Through their melancholic pathos, thegdraphs also recall a psychological and

emotional displacement as much as they do a pHyligElacement.

9 Opie, qtd. in Dartnall, n.p.
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“Wandering” in Opie’sFreewayss not so much to roam through space, but ratleer th
emotional state of being without a sense of plicdso reflects the emotional response to
Virilio’s city. In the new era of technological sigmacy and media saturation, the city is no
longer a distinctly bounded area, but rather aipgssterruption within the endless dizzying
movement of urban transport, “a stopover, a pamthe synoptic path of a trajectory, the
ancient military glacis, ridge road, frontier overbank, where the spectator’s glance and the
vehicle’s speed of displacement were instrumentadked . . . there is onligabitable
circulation.”® This sense of placelessness that characterizgmgtmodern city corresponds to
the notion of anonymity of its inhabitants. Thekadt a center, particularly within the endless
interlace of roads, contributes to a kind of drgvstupor: we live in a spatial environment that is

all surface, intricate but impenetrable, and thesewperience it in a daze.

COMPULSORY SUBMISSION: THE DISAPPEARINGBODY AND THE INVISIBLE SPACE

Opie’s comment regarding her wandering throughrdeway system shares in the
notion of highway driving as a kind of independabsentminded meditation. It hints at some of
the peculiarities of freeway driving, namely theepbmenon of feeling out-of-body and outside
time. Many writers, critics, and scholars haveriké driving to an out-of-body experience,
describing it as mind-numbing and comparing thedsimneld to the mesmerizing glow of the
television screen, like a divider between two tegdr* Jean Baudrillard called driving “a

spectacular form of amnesia,” while Joan Didionrahterized the experience as “a total

*0 Virilio, Speed and Politig81.

*1 Also see Margaret Mors¥jrtualities: Television, Media Art, and CybercutyBloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1998).
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surrender, a concentration so intense as to sdena af narcosis, a rapture-of-the-freeway” in
“the lull between sleeping and waking,” and soaydd John Urry argues that the automobile
disrupts its driver’'s corporeal unity, as “the bacomes an extension of the driver’s body,
creating new subjectivities organized around thteaexdinarily disciplined ‘driving body’ > >*

>4 To drive is to become numb, to be disengaged flemraad, the surroundings, and oneself. It
is perhaps testimony to Virilio’s theory that capm and ontological consciousness begin with
the body, for without sensory perception of theld/dhere can be no understanding of it.

Participation in automobility is to withdraw, natly from experiencing the world, but also from

critical integration with it.

More importantly, as Virilio states, this withdraWeas political consequences, as the
driving-state is also a numbness that anesthetizegrom political oppression. Driving is “not a
liberation from geopolitical servitude, but the @xhination of space as a field of freedom of
political action. We only need refer to the necessantrols and constraints of the railway,
airway or highway infrastructures to see the fatgdulse: the more speed increases, the faster
freedom decreases . . . No more riots, no neechémh repression; to empty the streets, it's
enough to promise everyone a highwayThis perspective is not unheard of within postnmnde
urban theory, which often condemns the construafarivic systems, including highways,

office complexes, shopping malls, and downtownccognters, as some kind of devil’s bargain,

°2 Jean BaudrillardAmericatrans. Chris Turner (New York: Verso, 1988), 9.

%3 Joan DidionThe White AlbuniNew York: Simon and Schuster, 1979), BBy It As It LaygNew
York: Farrar, 1970), 9-10.

>4 John Urry, “The ‘System of AutomobilityTheory, Culture & Societ{Vol. 21, October 2004): 31.

% Virilio, Speed and Politics58, 49.
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a system through which the State exercises coatrlauthority over its subjectsHistorian

Cotten Seiler argues that “as the spectacle abtineedriver provides a visual representation of
selfhood, the image of the highway traffic streampresents the dominant conception of sociality
and public space . . . the state and other hegennustitutions must provide occasions and
spaces for the symbolic and spectacular performahicelividual will and choice—such as
voting, consumption, and mobility, all practiceattlare unlikely to transform established
arrangements of powet”Specific to Los Angeles, Mike Davis’ chapter orotffess L.A.” in

City of Quartas probably the most famous example of such aryaisalCalling Los Angeles

“on the bad edge of post-modernity,” Davis citesdety of spatial and architectural design
choices, such as the construction of “architectdifear” designed to perpetuate urban alienation
and private gated communities which represent tinprecedented tendency to merge urban

design, architecture, and the police apparatusarsingle, comprehensive security effoft.”

The problem with this kind of rhetoric is thatéinids to express effect without fully
articulating cause; it designates villains and nsgkem sole actors in the equation. Davis’
arguments are not necessarily incorrect—there lysisad systemic structure of some kind built
to preserve a concentration of power in the hamas @lite—but to abstract such systems as
tools of “the State,” and even to identify indivaliagents (as disparate as the L.A.P.D. and
Frank Gehry in Davis’ case), overshadows whataiy@ contemporary cultural condition by a
somewhat overstated conflict paradigm. In the 19B0s Angeles was frequently invoked as the

model of this kind of postmodern dystopia of Stadatrol because the outcome in the nineties

*% Frederic Jameson’s famous analysis of Los Ang@esaventure Hotel and Kenneth Frampton’s call for
“critical regionalism” as a response to state/djsit-controlled architecture both come to mind.

57 Seiler,130-131.

%8 Mike Davis,City of Quartz(New York: Vintage, 1992), 224.
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(failure of the education system, police brutaligge wars, rioting, widespread unemployment,
environmental disasters) of what had been promiséte postwar period (stable family life,
world-class education, job opportunities, and bacttyparadise) so clearly evidenced failure.
George B. Leonard’s famous statement, that Caldonas “a window to the future” in which
“the traditional patterns of institutions, commuyréind class (which hold back change) are at
their weakest,” seems laughably naive at the thitheo2' century®® It is true that many of the
city’s problems stemmed from an erosion of populérd the dismantling of state-sponsored
programming, as it is true that many political deamns stemmed from naked racism—
Proposition 14, Proposition 187, Proposition 20 Ronald Reagan running for Governor on
an anti-welfare platform to name a few. Howevers lBmgeles’ urban ecology is more
multifaceted, an alchemy of many actors than thisarized perspective implies. The thing to
ask, as a matter of balance, is perhaps not wtoimng), but who isiotdoing—who is allowing?
In terms of Los Angeles’ built environment, muchtsfcharacter stems from a response to
public demand, rather than a conscious effort tdroh Theorists and historians such as Davis,
Michael Dear, Frederic Jameson, and Soja haveenrgonvincingly on the environs of Los
Angeles as spaces of State control, but Los Anggéesgraphical and architectural character are
also the outcome of its populist affluence and ediof mobility in the postwar period. This
was expressed via grand building projects, manptayp International Style architecture which
looks brutish today but had a sense of worldlinesee 1960s, shopping malls for commercial

commerce, and of course, the tremendous expantibe oterstate highway system.

Los Angeles’ highway system plays an interestymglslic role alongside the rise and

decline of California’s difficult relationship withostwar populism and evidences a greater

%9 George B. Leonard, “Californial’ook, Vol. 18 (September): 31.
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pluralism as to the meaning of the highway andmtslications related to political oppression.
The roots of L.A.’s love affair with the car actlyao back further than the 1960s to the turn of
the century and provided the foundation for theratizr of the future relationship. In the early
1900s, automobile transport fit nicely within Scertth California’s boosterist tradition as a
natural paradise and as a bastion of individu&doen. The car could not only take a person out
of the congested city into the sunshine and frasfita “environmental” contribution, as seen at
the turn of the century), but it was also demoznagj as an alternative to the wealthy trolley
companies and private r&fl Older L.A. freeways such as the 110 and 140 asi&gded with this
pastoral escapism in mind, winding around hill adgn such a way that afforded spectacular
views in the early half of the Q‘Q:entury and are terrifyingly hairpin today. Thesements
created a mythos of car travel that continued iné01960s, a decade that emphasized the
democratizing power of autotopia in its highway stoaction fervor. In the 1970s, this
collectivism had morphed into the embrace of theasaa symbol of individual freedom, as
demonstrated by the public outcry regarding thef@ala Department of Transportation’s
(Caltrans) push for carpool lanes—the freeway Hnaftiesl from a grand civic statement of
communal space to instrument of free-spirited irthelence. Joan Didion’s essay “Bureaucrats”
chronicled these events and her sarcasm refleets3Fi0s attitude: “It occurred to me that a
certain rearrangement of people’s daily planninghtiseem, in less rarefied air than is breathed
at 120 South Spring [Caltrans’ then address], radlgreat deal to want, but so impenetrable was

the sense of higher social purpose there in thea@ipas Center that | did not want to express

9 Martin Wachs, “The Evolution of Transportation Rglin Los Angeles: Images of Past Policies and
Future ProspectsThe City: Los Angeles and Urban Theory at the Hrith@ Twentieth Centurfdited by Allen J.
Scott and Edward W. Soja (Berkeley: University afifornia Press, 1996): 106-159.
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this reservation® In the 1990s, the cultural sentiment regardingcibyeés highway system
shifted again and it became symbolic of politicaihdse. Once the living symbol of American
expansionism, exceptionalism, and liberty, it beeansymbol of civic estrangement—the
barrier between neighborhoods and the source obdmect of people from place. Freeways
were fundamental in forming an urban environmemtinich every part was accessible to all

people at all times, while nevertheless presersoujal alienation overall.

Postmodern theorists of the nineties were workiitbin this scholarly ethos, which may
explain the widespread condemnation of the freesyayem and its production of geographical
and social dispersion. Given this backdrop of t8@0E, it was logical to associate the emptiness
of Freewaysas an expression of this estrangement betweenidiidivand the public and
between communities. But the photographs more dbgeorrespond to the cultural
inconsistencies regarding the freeway system iif@@ala and Los Angeles, presenting them as
both powerful, beautiful, and inspiring, but alsid; brutal, and unrelenting. The series is not
simply a comment on the highway’s effect on sogedgraphy, but points to something more
complex: how autotopia is the product of a colleesocial vision at the same time that it
encourages withdrawal from actual social engagerkee¢wayss the image of automation run
amok, portraying the highway as a forgotten paradid industrial ingenuity, one whose
obsolescence is a forgone conclusion. If Opie’syesavere large-format, the freeways would be
read as architectural, soaring monoliths—achievésngithuman engineering equal to Hoover
Dam. In their actual size, the photographs stikloeate the superstructures, but as old artifacts.
This approach falls within 1990s attitudes regagdhre highway system. As historian Joe Day

would write in his Forward to a mid-nineties reissaf Reyner Banhamlsos Angeles; The

51 Didion, The White Albur84.
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Architecture of Four Ecologieglmost in compensation for Banham’s unbridledhesiasm for
urban sprawl: “California’s once bold eight-lanesialoverleaves look haggard and Lilliputian.
When things happen in Los Angeles, they often dim soiniature. All L.A. freeways seem
guaint now, as its Parkway to Pasadena alwaysadiicrocosmic realization of a no longer

startingly ambitions Big Ided’?

The other effect of the images’ small size is thatakes the notion of human production
look antiquated. Like Du Camp’s images of Egyptiaims, Opie’sFreewaysare powerful, yet
also somehow slightly pathetic in the way that archechnology looks feeble. Virilio
understood vehicular transport as an intermedity ®wards his notion of “pure telepresence,”
or a situation in which space no longer exists pByaical barrier to connectivity. Although a
freeway occupies and transitions through spaedsda compresses distance through speed. It is
therefore an artifact of a transitional moment witthis continuum in which the importance of
time begins to overtake the importance of space.erptiness dfreewaydurther suggests
that technology has started to advance without Imurnasequence or critique, a kind of
technology for technology’s sake: “At the closeoaf centurythe time of finite world is coming
to an englwe live in the beginnings of a paradoxio@hiaturization of actionwhich others

prefer to baptizautomatior”®*

or, in other words, an endless cycle of productiat must
always be in motion, so powerful that we lose caitintention in the creation of new technology

and instead become complicit in its endless automainvention.

Most of the photographs of freeways in an urbatinggtsuch asntitled #10, 1994

62 Joe Day, “After Ecologies,” foreward tms Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies Reyner
Banham (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University ofifoahia Press, 2009), xix.

83 virilio, Speed and Politic56.
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(1994) which has so many converging highways tiey took like a veritable knot, convey this
through their dizzying array of roads. They hawqial directionality, but no narrative
directionality as we have no idea where each ogensing from or going to. But even in images
in which the setting is bucolic and the roads a@atative and directional, suchdstitled #34,
1995(1995), the openness and somewhat bleak horizynpabvide a similar effect. The

viewing experience, which requires the viewer teetan each image in an endless succession
also enacts the notion of industry cycling out aftcol, almost beyond the realm of human such
that organization of the machine seems futile. auttograph is still formally identical to the
rest and displayed in a way that suggests linedyyeach photograph also represents the
roadways at wildly different angles and distanceg & impossible to read them sequentially.
To view the series from afar, each white frame gdaigext to the other like clean teeth, one has
the sense of regimented uniformity; viewing thenclgse is to experience a barrage of concrete
bandsFreewayslong ribbons of roads, which seem to go on foregembined with their
horizontal sequential display in the gallery, ie tramework of a highway project that never-
ends, even though it is woefully out-of-date, “tiescure silhouette of the old fortress struggling

against its inertia, for whom stasis is dedth.”

To return to the earlier question of who is doimgsus who is allowing, these elements
in Opie’s pictures call attention to the fact thie monumental highways are a regulatory feature
in the city’s geography and play a dominate roleantrolling residents’ daily lives; yet more
importantly, they illuminate our complicity in thi$he highway enacts a performance of

freewill. In the same way that the two roads, fleahby two identical “Standard” signs, present a

% virilio, Speed and Politic0.
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nonsensical choice in HoppeD®ouble Standargdthe highway system provides the appearance
of individual autonomy, while it instead requirée t'willed submission to authority . . . submit
by beingfreeandin motion”®® The “authority” appears via a system of regulatidesigned to
instruct common behavior, such as speed limitssagmage—supposedly the emblems of “the
State”—but in actuality, the system is self-perpéing. An increase in the number of highways
increases mobility, but only in specified direcsoffherefore, “by making highways, you
multiply the means of control . . . people can étaadefinitely and ‘freely’ without being
confined while being perfectly controlle@®As Virilio puts it, “Good conduct’ is no longer
moralstaught in public school, but driver's educatidhjhsinuating that contemporary society
more and more mistakes true ethical standardsrelgbendent thought for a paler version—

instruction on how to conform well.

This notion is premised on making space invisilffile on the highway, the driver
cannot see the entirety of the journey, and onlglyadoes the freeway’s sculptural form come
into view. The freeway appears the same almosteaiyanoment—the road of a raised highway
forty feet up in the air looks identical to the doat sea level. The driver also is only conscidus o
the open road, less cognizant of the freeway asoparsystem, and unaware of the system as an
instrument of control. It is only off the highwayat the structural network can be viewed and
their incredible influence over daily life understb This is, more or less, the responsibility of

landscape art. Landscape itself is “invisible t® pleople who live there and must attend to

% Seiler, 133, 143.
% Giles Deleuze, qtd. in Seiler, 144,

87 virilio, Speed and Politic4,10.
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immediate needs. Landscape demonstrates the adeanftdistance. Only from a certain
distance can an overall structure be discernechamdque type of relationship, emotional, yet
somewhat cool, be established between a humaridodivand reality.*® Opie’s photographs,

as visual portraiture of the freeways, make thésible space visible. They form a record of her
peripatetic meditation, of her body “guilty of bgiout of synch,” still and observing “the speed
of an entire population in maneuvefs. Freewaysot only documents the rebellious act of Opie
steppingout of the car; it documents quotidian function as aaoment. It is thus, a political

work.

% Tuan,Escapisni 10.
% virilio, Speed and Politic56.
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Chapter 2

Postmodern PiazzaMini-malls

INTRODUCTION. MEDIATED LOCALES

Mini-malls, Catherine Opie’s series of 16x41-inch black amitevphotographs of Los
Angeles-area strip-malls, taken over the courseyadar from 1997 to 1998, debuted alongside
Freewaysn the artist’s exhibition at the Museum of Contargyy Art (MOCA) in Los
Angeles. The MOCA exhibition presented Opie’s waska regionalist’s portrait of Los
Angeles’ public infrastructure, but separated the projects’ display in order to preserve their
serial integrity and formal distinctionSreewaysetains a sense of aesthetic romanticism, while
Mini-mallsis more straightforward and detachBdeewayauses dramatic perspectives that
encourage a more poetic tone in the images, whteasnalls employs a routine and candid
documentarian approach to its subjects and prafémt-view perspective. The platinum print
process used fdfreewaygroduces gentle edges and rich tonal gradatiorgithal print
process used favlini-mallsis substantially sharper. Finally, the small siz&@eways
encourages a feeling of intimacy and repose, wkedtealarger panoramic format idini-malls

(16 x 41 inchesjequires a more removed, stoic viewership.

Yet, despite the exhibition’s physical separatibthe two series, the guiding ideas
behind such divergent design decisions was notmmteliscussed. It is likely that MOCA felt
that showcasing work that dealt with Los Angeleasgiccidentity through images of its iconic
freeway system and notorious plethora of strip-snsiliited their institutional agenda of being the

West Coast’s premier modern and contemporary ae/éy supporting the work of so-called
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“L.A. artists,” such as Opie. The museum thus presigthe subject matter Bfeewaysand

Mini-malls at face-value, as a photojournalistic recordingad Angeles.

Landscapes, however, in their documentary rordifiving particular environments,
necessarily reflect deep-seated social constribesr portrayal and the messages they
communicate are in dialogue with contemporary caltand a landscape is never simply an
objective representation of one particular placegéographer Yi-Fu Tuan explains:
“...landscape is neither embeddedness in localityarn®od’s eye view of the world, but a
position somewhere in between. From that positive@an see and be sympathetic to human
undertakings and human fate, yet not be totallpived. Total involvement may sometimes be
necessary, but it is not always desirable, fositally means the loss of the ability to
contemplate and reflect, to disengage oneself—aapes”® Within a year, Opie had gone from
photographing the intermediary place of travel,ubgtable non-place of a municipal highway,
to a different type of intermediary place, thatteé mini-mall. A strange architectural hybrid of
marketplace and parking lot, a mini-mall is ess@iytia piazza that sponsors no public gathering.
Thus Opie had moved from documenting the isolaxg@eence of transitional space, or place
experienced through speed, to place attenuatdditess. The commonality between both series
is that they both observe how life in the conterappcity mediates the experience of
community through a variety of locales that suggestmunal interface—thousands drivieg
masseor the promise of repeated transactions in thegboly}commercial strip-mall—but foster

separateness instead.

In this respect, Opie’s Los Angeles landscapesdiagid presentation of the city as dreary,

°Tuan,Escapism175.
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cold, and abandoned, seem a referendum on theflosban community. Series likeeeways
andMini-malls offer a visual complement to a broader culturadlition that positions Los
Angeles itself as the embodiment of the postmodgyrin its most cynical rendering. The
tradition includes noir and ‘neo-noir,” in whichA..is characterized as an endless industrial
sprawl and the backdrop to a culture of apathydisengagement; the world Bfade Runner
andChinatownand Raymond Chandler novels. Characters simplymcspace and move
through it in ignorance of anyone else, and placessplit into either the public spaces of
violence, or private spaces providing respite ftbat violence, and drama occurs when the
spheres are mixed. The important aspect aboutliaisacterization to note is that it is a

characterization created in contrast to the modiynIt envisions the failure of modern city.

This chapter’s term “postmodern piazza” refers pmant of contention within
architectural criticism of the millennial period(rghly 1990-2000), and can be summarized as a
concern over the supposed loss of “the piazzahasite of traditional social gathering, and
subsequent derision for its replacement by simdlateld/or mediated social spaces that mimic its
form by the commercial interests of late capitalidmis chapter examines OpiévBni-malls as
a referendum on public urban space and its infla@mccommunity, but proposes that the view
is more ambiguous and perhaps even hopeful thaimimges’ stark emptiness initially implies.
It accepts the notion that these images critigug Alngeles, the postmodern city, as well as
millennial urban life as the decline of street ratgion; however, this chapter also proposes that
Mini-malls also observes how the postmodern city has refomied community means and
what it means to be an urbanist. This chapter doeargue that Opie is specifically “anti-
Modernist” or “pro-Los Angeles”; rather, it concleslthat Opie’s images record a meditation on

urban exploration. The result is not an unbiasemideentary, as Opie did not simply capture the
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day-to-day life of strip malls, but instead delidely fashioned images to create a heightened
sense of atmosphere, one that is solitary, quiet samewhat mournful. This sensibility reflects
Opie’s familiarity with Los Angeles and tiMini-malls series as a meditation on how the city
functions in terms of spatial effects on commuiaityl the individual. The series is in this way,
less diagnostic and less combative than one miglegat, given its presence alongside a

longstanding critical suspicion of the postmodety. c

At issue in this observation is therefore the modrcritique itself, and a large portion
of this chapter questions whether the standardsidf a critique are appropriate for Los
Angeles, because L.A.’s physical sprawl meansttiectity tends to operate outside of
modernist principles. Ultimately, it will proposeat Opie’s treatment of mini-malls as
“postmodern piazzas” is in counterpoint to the pikwg 1990s criticism of such locales, which
condemned their schlock architecture as complagghtunchecked consumerism. Whereas
most 1990s architectural theorists supplied a Mameine to their writings and suggested that the
new architecture of late capitalism fostered a whale assault on individual determinaleyni-
mallsinstead supplies a less confrontational visini-malls may be a referendum on public
urban space, but its perspective is in accordanocederstanding the postmodern urban form as
a contemporary cultural reality, instead of a iola of a nostalgic bias. Opie recognizes that
mini-malls are mediated, intermediary, and flexisikes, and although tiMini-malls images are
quietly disturbing in their emphasis on emptinasd isolation, they also appreciate the freedom

of civic detachment.

The ensuing chapter thus examiiisi-malls from three approaches. First, | will
historicize the debate within architectural andaurtheory between early converts to late

twentieth-century postmodern space of the 1970daad1990s critics. The former group is
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represented primarily by Reyner Banham, whose ngstion Los Angeles typify the postwar
exuberance for commercial architecture, and teseleextent, Robert Venturi; the latter group is
represented primarily by Kenneth Frampton, whos ishinterest from architecture to
landscape exemplifies the growing emphasis on kge@graphy within 1990s urban theory. It
also includes some analysis of Frederic Jamesomantbers of the so-called “L.A. School,”
including Mike Davis, Michael Dear, and Edward Sdjagether, this unofficial group of
millennial scholars dictated the terms of rhetaicpostcapitalist space and its expression in the

postmodern city, forming the academic circumstarscesounding Opie’#ini-malls series.

The second section then discusses the changingfrpleotography in its relationship to
the postmodern landscape by comparing Opie’s watk tvat of theNew Topographics
photographers. AlthougNew Topographicaas merely the title of a 1970s exhibition and its
contributing artists were never affiliated withirsimgle movement, the legacy of the exhibition
has proven influential enough as to render thetattileadpan treatment of the American
landscape as its own stylistic category. | usadhm “New Topographicphotographers”
throughout in reference to this style, at the agklismissing the individual photographers’
aesthetic distinctions. Opie’s work often engenderaparisons wittNew Topographicsand is
sometimes seen as a new wave of the movementhettisfore important to consider how her
treatment of landscape engages with the politith®fL990s, versus how her predecessor’s

engaged with politics of the 1970s.

The final section of this chapter discusses the oblanxiety and crisis of selfhood as a
distinctly modernist concern. Using more recentqgsaaphical-geographical critiques of the
relationship between place and self by philosojttevard S. Casey and feminist geographer

Doreen Massey, it will investigate how the panieiotloss of space,” as theorized by 1990s
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urbanists and architectural critics, reflects acpgjogical anxiety over a specificallyodernist
ideation of selfhood—that is, of conditions thasered the stability of white, male authority. It
will suggest that Opie’s position derives from arefluid sense of self as a gay woman and an
L.A. transplant and that her Leftist politics comdiwith this pluralist identity to produce a
greater reception towards ambiguity. H&ini-mallsimages present architecture’s meaning as
appropriated and continually modified by use, atgparchitecture that by its very indifference
may also represent mobility, conversion, opportyrand variation. Opie’s attentiveness to these
values reconstitutedini-malls as a far more complex consideration of its postmodabject,

the prototypical landscape icon of the intersechetween postmodern architecture and

postcapitalist culture.

BOOSTERISMCRUMPLES SHIFTS INARCHITECTURAL CRITICISM & URBAN THEORY,
c.1970-2000

It is significant that in his seminal bodRpstmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism published in 1991, Frederic Jameson focused dmtacture:

It is in the realm of architecture, however, thatdifications in
aesthetic production are most dramatically visible] that their
theoretical problems have been most centrally degégel articulated,; it
was indeed from architectural debates that my covrteption of
postmodernism . . . began to emerge. More decisthahn in the other
arts or media, postmodernist positions in architechave been
inseparable from an implacable critique of high erogsm . . . where
formal criticism and analysis . . . are at one wé@bonsiderations on the
level of urbanism and of the aesthetic institutiéh.

" Fredric JamesoRostmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Cajista (Durham: Duke University
Press, 1991), 2.
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AlthoughPostmodernisnaspires to a larger scope and therefore examineg ouwdtural features
from painting to punk music, Jameson returns tbiggcture several times throughout the book,
most notably in discussions of Los Angeles landmatch as the Bonaventure Hotel and Frank
Gehry’s deconstructed private home. His focus chitecture specifically stems from a broader
theoretical dialectic between what he codifiespaial versus temporal realms—time being the
realm of change, progress and politics; space kdemgealm of “a world peculiarly without
transcendence and without perspective . . . aneethavithout plot in any traditional sense, since
all choices would be equidistant and on the saw&.lé” Space, Jameson argues, has been
overtaken by visual pastiche, and spatial consoessis corrupted by inevitable multiplicity
and unending surface or “depthlessness.” Spacallitelisorients and distracts, to such a degree
that any cogent critique of its systematic econoamd social underpinnings is impossible. One
lives in the stasis of the unyielding present, aithany sense of perspective—chronological,
historical, or psychic—and without any opporturfity discourse or change.

Jameson’s argument is not completely new (it iketght but nevertheless premised on
arguments made by Ernesto Laclau and Henri Lef¢bbte it does encompass the scholarly
zeitgeist of its time, specifically in its deep mist of contemporary space and condemnation of
architecture’s supposed complicity with multinaaboorporate capitalism. In the late 1980s and
1990s, academic discourse pertaining to architalctneory and urban planning was largely
cynical and marked by anxiety. Jameson’s treaépeasents a theoretical grounding to more
concrete, geopolitical examinations of architectmd the urban environment as represented by
architecture critic Kenneth Frampton and membeti®fL.A. School.” These critics framed a

discourse premised on the idea that the built enwrent of the postmodern city reflected a loss

2 Jameson, 2609.
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of community—and thereby free democracy—and engexqlden ethos of consumerism,
homogenization, and apathy, all under the increggiorevalent coercion of corporate or

capitalist control.

In many ways, the story of how this suspicion & postmodern city developed over the
course of roughly twenty years is the story of heesm crumpling under its own weight. Davis
coined the catchphrase “sunshine/noir’ as a waghafacterizing the great disparity between
Los Angeles’ promise and its reality. “Sunshineffaias an elegant allusion to Los Angeles’
noir literary and film traditions, as well as tethS"-century “Sunshine and Shadows in New
York,” which have typically utilized the notion stindrenched paradise as the perfect place to be
mucked up by something horrific. The critical apgmi of the 1980s and 1990s was perhaps an
equalizing response to the West Coast exuberante d960s and 1970s and the dominance of
the new city and its grand International Style dunidy projects, bucolic suburban housing
developments, and indistinct commercial spacespliaaed primacy on eclectic flourishes,
signage, and parking—the kind of postwar urbanisat was celebrated as new, diverse, and
even egalitarian by the likes of Robert Venturini3e Scott-Brown, and Steven Izenour in their
1972 booK_earning from Las Vegaand also more locally by Reyner Banham in hiscli8Gok,
Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologigmmeson derisively characterized this type of
criticism as a kind of analytical populism, “fasatad precisely by this whole ‘degraded’
landscape of schlock and kitsch, of TV series Radder’s Digestulture, of advertising and
motels, of the late show and the grade-B Hollywbiod, of so-called paraliterature, with its
airport paperback categories of the gothic anddhence, the popular biography, the murder

mystery, and the science fiction or fantasy nowglterials they no longer simply ‘quote,” as
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Joyce or a Mahler might have done, but incorpdrgtetheir very substancé¥as if Venturi

and his ilk were seduced by spectacle or just plaine.

At the heart of the disagreement is the influerfoeconomics and specifically the shift
towards an increasingly postindustrial, consumptiaaen economy. Each author’'s
interpretation of postmodern urban space and garozation stemmed largely from his relative
comfort pertaining to this new economic reality.nigi and Banham adopted a giddy,
optimistic perspective that was in harmony with ploditics of the Cold War: belief in American
economic self-determination responded to the swgaptgeat of Communism. Critics of the
1980s and 1990s took a dim view of the postcapttationomy, associating it with vast class
inequity and a progressively materialistic socigigt sacrificed cultural depth for market
viability. These political and socioeconomic biadefined responses to architectural aesthetics;
thus the same roadside strip malls were describelyamic and innovative in the 1960s and
1970s, and as lifeless and uninspiring twenty ykdes, despite the fact that their actual form

remained unchanged.

Opie’s choice of subject matter fistini-mallsis important within this critical history
because hers is the calculated depiction of a ogoeary or postmodern icon. Indeddini-
mallssupplies a fitting visual accompaniment to theatitan of the contemporary city, which
Frampton defined as the pinnacle of modern “plasgiess” that destroys communal public
realms necessary for revolutiGhin some sense, the series supplies a visual douutime

causes a viewer to realize and contemplate theatlieendscape “as a strangely . . . invisible

 Jameson, 3.

" Kenneth Frampton, “Towards a Critical RegionaliSix Points for an Architecture of Resistance,” in
The Anti-Aesthetijeed. Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 25.
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marker of commercialization and gentrificatiofi,and in that sense, shares in the same
disparagement levied upon postmodern architectuteugban planning by theorists of the 1980s
and 1990s. The mini-mall, like the freeway, is agtimee most iconic symbols of postwar urban
development because its existence is tied to darreuThe mini-mall reduces pedestrian traffic
and discourages incidental interaction amongstaitgllers because instead of walking past
sidewalk businesses and interfacing with street-hiini-mall customers make surgical strikes,

parking and patronizing usually only one or tware$o

It has also altered the urban experience in tweomagays. For one, the mini-mall
prioritizes private consumption at the expenseutilip interface. Customers are no longer
civically engaged, or even city-dwellers, but signpbnsumers. The mini-mall’s treatment of
space is also unique. It designates itself as eesjoa the exchange of goods and services, yet
itself as a place is undesignated—in other wortds mini-mall eliminates spatial context
entirely. Unlike an enclosed mall that providegpadfied and cloistered kind of environment
that is separated from the street, the mini-malloisonly indifferent and indiscriminate towards
its surroundings, but it also suspends the custeragrareness of place as well. These two
qualities of the mini-mall, its reduction of thelghe into consumers and its elimination of spatial
context, make it a challenging feature of the urlaalscape. If a mini-mall can exist anywhere,
if it can be hypothetically removed from one citydandiscriminately inserted into another, then
it poses a threat to civic character and idenfigrhaps one of its most insidious characterissics i
the way in which a mini-mall suggests urbanity—till abuts the sidewalk, it is usually two

stories or less, it is still “part of” the city—whiit erodes the city. Its form mimics the piazza

> John C. WelchmarRecent Pasts: Art in Southern California from t1890s to Now(Zurich: JRP
Ringier, 2005);183.
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and suggests social gathering, but ultimately disnges interaction instead.

For Opie to choose such a subject implies two pdigss. One is to assume that she
chose to shoot mini-malls in order to supply théndte image of a millennial dystopia that
represents the usual critique of Los Angeles &nating and materialistic. The other is to
conclude that she chose this particular urban zapmsicon in order to investigate the changing
conditions of its meaning and significance as an.id he latter of these possibilities not only
presents far more interesting critical potentiak, &lso respects the complexity of Opie’s work.
The mini-mall is also iconic in its relationshipltos Angeles, as it was architecturally
developed specifically in L.A., dating back to tt@20s, and became “a true Los Angeles

export.”®

Opie’s interest in the mini-mall thereby also tetato a critical examination of Los
Angeles specifically as the exemplar of the postenodirban space, and the theories applied to

the city that were central to the discourse dutirggmid-nineties.

FocusL.A.: LOSANGELES ASPARADIGM

The concept of “the New American City,” as an atgpal postmodern metropolis in
which dispersion replaces centralism, and the aokale rather than the pedestrian, determines
mobility, was seen primarily as a West Coast phesrmn with Los Angeles as its paradigm. In
terms of architecture and the urban environmeetptrticular “look” of Los Angeles—

“plannedor designedn a very fragmentary sense (primarily at the lefats infrastructure) but

8 Mark Mack, qtd. in Mary Melton, “A Brief Historyfdhe Mini-Mall,” The Los Angeles Times
November 16, 1997, accessed August 11, 2012, /attjicles.latimes.com/1997/nov/16/magazine/tm-54209
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.. . infinitely envisioneti—however, earns both its detractors and its suppst’ The early

1970s saw a particular kind of West Coast urbanmiey “spatial boosterism” in the writings of
Robert Venturi, and, with particular regard to L.Reyner Banham. Originally published in
1971, Banham’&os Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologgeeamong the most famous
studies of Los Angeles’ urban geography and groreaking for its time as one of the first
architectural studies that examined architectutbeéncontext of topography and urban planning.
Banham also hosted a 1972 BBC special, cheekigdfReyner Banham Loves Los Angelas
which he toured through the neighborhoods in arsedang a voiceover that was visually
suggested as a prerecorded guidance system playbé car’s 8-track tape dedkour
Ecologiesoccupies an interesting position within Los Angedelolarship because while it is
generally acknowledged as an indispensible textatebration of pop urbanism and schlock
architecture tends to distract from the diligent@soscholarship. The book has received greater
attention in more recent decades, but there wismseawhenFour Ecologiesvas too often

deemed an example of boosterism with little appttesn to its argument that “pedestrian”
architecture, like mini-malls and apartment compkand freeways, deserved the same
academic treatment as usually afforded to notabigessuper-structures. Unlike a new
skyscraper or municipal museum, the ubiquity oftwas pedestrian architecture was more

closely aligned with changes in the sociologicalrelster of cities.

Critics of the 1980s and 1990s in particular warge sardonic regarding Banham
because Banham’s 1970s L.A. enthusiasm was borof @alifornia’s embrace of the postwar

“Great Society” agenda, the same promise that kad bendered defunct by the tumultuous

" Davis, 23.
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1990s. His enthusiasm for the relics of that perdeteways, residential developments, mini-
malls—seemed woefully foolish two decades latehithseminaCity of Quartz for example,

Mike Davis wrote:

[Banham] found virtue in almost everything disdairsy traditional

critics including the automobile, surfboards, hillshomes, and

something called ‘Los Angeles architecture’ . upforted by his own

brilliant prose, as well as by a new aesthetic ateprepared to reverse

historic judgementssjc] in favor of ‘pop’ sensibilities of all kinds . . .

Four Ecologiedbecame a turning-point in the valuation of the biyythe

international intelligentsia. Adopted universalgthetextbook on Los

Angeles, it established standards—vernacular, destesh and

promiscuous—that continue to frame art world vieig/hat is

happening in California south of the Tehachdpis.
Davis’ account reflects the prevailing attitudearting Banham by 1990s historians, one that
accuses Banham of both elitism and commercialistineasame time. Davis’ ultimate point is
that Banham, much like the art-world in generabus of touch and embraces theory in favor of
practical truth—is there, after all, anything tbatuld be legitimately called ‘Los Angeles

architecture,” Davis suggests?

Architecture critic Kenneth Frampton was equallgcious of Banham’s populism,
which was unsurprising as he had already criticiedturi outright in his seminal essay,
“Towards a Critical Regionalism,” writing: “The migilative bias of such ideologies has never
been more openly expressed than in Robert VentQamplexity and Contradiction in
Architecture(1966), wherein the author asserts that Americansod need piazzas, since they

should be at home watching television. Such reaatipattitudes emphasize the impotence of an

8 Davis, 73-74.
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urbanized populace, which has paradoxically lostabject of its urbanizatiorf”In a 2003
interview forOctobermagazine, Frampton admits Banham had some influeveehis interests,
but ultimately conveys a sense of mistrust regar@ianham, and specific discomfort with
Banham’s embrace of Futurism. At the heart of tladten are the two theorists’ polarized
reactions to capitalism. Hal Foster summed uphberetical disagreement between Banham and
Frampton rather succinctly: “In the simplest terthg, IG [the Independent Group, of which
Banham was a member of] embraced certain aspeeta@igent consumer culture, and the
Situationists did precisely the opposite. I'd thiydu’'d [Frampton] feel more affinity with the
latter, and be skeptical of Banham'’s interests,isan imagistic architecture that worked to
capture a Pop world on the rise .2° Both Banham and Frampton claimed populism, but eac
had a different understanding of the role of consuculture within that populism: Banham was
comfortable viewing architecture as a harmoniousglement to late 2Bcentury capitalism;
Frampton’s more nuanced view of capitalism, in Wwhitere were good actors and bad, observed
that architecture could be coopted by either dtd@mpton pointedly accused Banham of

omitting the architecture of the Left in the laiteFheory and Design in the First Machine Age.
He also critiqued consumerist architecture fronh@nq@menological perspective, arguing that
commercial architecture denied “the potential &f lody to experience at a microlevel the space
made available in architectural forf'In other words, new commercial architecture coedp
one’s physical and psychological awareness of s@acerruption that in turn had political

implications by reducing one’s sense of civic ovehgps of such spaces as well as their potential

9 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism,” 28.

8 Hal Foster, qtd. in Stan Allen, Kenneth Framptamd Hal Foster, “A Conversation with Kenneth
Frampton,” published i@ctober Vol. 16 (Autumn, 2003): 38.

8 \bid., 47, 51.
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to engage with others. Frampton alludes that thkaages in the relationship between public
space and public actor could comprise an insidyosignt affront to the public’s right to

assemble.

This type of critique of Banham’s theories is umsiging, given Frampton’s political
perspectives and their influence on his architectuiticism, particularly in the 1980s. In 1983,
Frampton argued that architecture had become éabenttool of state-capitalist control, such
that architecture merely and exclusively servedigtdal production and commercial sale.
Aesthetically, this influenced a trend in “non-dgsithat Frampton felt was completely
“predetermined by the imperatives of productionadransference of design to the facade as a
technique to disguise the bare-bones functionstiisttures underneatfi*Frampton’s reference
to the emphasis on facade corresponds directlytwéhypes of Pop architecture that Banham
celebrated in the sixties. Its nineties exemplactude Michael Graves’ Disney Studios
Administration Building (1991), with Snow White’ewen dwarfs posing as cheeky caryatids,
and Frank Gehry’s Chiat/Day “Binoculars Building901), with a large-scale pair of binoculars
by Claes Oldenburg forming the entrance. Both exasnglemonstrate the use of architectural
flourishes and facades that have been applied & wbuld otherwise be relatively indistinct
buildings. Gehry’s Chiat/Day structure is the maistious offender in this respect, with its
standard, white parking lot seemingly simply tackedo the gigantic binoculars. The function
of such architectural flourishes was solely tog®t’s attention, to advertise, to render the

function of building itself subservient to its peesation.

Banham referred to the same kinds of Pop architectound throughout Los Angeles

82 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six geifor an architecture of resistance,” 18.
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with a historical precedent dating back to theye2d" century, as “fantasy” architecture.
Writing from a more novel perspective of the 19 asnham summarizes the concept of Los
Angeles fantasy architecture, without associatimggsame kind of political anxiety that
Frampton attaches. Instead, his analysis is reddgabre within the boundaries of designation

and description:

Fantasy is actually found only rarely in the plamgnof a building, or the
layout of adjoining clustered structure . . . [#fall too often a
compensation for the poverty of the building behandinder it, or for the
hard-nosed rationalism of the market economy, higddivision between
the rational, functional shell and the fantastilmgeh has become more
apparent as the years have passed . . . The |omer the scales of
financial substance and cultural pretensions oms,ghe better sense it
apparently makes (and has made, visibly for a @aptlecades) to buy a
plain standard building shell from Butler BuildinG®rporation or a
similar mass-producer and add symbolic garnishedront, top, or other
parts that show. It makes even better sense, o§epto acquire an
existing disused building and impose your commépeasonality on it
with symbolic garnishes . . . it still makes finaisense to put up
relatively simple single-story boxes, and then midesn tall enough to
attract attention by piling up symbols and gragirtcon top>

Graves’ dwarfs and Gehry’s binoculars are the egjait “symbols and graphic art” attached to
provide “commercial personality” to otherwise relaty humdrum boxes, but they are examples
in the extreme. Opie’s photographs of mini-mallswaent a far more prevalent form of the type
of architecture as described by both Banham anahfpi@an. Although they may not be as
“fantastic” as Banham’s examples or quite as Pape@sotion of Frampton’s commercial
facades, the mini-malls demonstrate a bare-bonestistal aesthetic given credence by signage

and ornamentatiotdntitled #2(1997) shows one such mini-mall, a corner junctbtwo

simple architectural boxes that employs a mishnedstereotypical “ethnic” embellishments to

8 Reyner Banham,os Angeles: Architecture of Four Ecologi@erkeley: University of California Press,
2001): 100-101.
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make it appear more lively. The mini-mall is baswentieth-century American modern in

design, but there is a pagoda-style roof above Wast Bank, in addition to gabled eaves and
roofs over the left wing of the structure, covenetiles to simulate an irimoya roof. It would be

a pseudo pan-Asian shopping center, were it nahiarched brick decals applied to the
windows of the King Taco Restaurant that refer@éheearches of a hacienda courtyard—a touch

that is both humorous and cheesy-kitsch.

Few of Opie’sMini-mallsimages, however, have the same kind of supplementar
ornamentation, and instead engage with the nofi¢top via its broader mercurial or
commercial malleability. Most of Opie’s mini-mabse plain concrete boxes, the commercial
equivalent of what Banham referred to as “dingbatsesidential architecture, or “a two-story
walk-up apartment-block developed over the fullttegf the site, built of wood and stuccoed
over . . . the dingbat, left to its own deviceggenfexhibits the basic characteristics of a primuiti
modern architecture . . . they display simple mnegtéar forms and flush smooth surfaces 2* .”
Although providing an imperfect comparison, insaarthe mini-malls are commercial whereas
a “dingbat” refers to a residential building, Ogighotographs suggest a commonality between
the two in their emphasis on signage. The signsaiportant tdviini-malls that Opie
reportedly had revised her original intentions timfothe photographs on a small scale and ended
up enlarging them to 16 x 41 inches each, solebrder to make the signs legible for the

viewer®® Dingbats, Banham observed, also utilized signagegeaphic ornamentation. Without

such ornaments, each apartment building would &etipally indistinguishable from the next.

8 Banham,157.

8 Nat Trotman, “Mini-malls,” inCatherine Opie: American Photograph@tew York: Guggenheim
Museum Publications, 2008): 110.
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Sundry decorative elements, like starbursts, patestucco appliques, text-art lettering for
addresses, and names like “La Traviata” and “Ve@iapri” are common in L.A. residential
architecture, stuck on like novelty stickers. Thgns in Opie’s mini-malls perform the same
service, allowing visitors to identify which tenafdes what, while imbuing each part with a
sense of personality—albeit a feeble sense of pal$p, nonetheless. ldntitled #3(1997), the
businesses have used signage in order to visugdhgsent their wares: checkered tiles and
painted script lettering for Mr. Angelo’s Pizzajuataposition of old-timey western font and
contemporary spray-paint tagging for “Bar B. Q. Bit the righthand wall. Two rows of
bunting-banners hang lazily over the parking latnhioking the telephone wires overhead—a

visual irony between the suggestion of a good-tlebration within a barren lot.

None of these mini-malls (nor Banham'’s dingbats tiat matter) are particularly
“good” architecture, in that their purpose, as Hraom observed, is to be ephemeral and
innocuous, a kind of disposable architecture thpperts whatever is superficially malleable:
signs can be exchanged, stucco can be paintedyraachents simply removed and replaced. The
structure is perfunctory above all else, in serticeapid turnover and the exchange of goods.
Politically, Frampton argued that such architecthie¥eby lulled patrons into a continual state of
consumption—and it is not the actual consuming igh#ite problem, but moreover, the quality
of the consumptive experience. In the case of amall in particular, the experience it offers is
conceptual before it is physical or sensory. Thiglipwloes not experience strip-mall shopping as
a public peripatetic activity, but rather a straggrut-of-body and out-of-time endeavor in
which signage and symbolism are so potent thagxperience becomes almost cerebral. One
can think of it as the mini-mall as an intermedibegween experiencing the busy streetsbf 5

Avenue in Manhattan and navigating product on Amazmm—one may be traversing a parking
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lot and entering a brick-and-mortar shop, but awass is concentrated on acquisition, much like
the way one focuses almost exclusively on thie btl that title on the computer screen with little

mindfulness of their hand on the mouse and thegefs clicking.

Opie’sMini-malls photographs are indeed sensitive to Frampton’gjgdtas they too,
highlight the distancing affect of their subjedt®r images employ formal strategies that
prioritize a sense of desolation and desertiorsifesdid when shooingreeways Opie
deliberately shot strip-malls on early weekend nmags, when most shops were chained closed
and sidewalk traffic was light, so that the photgars emphasize a sense of static emptiness and
stillness. She used crisp digital prints so thatdtiong tonal contrast between black and white
contributes to the sense of coldness. The starkasirdistances the viewer from the image,
opposite of how the gentle shift in graytones @sattimacy between the viewer and the images
comprisingFreeways—Mini-malls offer an exclusively visual presentation, wheresseways
suggested an element of tactility. These formaisi@es augment the images’ narrative content,
as their emptiness counters the assumption of @Eoptdy-capitalism. Instead of the “hustle and
bustle” of a thriving cityMini-malls presents the dead metropolis. No one is out andtabo

shops are closed (perhaps forever?), and we aneitefmere remnants of urbanity.

Like FreewaysMini-malls also deconstructs time, presenting its subjeetlasd of
defunct artifact, even though it is certainly adtional feature of the contemporary urban
landscape. In this waiini-malls seems to foreshadow a steady march towards spatial
abstraction in commerce, first from the consumdias of strip-malls that threaten peripatetic
street life, to the standardizing effect of big-tst@res like Wal-Mart that threaten the polyglot
small businesses comprising the strip-malls, terhrgt commerce, which threatens the entire

concept of brick-and-mortar altogether. In the eahbf today’s Internet-driven global consumer
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economy, Opie’Mini-malls assume a sense of nostalgia that shares in Fraimpimpreciation
for the city as an incubator for community interaict The difference, however, is that
Frampton’s critique is premised on a kind of nagtahnxiety, whereas Opie seems to accept the

changing urban environs as they are.

NEwW NEWTOPOGRAPHIC®

TheMini-malls series is not without precedent, and indeed is asencontinuation or
homage to postwar photography and specificallynéovtork ofNew Topographics
photographers of the 1970s. It is largely due t® dlssociation—which Opie herself has made—
that encourages an interpretatiorMifi-malls as critical of the postmodern cit§In art, the
response to the new postmodern urban environmesjtfaiathe most part, sharply critical—an
approach that followed within a longtime trajectanyhin modern American photography,
dating back to Paul Strand and extending to thé&svof Diane Arbus and Robert Frank, in
which the camera lens documents an alternativeayealprevailing cultural mythos. Whereas
most of these photographs focused on people, by36@s, the focus had begun to shift to
landscape, issuing forth a new genre within phaplgy concerned with urban and suburban
social geography. The category includes artisesBkernd and Hilla Becher, Ed Ruscha, and
reached an apex in the 1970s vitbw Topographicartists: Robert Adams, Lewis Baltz,
William Garnett, Frank Gohlke, and Stephen Shar@ame a few. Although never a self-

defined movement, these artists were corralledigsah topographers”

8 Catherine Opie, in an interview with Edward RobimsSee: “Catherine Opie dfew Topographics
YouTube video, 4:57, posted by the Los Angeles @oNuseum of Art, December 11, 2009,
http://lacma.wordpress.com/2009/12/11/tour-new-twpphics-with-catherine-opie/.
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through the 1975 exhibitiotNew Topographics: Photographs of a Man-Altered Lsaagheat
the International Museum of Photography at the Ge&astman House in Rochester, New

York, by curator William Jenkin¥.

TheNew Topographicstyle is characterized by a dispassionate, docuariant
approach, a certain methodic and restrained fosmaland a focus on urban or suburban
subject-matter. Parking lots, housing developmanitg streets, construction sites, gas stations,
and industrial factories were popular subjectshtnUnited States, the photographic style
presented a stark counterpoint to the traditiomatiment of landscape: whereas traditional
landscape generally meant depictions of the spaletalbbeauty of untouched wildernebew
Topographicsighlighted the synthetic banality of the urbanrgday. In contrast to the wide-
angle, high-contrast panoramas that contributeété¢adea of the “sublime” landscape of the
American West, urban topographers depicted a nest Weast, one in which the environment is
recreated and reformed according to human influeflce approach of urban topographers
challenges the assumption that landscape photogsaphrpose was to inspire and enlighten, a
la Ansel Adams and Eliot Porter, and instead @#ia methodology closer to Pop Art in which

imagery is presented as a mere reflection of sealithout obvious sentimefit.

In doing so, such urbanite photographers prove@keztonsideration of the meaning of
landscape, namely underscoring the fact that méldeapes, including “natural wilderness,” are
constructed concepts that reflect underlying so@hles. As one may imagine, the

contemporary response to the 10N&wv Topographicexhibition depended heavily on the

87 John Rohrbach, introduction Reframing the New Topographjesis. Greg Foster-Rice and John
Rohrbach (Chicago: University of Chicago Press00iii.

8 |bid., xix.
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viewer's personal biases: those who believed irAtimerican Dream admired images of tract-
housing and those who romanticized nature condertieesame development projeftahe
consensus today regarding such work is that contoathe style’s apparent “indifferencé\iew
Topographicgphotography was political and expressed concernrmayed industrialization and
commercialization. It is difficult, for example, Wwew Frank Gohlke’d andscape, St. Paul
(1974) and ignore the apocalyptic desolation oéapty Kmart parking lot’s limitless expanse

of asphalt.

Twenty years later, Opie revisited similar urbamionments with thélini-malls
project, and the many stylistic affinities betwela two projects suggest that the relationship is
one of influence and tribute. Accordingly, Opi®&kni-malls have been interpreted along similar
lines asNew Topographicphotography—as imagery that points to alienatiotmivithe
postmodern city. Nat Trotman wrote in in the cagak® for Opie’s 2008 Guggenheim solo
exhibition, ‘Mini-malls goes out of its way to emphasize the banalityso$itbjects. The
photographs forsake the oblique angles that tramsfd freeways into aesthetic abstractions as
well as the rich color and bizarre architecturdahds that helped make the houses of Beverly
Hills and Bel Air so fascinating. Without such qtiak, the mini-malls’ vacant storefronts and
parking lots become all the more eeri€The comment dovetails with much of the rhetoric
surroundingNew Topographics its focus on documentation and homogenized Itigrad the

urban scene.

8 Britt Salvesen, “Real Estate Opportunities:’ Coemaial Photography as Conceptual Sourciémw
Topographicg' in Reframing the New Topographiesls. Greg Foster-Rice and John Rohrbach (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2010), 85.

% Nat Trotman, “Mini-malls,” inCatherine Opie: American Photograph@tew York: Guggenheim
Museum Publications, 2008), 110.
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However, to conclude thMini-malls shares the same political sentiments as those
expressed ilNew Topographics turn suggests that the series is a recyclingest
Topographicdwenty years after the fact. There are indeed d¢twanal affinities between the
two and some referencing of the past on Opie’s pattno one has bothered to question why
any artist would choose to rehash an existing tateplrhe production of such images also
responds to a different cultural milieu in the 19%90an that of the 1970s. Trotman’s
commentary, for example, disregards Opie’s owrestahts regarding the series that suggest an
interest in the structures as metaphors for the adgpersona: “I create an interesting
contradiction by giving these functional object$ieh are often seen as obtrusive and ugly, an
aesthetic quality in this case to make people ktokhat they otherwise look past but also to
make them rethink their pre-conceived notions” &hd language of the people is embedded in
the body of the structures in the same way thalathguage is embedded on the bodies of my
friends and myself as a structure of identity.* Opie’s statements, which ironically appear in
Trotman’s own essay, imply thitini-malls does not offer the same kind of cultural critiqge a

put forth byNew Topographics

New Topographicpresents a lost world, or a world in which the harpayche is
disengaged and incoherent, literally lost in sp@mnsumer culture and mass consumption play
a fundamental role in this loss of selfhood aniddscted repeatedly through tinew
Topographicartists’ treatment of space. Lewis Baltz, for exéanfpmok many pictures of

commercial walls, usually belonging to small buss¥park tenants, in ways that emphasized

1 Opie, qtd. in Dartnall, n.p.

92 Opie, qtd. in Maura Reilly, “The Drive to Describ&n Interview with Catherine OpieArt Journal60,
no. 2 (Summer 2001): 93.
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flatness and the interplay of surface and transpgr&outh Wall, Mazda Motors, 2121 East
Main Street, Irvine, 19741974) is a panoramic frontal view of the dealgg&hnhondescript
concrete building, with a grass lawn in the foregn, gravel sidewalk and somewhat baffling
makeshift sculptural rock garden, and a panelap stiarge, single-pane windows. There is a
conscientious display of regularity, as the starkd of the structure and repeated rectangular
shape of the windows create a visual grid. Theslere echoed in the reflection through the
vertical telephone poles and horizontal telephoimesybut even the natural elements, such as
the trees reflected in the windows and the rockbkénforeground, look formal, obviously
planted and arranged in straight lines. Althougtyttio not match the grid pattern, the lawn’s
manicured diagonal stripes, probably the resuttesigner mowing, reaffirm the idea of
structured and domesticated nature. A concretesstippthe center of the composition further

stabilizes the image.

The overall effect oSouth Wall, Mazda Motoris one of a landscape that proposes order,
precision, and regularity, but to such an overwledndegree that it paradoxically becomes
unnerving, stifling, and rathelisorienting. Perspective falters under the strenfithegrid; the
emphasis on two-dimensional surfaces challengeashemption of depth. Even the shadows,
normally signals of spatial recession, here insteatforce linearity through stark contrast.
Instead of a wall as a division between inside @aumigide, the South wall of Mazda Motors, with
its repeating windows, becomes endless surfaceréfteetions belie the notion of landscape
topography as having a distant horizon or endpéiate, there is no endpoint, no recession into
the distance, only an uncompromising horizontal sunerficial reflection. At the heart of the
image is the ambiguity of place itself, for althbuge title informs the viewer precisely where

the photography was taken, as well as the funafdhe building itself, the picture offers no
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clues as to the actual character of that locattas;an anonymous, unknowable place without a
comprehensible purpose. As these usual considesadiod expected constructs of landscape
imagery—setting, depth, perspective, context—cghkaipto anonymity, so too, does the human
presence, or the viewer’s presence as invoked.fsktestament to this, Baltz’'s own presence
as the photographer is conspicuously absent frenphiotograph, despite the clarity of the
reflection and despite the fact that the frontaltage point makes his positioning quite clear.
The absence of his reflection can presumably b&aagul by obstruction from the pillar, but his
blatant omission from the picture is nevertheleas@to the concept of presence becoming

literally incorporeal.

This conspicuous lack of spatial context appegreatedly in the work of maryew
Topographicgphotographers. John Schott’s untitled images camyithe serieRoute 66
Motels(1973) utilize a similar strict frontal view and phasis on formality. Most emphasize the
center of the composition and highlight a numbiegse of balance: a lined speed-bump in one
divides the picture in half while leading to a @amate, and the equally spaced planting of five
trees create a linear equilibrium in another. MBlieyv Topographicartists also close-cropped
their images such that there is rarely a suggesfiovhat lies beyond the facade in the picture.
Among those who did include the broader landscaqost did so specifically because the
surroundings are palatably indistinct and endl@gdams’ suburban developments are often in
the middle of flat dirtlands; Joe Deal’s aerial shmake housing developments look isolated
within topographic deserts; and Frank Gohlke’s iggfpcus on human development within
dying and innocuous nature. Gohlkeandscape, Los Angelés974) is perhaps the most
indicative of this critical focus in that it appsdo be an image of Bunker Hill, Downtown with

the Federal Building peeking up in the backgrouthalwever, despite the fact that much of
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Downtown was developed in the 1970s, Gohlke’s paldr chosen vantage point suggests
instead the idea of a post-apocalyptic businessldpment within a dry field. In other words,
much ofNew Topographica/orks go out of their way to decontextualize plaweating in turn

the ironic suggestion of place (and presence)dkiats, but is nonetheless indeterminate.

Opie’s images of mini-malls have a similar senstéoohality and a shared sense of
emptiness as the images comprigieyv Topographicsout these are light visual similarities, not
formal facsimiles. Her pictures have a greater s@fislepth overall and do not employ the same
uncompromising frontal view as evidenced in Bal&&ith Wall, Mazda Motor$or one, most
of the mini-malls that comprise the series are tranted in L- or U-formations, rather than
single rectangular boxes, and Opie chose to phapbgthe structures in their entirety, thereby
forgoing the suggestion of a single frontal plahlee angles of the buildings help to restore a
sense of depth. In addition, many of Opie’s imdumge a greater sense of context and a greater
awareness of their urban surroundings than theoghaphs included iNew Topographics
Opie’sUntitled #1(1997), perhaps the most reproduced image of tiessshows that the mini-
mall is distinctly urban. The surrounding buildinggich are modernist steel blocks and create a
skyline resembling a conglomeration of Legos, nénatess establish a clear vanishing point, as
well as a real and physical sense of the urbarr@mvient. The sense of depth is also reaffirmed
by the Metro bus sign in the foreground, which fyrastablishes Opie’s and the viewer’'s
location within the scene in a way that seems @iajlyi secure, versus the uncertainty of
positioning in Baltz’'sSouth Wall, Mazda Motorg he same inclusion of environmental context
appears throughout tidini-malls series, and even when it is less obvious, such dstitled #3
(1997), there is still something to provide spatedession—irntitled #3it is the telephone

wires.
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Opie’s photographs are also substantially morealigeluttered than those of her
predecessors’, to such a degree that the diverstgxtures, graytones, and text compromise the
overall compositional rigotJntitled #1is ostensibly a balanced composition, with the tigpa
of the boxy buildings and the convergence of vanghines at the center. The single high-rise
acts as the anchor. However, there are not onbkisrim the linear repetitions (trees that pop up
haphazardly and streetlights that seem more ckthian assembled in lines), there is also the
variety of visual weight throughout as the viewari® dances from sign to sign and texture to
texture. Compare, for example, the Spanish-stydé and rough brick walls of the burrito stand
on the righthand side of the picture, juxtaposetth wie dark mottled tree branches and slick
glass facade of the building behind it. There imsthing refreshingly hodgepodge about the
strip-mall, an energetic visual contrast to the ensireamlined architecture that characterizes
South Wall, Mazda Motor3 he signs on the mini-mall itself also detract frtma repeating
architectural elements, such as the implied gréiad by the large store windows and their
black frames. Opie felt that the signs called ditbento “the multicultural aspect of the city.

They are not about the Starbucks and Noah’s Bagelsll the other chains that are so prevalent
... They are the Mom and Pop shops of the Ameri@am.”® Here, despite the barrenness of
Mini-malls' scenes, Opie suggests some kinship with Banhdm@ries: an architecture that
appears as disposable schlock does so becauseet secial mobility. Opie’s distinction

between Mom and Pop businesses and larger corparprises such as Starbucks and Noah'’s
Bagels also points to the fact that she perceieégal nuances when it comes to capitalism,
namely that the influx of small businesses repreaenore democratic distribution of wealth.

The visual clutter in her imagery, the diversitytextures and surfaces, both metaphorically

93 Catherine Opie, “Mini-malls: Shifting Boundariegfchitectural Desigrs9, no 7/8 (1999): 75.
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represent the diverse face of the American Dream.

Opie’sMini-malls also makes a very different use of black and wihié® mostNew
Topographicsvorks in this respect. Whereas the use of blackvenitk film was aNew
Topographicsstrategy to increasingly flatten and abstract sjpgomaking the environs more

graphic, it is a preemptive measure in Opie’s wétkd the shopping malls been shot in color,

they would have lost their sense of desolationatsd their sense of repose and quiet, becoming
instead a visual cacophony. In eradicating therquddette fromMini-malls, Opie’s images
certainly elicit a sense of abandonment, but hetgiraphs are not as indifferent, cool, or
calculating atNew Topographiceiorks. Although they do not convey emotional warntiiey

do elicit a sense of emotional pathos—a phenomerealbsensitivity that would have been lost
in the frenzy of color. In this sense, Opi#mi-malls therefore draws a very different

conceptual conclusion than the criticism of there. The series exhibits the same kind of
disconnected loneliness that urbanists fearedglbuerly bypass Jameson’s spatial pastiche and
Frampton’s charge that the postmodern city couldiffer a phenomenological or emotional

experience. Opie’Mini-malls may be mournful, but it is a stretch to call theynical.

There is also a sense of latent optimism inherettte fact that mini-malls are
themselves fluid—they are literally the blank casmeato which a myriad of functional
definitions are applied and re-applied. Opie’s plgoaphs capture this sense of change in such a
way that appears less anxiety-stricken than thepleeentation afforded Byew Topographics
They portray a paradoxical flipside to the homoggre postmodern space by suggesting that
the very mundane nature of strip-mall architecalse offers a resistance to definition and that

such bland environments can also sponsor oppoytand variation. This interpretation thereby
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introduces personhood into the equation and prapasenteresting alternate response to the
connection between postmodern place and postmadksmtity. The goal oNew Topographics
photography appears to be to expose the homogemzsHtithe new urban and suburban
landscape and, in turn, its standardizing effeat@mmunities and individuals. In this construct,
the viewer, faced with Gohlke’s abandoned Kmarkipar lot or Baltz’'sSouth Walland the
profound indifference of both scenic environmests;ounters a disturbing loss of selfhood, or
the feeling of no longer being a distinct, wholdiwidual. Notably, the connection between
place and identity became central to critical déston in the 1990s and engendered a bias
against the postmodern city because, it was assuhmedhe vacuity in meaning or authenticity
to postmodern architecture and landscape creataduaty in meaning and authenticity to the

contemporary self.

THINNED-OUT L.A.

The concentric ring structure of the Chicago Schee essentially a
construct of the city as an organic accretion agoaicentral, organizing
core. Instead, we have identified a post-moderamgyocess in which
the urban periphery organizes the centre withirctigext of a
globalizing capitalism . . . Conventional city for@hicago-style, is
sacrificed in favour of a non-contiguous collageafcelized,
consumption-oriented landscapes devoid of conveaticentres yet wired
into electronic propinquity and nominally unifiegt the mythologies of
the disinformation superhighway.

Michael Dear’s description of Los Angeles revealsature of the contemporary city that he

% Michael J. DearThe Postmodern Urban Conditig®xford: Blackwell, 2000), 158-160.
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associates with postmodern urbanism: the notigiaafelessness. Within the field of humanist
geography and philosophy, this quality of “placstesss” that pervades the existing city in
locations like empty or abandoned lots, nondescopstruction (like mini-malls), or parking
lots, has several terms: Robert David Sack calleti $ocations “thinned-out places,” Ignasi de
Sola-Morales Rubio referred to them as “terrainueggjand Norman Klein called them simply
“invisible” or “monuments to forgetting®® All refer to, as Edward S. Casey puts it, “the
disarray of place . . [places that] merge into an indifferent sthia is reminiscent of nothing so
much asspace. . . Their very surface is attenuated, being dperontinual reshaping and
reconnecting with other surfaces,” and thus alscespond to the postmodern condition of
personal identity as “distracted,” diffuse, andinty “thinned-out.”® Although not discussed
specifically in Casey’s work, a mini-mall is a “tlmed out” paradigm because of it's flexible
anonymity: a locksmith in this corner and a Ching@-out joint in that corner; a dry cleaner’s
storefront one week that becomes a liquor stora¢ixé Customers are similarly nothing but
everyday consumers, whose purpose and identigdisced to function and relative to whatever

they are there to purchase.

The morphing of place into the conceptual unrealdt a recent phenomenon. Anxieties
regarding the loss of “true place” come out of tees to the developing city during the
Industrial Revolution and inspired romantic notiafsvilderness and nature. The™@entury

concept of wilderness as something sublime, urgdjrgacred—the “natural unfallen antithesis

% Robert David Sackiomo GeographicéBaltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 19930asi de
Sola-Morales Rubio, “Terrain Vague” Anyplace ed. Cynthia C. Davidson (Cambridge, MA: The MIfe$s,
1995); Norman KleinThe History of Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasof MemoryLondon: Verso, 1997).

% Edward S. Casey, “Body, Self, and Landscape: Apigmsophical Inquiry into the Place-World,” in

Textures of Place: Exploring Humanist Geographeh, Steven Hoelscher, and Karen E. Till (Minradigp
University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 406-407.
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of an unnatural civilization that has lost its Seulvas no less constructed than the idea of the
modern urban core, as many scholars have demartstfathis construction arose out of
dramatic economic changes: in particular, the @iregly mechanized labor of the average
factory worker, whose alienation from his own bofilgm “natural” cycles of agricultural time,

and the means of production (to use Marxist tertoin, recast Nature as a restorative source.

At the turn of the millennium, the argument appedarsave shifted and the concept of
the prewar modern city is the savior. Now the comég a pervading social alienation from
production itself, such that the average urbardezgimerely consumes without producing. The
resulting anxiety now leads an attempt to reclam glorify the concept of a bustling city in
which the street sponsored a diversity of actigiaed social interactions, an image that
approximates Jane Jacobs’ celebrated vision atitred urban neighborhood rhe Death and
Life of American CitiesToday’s concept of the ideal modern City is calieed and peripatetic,
the ultimate foil to the postmodern city in whideJommerce and civic uses are easily
decentralized into distant chain store destinataom$government centers. Homes and jobs are
isolated in subdivisions and office park€ Whereas in the f9century, Nature offered isolation
and respite from the constant interfacing demamdeity-dwellers, the 2%tcentury looks to an
older model of the city in order testorepublic interfacing to the urban experience. Newkyor
is often heralded as the “modern city"—a restomtiemantic counterpoint to Los Angeles, the
“postmodern city,” as a popular adage among filmensklemonstrates: “Do not shop movie

scripts about L.A. neighborhoods. That ‘stuff @entified by movie insiders as a New York

" William Cronon, “The Trouble With Wilderness,” lncommon Grounded. William Cronon (New
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996), 80.

% peter Calthorpd\ext American Metropoli@New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997), 1
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story, about doing the right thing, about tenemesitsn lords, candy storeS>All Los Angeles
has to offer are its “thinned-out places,” areagdtten and nondescript that “suggest absence,

an access to no memory at all, a good place to dubgaly.*®

The idea of “thinned-out” places, places connebigdireless electronics and virtual
mythologies, as hinted at by Dear and stated duthyg Jean Baudrillard, predicts a future in
which place no longer exists: “Los Angeless places no longer real. Instead ‘Los Angeles’
has become a third-order simulation that reliethenexplicitly imaginary nature of surrounding
tourists attractions like Disneyland and Magic Mtim to make ubelievein its reality.”* The
postmodern millennial city is in danger of litegatlisappearing, of transforming into simulacra,

the physical converted to the visual and the sgnsmmverted into the immaterial.

THINNED-OUT ANGELENOS

Casey argues that the notion of losing place ifoprally disturbing, not because of any
longing for the urban sidewalk or desire for thatcaized city—such is a manufactured
nostalgia growing out of the essential issue: #ut that placelessness correspondsetb

lessness. The superficiality of place reflects aenprofound loss of the defined, articulated self:

% Norman Klein,The History of Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasof MemoryLondon: Verso,
1997), 250.

1% bid., 136.
%1 parnell M. Hunt, paraphrasing Jean Beaudrilland’Lios Angeles as Visual World: Media, Seeing and
the City,” inVisual Worlds ed. John R. Hall, Blake Stimpson, and Lisa Tav@cher (London: Routledge, 2005),

142. Jean Beaudrillard’s comments on Los Angelesianeyland appear fBimulacra and Simulatigrirans. S. F.
Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press 949, 12-13.

108



“Thinned-out places are the sort with which we sreounded today put the self to the test,
tempting it to mimic their tenuous character bydramg itself an indecisive entity incapable of
the kind of resolute action that is required inetedminately structured place like a workshop . . .
a self of infinite distractibility whose own surfacs continually complicated by new pleasures:
in short, a self that has become (in Gilles Delearz Felix Guattari’'s arresting term) a ‘desiring
machine.”°? It is no surprise then, that in their preoccupatioth such thinned-out placé&ew
Topographicartists liked to photograph commercial busineseigpments, such as Frank
Gohlke’s deserted Kmart parking lotlilandscape, St. Pa(l974), Robert Adams’ market-
street sprawl irfColfax Avenue, Lakewood, Colora@®70), John Schott’'s empty motel
greenspace ibntitled (1973) and Lewis Baltz’'South Wall, Mazda Motors, 2121 East Main
Street, Irving1974). Such images present such new commerciaésgmathe creation of
American culture as a society of “desiring” indivals—a society that operates on an ethos of
commercial fetishism in which the potentiality afrphasing merges with the potentiality of
being itself, such that a person’s sense of seléfsred by endless acquisition. He or she is
never fully whole in this condition, for desiregeemised on lack. The self becomes defined by
the desire to possess and in this sense, is al®p aetually present. In this way, the concept is a
derivation of Jameson'’s original distinction betweentemporary culture as resolutely
preoccupied with the spatial (versus the tempaoeadns. When space only offers the unending
present of ever-unfolding simulacra, selfhood atehtity becomes unstable (“schizophrenic,” is

Jameson’s term).

Perhaps the most arresting image that encapstie$ediluted, “desiring” individual

192 casey, 404, 407.
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within the context of postmodern “thinned-out” ptas Robert Adams’ photograg@olorado
Springs, Colorad@1968), which depicts a lone woman silhouettedrofile in the window of

her single-story tract home. William Jenkins, theator who created thidew Topographics
exhibition, famously argued that the images weledailve and impartial, literal documentations
of the postwar American city and suburb, and thatemphasis was on a new kind of aesthetic
formalism, “conveying substantial amounts of visu&rmation but eschewing entirely the
aspects of beauty, emotion and opinio¥.Yet, it is difficult to examineColorado Springsind
ignore the image’s profound sense of isolatioraddition, for all the photograph’s overtures
towards formalism and abstraction—its strong limssstylistic composition, its high contrast of
fields of black and white—its employment of thedaage of formalism ultimately critiques the
very modernist standards Jenkins espoused. Radueiat“machine for living,” the tract home
appears as a machine dominating life. The womdwasfed and literally contained by the
strong geometries of the windows—double-framednelike a screen-upon-screen. She does
not so much stand inside a home or a specific pixenuch as she merely occupies space. Or
does she even do that? Although the photographas existing house (and thereby ostensibly
three-dimensional), its portrayal suggests a thliseensional space that is transitioning into
virtual space. Adams uncompromising frontal angieé the stark shapes of light and dark
convert the image into an interplay of surface. Woeenan, in turn, is similarly reduced to
surface, like a projection onto a distant telewissareen, a homeowner who is incidental within
her own home. Logically, the house must have arimtand an exterior, but visually, the
photograph suggests that the distinction no loegets—in fact, the mirrored closet door, set

directly across from the large picture window, proels an unsettling sense that the image seen

193 william Jenkins, introduction tblew Topographics: Photographs of a Man-altered |smagbe ed.
William Jenkins(Rochester, NY: International Museum of Photographthe George Eastman House, 1975), 5.
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from the other side of the home is an identicdertion, a subtle nod to the collapse of spatial

directionality.

Colorado Springs, Coloradmvokes the postmodern “desiring machine” in selvera
different ways. For one, the woman herself, agpibire of loneliness, appears as the symbolic
“desiring machine,” seemingly without identity ept@s the de-socialized resident. The image
also provokes self-conscious spectatorship on beh#ie viewer as it highlights the distant
sexual overtones of voyeurism. The viewer, in tdaise, becomes also a kind of “desiring
machine,” manifesting a kind of social curiosityoabthe woman in the picture. And finally,
there is the sociopolitical notion of material deguxtaposed with social desire, such that the
procurement of material needs in the comfortablesbotidy lawn, and assumed quiet and safe
suburban neighborhood, is mistaken for the satisiaof emotional needs for companionship
and social connectivity. The hyper-documentariark lof the picture, combined with Adams’
equally distanced and formalist explanation (“Tloei$e was identical with others in the
development. | felt the sadness of the figure,ll@lgo loved the light”) converts the supposed
material objectivity of documentary photographyiatconceptual device, in which the
“perfunctory” mechanics of the medium are highlaghin order to suggest a restriction of the

sociability of the artistic practic@?

Such an idea—the loss of self-determination—appeaedoding and unsettling
throughout much of the work of tidew Topographicartists. The question then arises, when

considering Opie’s work and its production in tloatext of a culture twenty years pdséew

194 Robert Adams, qtd. from the captionGolorado Springs, Coloradm The New West: Landscapes
Along the Colorado Front Rande Mark Rawlinson, “Disconsolate and InconsolaiNeutrality and New
Topographics,” fronReframing the New Topographjesis. Greg Foster-Rice and John Rohrbach, (Chicago
University of Chicago Press, 2010): 132.
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Topographicsis if mini-malls are similarly “thinned out” plas, does her treatment of them
respond to the same kind of anxiety regarding s tdself? Is the viewer meant to experience a
similar sense of dread and anxiety when confrontigid Opie’s imagery as they would be with
photographs by Adams, Baltz, or Gohlke? It is digant that Opie’s treatment of the small-time
commercial environs of Los Angeles stems from fe@ndpa local, with a particular curiosity and
familiarity regarding the strip-malls she shooter familiarity with such locations yields a
distinct political methodology that is more questigy than defining or argumentative. It is less
assured and more ambiguous than the condenNemgTopographicpoint of view. In a 2007
interview with artist Andrea Bowers, Opie articeldthow her casual, documentarian approach

stemmed from a philosophy regarding the cohesidarafscape and community:

| think it's more that they [critics] questionedpgorting pluralism . . . If
you really want to talk about democracy, it caretdonsidered under the
guise of a singular notion of community; it hadtorepresented in the
kind of multifaceted layers that actually existhiuit our world . . . And so
| have to look at the United States in this broaday that | have been
doing—through American cities, or documenting L.éx. Jooking at
temporary communities of icehouses or surfers. €adtim about trying to
create a true democratic voice in relationship yoiseas about how |
participate within American culturg&®

Opie’s explanation reveals that her practice isxarcise in a multifaceted experience of a city’s
formative environs—an approach that favors discpweer politics and experience over
judgment. In documenting this distinctly peripatgiractice, Opie’s resulting photographs offer
a view of the urban community as tenuous—anemienevbut nevertheless resolutely present.

The strip-malls may be empty, but there is stdbim sense of the promise of activity. This

slight tinge of optimism also translates to Op@'ssence as the photographer and to the

195 Opie, qtd. iMBetween Artists: Andrea Bowers Catherine Qp@37.
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viewer’s sensibility as well, for both observers aemoved, but witnesses nonetheless.

These distinctions evidence how Opie’s treatmemh®@fcommercialization of Los
Angeles, while visually similar to that of tiNew Topographicphotographers, is more pluralist.
It also illustrates a difference in reception te gostmodern city and its effects on self-
determination that is influenced by identity paltiin the 1990s versus the 1970s and
specifically, the crisis of modernist authority tipgrcolated discourse from the 1970s through
the 1990s. Opie’'Mini-malls do not necessarily embrace the concrete jungls attending
emptiness, but they do offer a counterpoint todlea that the city-dweller is wholly lost, as in
literally lost in a sea of anonymous commercial&nres, as well as psychologically lost, as in
denied a cohesive sense of personhood. The fimatn@mtary in this chapter relates to the fact
that although Opie’Mini-malls can be said to offer the image of fluidity in postiern space,
the series also simultaneously argues that suditficomes at a price—that to experience the
freedom of a fluid identity, one must also succumb postmodern sense of placelessness. This
accounts for the particular indifference of theesgras well as their queerness. To this end,
recent investigations on the relationship betwdaogy space, and identity become important—

specifically in the work of philosopher Edward 38y and geographer Doreen Massey.

THE FREEDOM AND PRICE OFAMBIGUITY : MODERNANXIETY, POSTMODERNREALITY

| have attempted to historicize the theoreticaladelbetween the optimism of Reyner
Banham and the cynicism of Kenneth Frampton asfiisieception to an increasingly
postindustrial economy. | have contended that tgaraents by these two urban theorists stem

from their requisite and relative comfort pertainio a new, late 2Bcentury economic reality,
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in which commercial planning in America became @asingly oriented towards material
consumption. Big-box shopping plazas and streetditl®malls engaged with city residents
strictly as consumers. Although city-dwellers haigays been assumed consumers in some
sense, the new direct parking-lot-to-store-and-lenkhasized the difference between life on
the polyglot pedestrian sidewalk in which one iates with the environment as an urban
protagonist, and operating with a kind of functibeiciency associated with machines and
automatons. As philosopher Paul C. Adams argules,disappearance of walks . . . directly
contributes to the often observed thinning outhefiineaning of place frequently associated with
modernity and the reduction of sensory involvememne’s surroundings, as well as weakening
place-based forms of community . . . [O]ne’s sermesdeprived of stimuli and . . . one’s body
becomes an unnecessary appendage to a mecharsieuh siyat demands immobility for the

sake of production (not unlike the logic that gsidiee rearing of veal calves and chickerigj.”

Adams’ argument shares in the skepticism that cheariaes the writings of many urban
theorists of the 1990s, including Frampton, Jameaod members of the L.A. School (Davis,
Soja, Klein, and Dear come to mind), and demoretrabw space and place connects to an
economic awareness marked by apprehension antideause it appears hegemonic. The State,
or large-scale capital, or corporate interestsy Hrgue, have in one way or another reconstituted
the political individual into a complacent consuntgpace and place are implicated as the
physical expression of this conversion. When Kigeaks of a “topology of forgetting,” for

example, he is claiming that the history of soctremmic struggles over space and spatial

1% paul C. Adams, “Peripatetic Imagery and Peripa®¢inse of Place,” ifiextures of Place: Exploring
Humanist Geographieg€d. Paul C. Adams, Steven Hoelscher, and KardnllE(Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 2001): 187.
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control is quickly overwritten and ignored, suchttfthe towering impact of global consumer
marketing and its electronic non-communities” beesra foregone conclusion, presenting the
structural emblems of consumer culture as inewtdiierally erasing any trace of democratic
space’’’ Whereas Venturi and Banham’s approaches to postwhitecture embraced the new
economic reality as democratid-earning from Las Vegaspeaks of “automobile-oriented
commercial architecture of urban sprawl” as an esgion of “eclecticism . . . [which] provokes
bold impact in the vast and complex setting of @ tendscape of big spaces, high speeds, and
complex programs”—Ilater critics, perhaps with tleadfit of some historical distance, resolutely

condemned the postmodern city as neither ecleoticomplex, but standard and stiflil.

| now wish to shift the argument slightly beyondabservance of how the rhetoric
related to changes in the laté"2€entury American economic climate to examine hiogv t
critical perspectives of the 1990s also reflecaariety related to the concept of a modernist

critical authority in crisis. As geographer Dorddassey has posited:

Who is it who is so troubled by time-space compogsand a newly
experienced fracturing of identity? Who iseglly that is hankering after
a notion of place as settled, a resting place? Witdhat is worrying
about the breakdown of barriers supposedly comtgian identity? It is at
least by no means a coincidence the exultatiotfseincontrollable
complexity of the city (Virginia Woolf), the questiing of the very notion
that a settled place to call one’s own \easra reality (Toni Morrison,
bell hooks), the insistence that memory and regoglees not have to take
the form of nostalgia (bell hooks), and the celgbreof a multiplicity of
home-places (Michéle le Dceuff) . . . that all thés so often come from
those who were ‘on the margins’ of that old, sdt{l@nd anyway

197 Klein, NormanThe History of Forgetting: Los Angeles and the Erasof MemoryLondon:
Verso, 1997), 89.

1% Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Stevendzeyiearning from Las Vega&€ambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 1972), 87, 8.
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mythologized?) coherenc&’

To this end, as prescient and thoughtful as KenkRetmpton'’s critique of architecture in the
postmodern world is, the panicked sensibility is Writings implies that a deeply personal
anxiety informs his perspective. To speak of agdiire and the urban landscape as “in crisis,”
as Frampton did in “Towards a Critical Regionalisbetrays a strong reaction towards change
and cultural status quo—an actual crisis of architee and landscape, one could argue, would be
if nothing were being built or planned. Archite&wand landscape are not in themselves what is
at stake, but rather the definition of space aagd@land in turn, the definition of selfhood.

Within the new era of fluidity and mobility, theialso the downside, which is placelessness.
And as the fluidity of place contributes to flugibf identity, it also means that there is never

any security, as boundaries and categories bedirettk down.

What seems most unsettling to historians like Ftams the fact that the new
postmodern landscape and its accompanying araligedbn’t correspond very conveniently to
specific “schools” or aesthetics that are tradaibndefined as “enlightening” or “edifying.” By
the 1990s, Frampton had completely dismissed acthite as defunct, lamentifiglhe dystopia
of the megalopolis is already an irreversible histd fact: it has long since installed a new way
of life, not to say a new naturé*® Whereasn the 1980s, Frampton had articulated that the
relationship between the built form and its langiecaras one in which architecture should take

precedence (it should take its cues from the enwient, he argued, but nevertheless preserve its

199 MasseySpace, Place, and Gendgld22-3.

110 Kenneth Frampton, “Toward an Urban Landsca@@lumbia Documentsd. Robert A. M. Stern, et al.
vol. 4 (New York: Columbia University Press, 19993.
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own power and distinctiveness as a structurejjenl®90s, Frampton had shifted the
revolutionary potential he saw in architectureaiodscape: “priority should now be afforded to
landscape, rather than to freestanding built fana second that there is a pressing need to
transform certain megalopolitan types such as shgppalls, parking lots, and office parks into
landscape built forms'** Over the course of a decade, Frampton'’s attittmleards
“megalopolitartypes” of consumerist architecture had shifteoinfidismissing them outright to
calling for their reform. It was a new perspectikat reflected 1990s developments in the
changing nature of the contemporary city; an acregd of the fact that in the era of
postindustrial capitalism, urbanization is increg$y decentralized and as such, the modern
architectural form’s reliance upon the municipalecoity and the permanent built form renders it
incompatible with the new realities of culture awtiety characterized by dispersion and

mutability 1

But the real loss is, of course, a modernist sditgibf identity, because “[p]ersonal
identity is no longer a matter of sheer self-comgsness but now involves intrinsically an

awareness of one’s place—a specifically geographigareness*** Edward Casey frames this

11 Kenneth Frampton, qtd. in Kelly Shannon, “From @ityeto Resistance: Landscape Urbanism in
Europe,” inThe Landscape Urbanism Readed., Charles Waldheim (New York: Princeton Arebitral Press,
2006), 144.

12 Another indication of this change in urbanity atsdaffect on architecture is Frampton’s colleaiad
Foster’s critique of Frank Gehry’s Walt Disney CericHall, which had been completed, to great famfar 2003.
Foster’s essay, “Master Builder” references thé tiaat although Gehry had designed and redesigistel Hall
several times and had ultimately settled on thadats construction to be travertine, the Music €eBbard of
Trustees requested the building to be faced initita because they wanted to capitalize on the ssaokthe
Guggenheim Museum at Bilbao and elevate the peesfifpisney Hall by association (see “Master Builde
Design and Crim¢London: Verso, 2003), 27-42The choice to adapt Gehry’s design reflects the new
disillusionment with large-scale civic building peots as commercial and more evocative ofidleaof Good
Architecture than necessarily good architecture Bbard'’s request envisioned Gehry as a brand defor
architect.

113 Casey, 406.
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idea within a philosophical debate between modersus postmodern views on place and space,

arguing:

[tlhe entire debate between modernism and postmdaercan be

expressed in terms of the still unresolved relatgym—the modernist

insisting on the priority of space (whether in tbem of well-ordered

physical space or highly structured institutionzd&e) and the

postmodernist conversely maintaining the primacpglate, and in

particular, lived place . . . [place] has no pegéd relationship to that

space, either by way of exemplification or représton . . . To believe

in such a genealogy is to buy into the modernighntiyat the universe is

made of pure extended space and that anythinghasssuch infinite

space, including place, follows from it by condditsaor

delimitation!**

This separation has, according to Casey, affordatba dichotomy between the internal
and subjective intellectual consciousness of tdevidual (or, the conceptual sense of selfhood)
and the physical awareness of the body, the fobmg primary and eternal; the latter,
perfunctory and malleable. The reality, howeveg s&/nthesis between the two, a self that is
“constituted by a core of habitudes that incorpmeatd continue at both psychical and physical
levels, what one has experienced in particularggdac . Personal identity is no longer a matter
of sheer self-consciousness but now involves isitcally an awareness of one’s place—a
specifically geographical awareness . . . Thermiplace without self; and no self without
place.™*® To believe that one’s self relies upon the messgr-changing conditions of place is
to admit a degree of fragmentation of one’s idgntttdisturbs the notion of defining oneself in

terms of subject/object, or as an individual whdiginct from one’s context, which aligns with

modernist identity. It is important to note thatmatter how communally focused Frampton’s

14 Casey, 404.

151hid., 409, 406.
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arguments are, and no matter how closely his cqmbeanies in the L.A. School align their
arguments to the history of a specific place, wdtiety, there is the sense that theirs are critisism
engendered by modernists surveying the landscagteaid of experiencing it intrinsicafif In
their need to define and pronounce, Frampton asdl.B. School contemporaries have little

tolerance for ambiguity, uncertainty, and nuance.

The differences between a modernist relationshiywédxen identity and space and place
versus the postmodern relationship can be tradedieally in the aforementioned differences in
approach to landscape photography as practicétely Topographicartists and Opie. The
(predominately white and malBew Topographicphotographers assess their subjects from the
perspective of a removed surveyor. Despite sontleedf claims that they are merely
documentarians or observers, there is clearly xpeession of a political sentiment that is
critical of the new postmodern city. Opie, on thlees hand, approached the strip-malls with a
similar documentarian style, but nevertheless agsative that conveys something beyond
surveying. Her presence as the artist is standhofiigl objectifying, but not to the point of
making specific decrees or proclamations. Herkassensibility of a local, and conveys the
sense of investiture of the city-dweller. It isstisiensibility that associat®tini-malls with a
more postmodern conceptualizing of selfhood imetationship to space and place, and one that
enables the series to offer some political commgrdaawareness, without being authoritative

or prescriptive.

It is not accurate to imply thini-mallsis an enthusiastic or optimistic series. One does

18 Doreen Massey in particular has written an extensiitique of Edward SojaBostmodern
Geographiesind specifically indicts him for maintaining thepparent authority of the overseer,” in contragtiso
stated intent to focus on multiplicity and plurgldf the experience of Los Angeles. See: MasSegce, Place, and
Gender 217-224.,
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have to contend with the images’ emptiness, an ieegd that narratively and conceptually
implicates the aloof, perhaps even inhuman natttieeomillennial dispersed city. In one sense,
the political sentiment behind emptying the citysfainder the idea of the dispersion of
community and the loss of collective democracysTbj at least on the surface, perfectly
consistent with Opie’s politics, as she has cometoh the fact that traditional protest in
America has started to become aesthetic or perforepaather than a true statement of
solidarity or changé!’ The emptiness, in conjunction with the seriesufoon exclusively
commercial spaces, highlights a sensitivity to taist interests surpassing the needs and
discourse of a social republic. Indeed, it is difft to dismiss the obvious isolation and
melancholy oMini-malls. At the same time, although the empty parking, lgtay skies, and
closed steel gating can imply denial, loss, anldif@aj there is something about Opi&imi-
mallsthat is less austere than Balt8suth Wall, Mazda Motomsnd less apocalyptic than
Gohlke’sLandscape, St. PauThe stores are not abandoned or boarded uphéBéchers’
water towers, but rather in a state of calm stdsis. strip-malls assume a more ambiguous
character that is contained in their stillnessythee still and silent, but somehow also transmit
potential. One could see the images as not thexwaateland, but perhaps a respite before a

typical workday.

This quizzical, documentary, and experiential apphorefers to an openness on Opie’s
part to the idea of postmodern unstable identibye mini-malls are perfectly in-between
landscapes: innocuous and mutable, but also furaltend active. They are the quintessential
“thinned-out places.” Frampton and his contempesaassume that such ill-defined landscapes

threaten selfhood, but Casey theorizes a more teed@ésigument. He maintains that the

17 Opie, qtd. iBetween Artists: Andrea Bowers Catherine Qgig50.
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assumption that one could lose his or her senselbis as reliable a claim that place could
somehow become so diffuse that is ceases to betaal éocation. These are of course, physical
impossibilities, but Casey’s parallel point is thett as place (and self) can never simply
disappear or dissolve, a shift in paradigm, froticalated space and personhood to “thinned-
out” place and personhood, requires a shift in tstdading, rather than the assumption of loss.
He writes, “...both self and place may prosper inubily desert of the postmodern world, that
gain may accompany loss: the experience of eaclylegihanced, rather than simply
undermined in the wasteland of thinned-out placeghe self is not only enfeebled by nonrobust
places; it can also make a virtue of the circuntstdsy becoming more sensitive to differences
between places . . . for all his or her unsettlednkarns much more about the larger world and
becomes more reflective than does the person wibse®to leave the heartht® Thus, the

value of the “wasteland” of the mini-mall is itsfdeence to difference and variety, its pluralism.

This embrace of multiplicity appears most cogeirtlthe emphasis on multiculturalism
in Mini-malls, as specifically noted by the signage. Not ong/tae shopfront signs in different
languages, but they are often in different langsdgem each-other; in other words, the strip-
malls are hardly ever solely Korean or solely Maxicbut a mélange of cultures cobbled
together in one structure. The emphasis on thgss sias obvious broader political implications,
which is not just an embrace of multiculturalisnthe abstract, but a very real economic
commentary on how new capital is controlled angdehsinated at the millennium. Economic
hegemonies from important groundwork for moderaigics such as Frampton, Jameson, and

Soja, whose indictment of corporate capitalism lelsatheir critique of postmodern space and

18 casey, 409, 408. Casey’s mention of “hearth”fi®d to Yi-Fu Tuan and his conclusionsGnsmos and
Hearth.
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place. What is telling about their treatment oftpwhustrial capitalism is that they not only posit
themselves as critical authorities—galvanizing atitles, but prescriptive nonetheless—who
are self-appointed stewards of the conditions wblgion, but also that they confine the
victimization of disenfranchised “minorities” (womgproletariats, non-Whites, homosexuals) to
a question of economics: “racism and sexism, aad#éed to refer to them, is recognized, but it
is assumed throughout, either explicitly or imghgithat the only axis of power which matters

in relation to these distinct forms of dominatisrthat which stems fairly directly from the
relations of production. No other relations of powed dominance are seriously addressed. The
fact that patriarchy, for instance, is not redueitd the terms of a debate on modes of
production, is not considered® Opie’sMini-malls, in their highlighting of a small-business
economy increasingly controlled by ethnic minosties a quiet political response to such
assumptions on behalf of such critics. The imaggsyi that there is no need for a cohesive
architectural program, because the postmodern webainonment is both the result of and the

support for a newer economic reality, one that exods the uncertainty of difference.

Opie has alluded to such an economic awarenessaition to helAmerican Cities
project, a broad endeavor to document Americaescthiat has spanned several decades, which
includesMini-malls: “The location | choose to photograph, be it Watleet, St. Louis,
Pittsburgh, or the downtown of Minneapolis, creaesconomic examination of how cities
function in America. All of it is about shared ecomy.”?° She also referred specifically to the

Mini-malls photographs as indicative of the “utopian notiomiffierence that is integral to the

119 MasseySpace, Place, and Gengé@21.

120 Opie, qtd. iMBetween Artists: Andrea Bowers Catherine Qpig
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American Dream*** The two quotations indicate thetini-mallsis more of a response to the
cynical documentarian style of idew Topographicpredecessors, challenging the viewer to
examine the millennial economic reality as not #pedly destructive or standardizing, but
perhaps simply the beginnings of a simple regimangk, from the stability of a predominately
white-male articulated landscape, to one that ec@sraontinual renewal, change, and shifts in

standards.

Perhaps the most powerful expression of this eneboédultiplicity comes from the
way Mini-malls accommodates a sense of observational presencgag that is distinct from
the documentarian voyeur that characterizes theerief Adams’Colorado Spring®r Baltz’s
South WallNew Topographicphotography tends to create the viewer’s sensembval from
the scene. In part, this removal derives similédyn the suggestion of detachment on the part of
the photographer. In some cases, the photographiesence is more literal or conspicuous, as is
Baltz’s in relation tdSouth Wall or it can simply be the suggestion of impartyeatfitat
predominates modew Topographicaorks. Adams is obviously “present” as the photpbex
of Colorado Springsbut his presence as the picture-taker is oventalyean image that
underscores the viewer’s sense of voyeurism—Adartiseireby a “backstage” presence, if
anything. More importantly, however, is the vievgesensitivity to isolation and stillness when
viewing Colorado Spring®r South Wall The viewer witnesses his or her own separateness
reflected in the lone housewife @blorado Springs-a woman that cryptically seems part of a
simulated environment that the viewer is somehgaraof as the voyeur, but completely
outside of as well. The viewer 8buth Walkencounters an uncompromising linearity of a

building facade, so organized and surface-orierited it suggests itself as the static screen.

121 Opie, qtd. in Reilly, 95.
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Both Colorado SpringgndSouth Walpresent the postmodern environment to the
viewer as a world that is essentially unreal, dad sense of unreality comes as a direct result of
particular choices regarding the composition argigieof the photographs. The frontal
perspective provides a heightened sense of balandagce, linearity, and flatness, all of which
create a sense of space being not only statigdpthless or even ‘unspatial.’ In this sense the
photographs visually recreate Jameson’s conceteation of the postmodern condition as the
schizoid experience of the spatial. In Jamesor@si#) postmodern space is simultaneous and
instantaneous, amorphously and exclusively presetiitput the sense of linear time. He has

thus compared the experience of space as cogpitiball, or schizophrenia:

The connection between this kind of linguistic raalftion and the psyche
of the schizophrenic may then be grasped by waytafofold proposition:
first, that personal identity is itself the eff@fta certain temporal
unification of past and future with one’s preseamtd, second, that such
active temporal unification is itself a functionlahguage, or better still of
the sentence, as it moves along its hermeneutlediirough time. If we
are unable to unify the past, present, and futitbeosentence, then we
are similarly unable to unify the past, presend farure of our own
biographical experience or psychic life. With thhedkdown of the
signifying chain, therefore, the schizophrenicaduced to an experience
of pure material signifiers, or, in other wordseaies of pure and
unrelated presents in timé

To this end, Adams and Baltz have crafted imagaisrémove context, both spatial and
temporal, in order to prevent what Jameson retees tthe necessary “unification of past and

future with one’s present® The conspicuous lack of depth relates to thedbspatial context,

while the compositional balance suggests an equoglsameness such that the landscape

122 3ameson, 26-27.

123|pid., 26.
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becomes provocatively unchanging or frozen. The amm Adams’ image exists seemingly
outside of space and time, literally disconnectedifher surroundings. Thus, the images utilize
the disorienting flatness in order to allude tcséemce as forever caught in a frenetic,

decontextualized, present.

However, as Massey points out, Jameson’s assumsptimnceptualize space in such a
way that dismisses its fundamental social constfastthe simultaneous coexistence of social
interrelations and interactions at all spatial essafrom the most local level to the most global .

. the spatial is socially constituted . . . [arft simultaneous coexistence of social relations . .
cannot be conceptualized as other than dynatitchis sociability of space is not schizoid or
instantaneous, but perhaps merely, to use Mastays simultaneous: a distinction that
highlights the nature of postmodern space as netlet demands understanding all at once, but
one that supports continual change. Implicit ii$ tiiconceptualization is the suggestion that the
only people who are disturbed by this continualngfeaare people who wish to corral it, not
necessarily those who are content to exist withiAdams’ and Baltz’s photographs engage with
the former desire to control, or to achieve instarbus and all-encompassing understanding of

the urban world by literally composing their images dominant framework.

Opie’s images, by contrast, imply simultaneoustexise, as her images suggest her
presence in the scene as a civic observer. Theipaositions are balanced and highly
“designed,” yet somehow still preserve the infortyadf a street snapshot. The inclusion of the
street in the foreground of tivini-malls photographs, as well as their urban backdrops @it

residential roofing and treetops behind the strgdlsn neighboring buildings, bus stops and

124 Doreen Massey, “Politics and Space/Timegw Left Review96, November-December (1992), 80.
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street signs), helps to contextualize her posa®the photographer, as well as the viewer’s. In
addition, despite the relative calm tone and forocaahposure of Opie’s photographs, there are

pointed references to a sense of happenstance.

The bus-stop sign in the foregrounduidtitled #1for instance, is an interesting
inclusion. It is a framing device that contextuafizhe viewer’s perspective visually, but also
narratively, as it alludes to the image as a someemight view while waiting for the bus. In
doing so, it also makes one’s viewership more gigdtory than removed. The image begins to
appear more like a record of one moment in timeliaa been captured and excised from a
street-life that is otherwise in continuous changess-after all, a reminder of things literally
coming and going. In another imad#ntitled #15 Opie recounts how a Pizza Hut exists in one
corner of the strip-mall and a mom-and-pop pizzeoimpetes with it in the other, a
juxtaposition that she associated with the casaphazard nature of urban development: “I like
those little things that happen. That's why I'migeested in being a documentary
photographer*® Opie’s comment also points to what Massey hasidid as the intrinsic
element of “chaos” in the spatial: “Such relatigedtions are produced out of the independent
operation of separate determinations . . . Thus¢hi@os of the spatial results from the
happenstance juxtapositions, the accidental sepasathe often paradoxical nature of the
spatial arrangements that result from the operatfail these causalities?® In other words,
Opie’sMini-malls engage with these essential elements of spaceadirattention to their

indeterminacy as a means of fluidity and changewérs ofMini-malls are not confronted with

125 Catherine Opie, qtd. in “Catherine Opie, Mini-rsdllYouTube video, 2:21, posted by “gettymuseum,”
August 20, 2012, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=043x1hl.

126 Massey, “Politics and Space/Time,” 81.
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the removed thesis that characterigesorado Spring®r South Wall but rather a specifically

personal experience of the city that has been dented.

Another way of putting this is to acknowledge thaense of being is always—and
always has been—mediated via one’s environment.€iWdpace-time compression is seen as
disorientating, and as threatening to fracturegeasbidentities (as well as those of place) then a
recourse to place as a source of authenticity taimlisy may be one of the responses. But just as
the notion of single coherent and stable identhi&s been questioned, so too could geographers
work to undermine the exactly parallel claims whack made about the identity of place. The
geography of social relations forces us to recagoiz interconnectedness, and underscores the
fact that both personal identity and the identityhmse envelops of space-time in which and
between which we live and move (and have our ‘Bgiaige constructed precisely through that
interconnectedness? In their interplay between stillness and impendistjvity, between
homogeneous architectural construction and ecléoticish, and between the postmodern
distillation of interaction via consumerism and tiveng body of the American Dreariini-
mallsrequires its viewers to acknowledge the esserg@sfof urban life: that place is never
static, but always shifting. In turn, as self indamentally influenced by place and the environs
one inhabits, self is also never static or uniqua singular, clarified manner. Opie’s approach to
the civic environs of Los Angeles progressivelysergs this awareness, challenging the so-

called “threat” of postmodern space.

127 MasseySpace, Place, and GenddR2.
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Chapter 3

Lost Domestic

INTRODUCTION: 'BURB-LAND

Catherine Opie’s photograpfalencia Landscape #1987) cogently encapsulates
American suburbia: its subject is not, in fact, #ttual suburban development, or houses, streets,
or homeowners, but rather a literal sign for itléreia is an affluent community, planned and
constructed in 1987 in the City of Santa Claritatlve eastern border of Los Angeles County
and close to CalArts where Opie attended gradudteos. The Valencia sign, as captured in
Opie’s image, is built into a California hillside quasi-landscape-art emblem, with lettering in
white gravel set into a green lawn. The bone-wbitdhe gravel used to make the letters and the
development’s trademark flower-like insignia costsathe deep jade grass, while the entire
tableau in turn contrasts the beige dry brush eiidtural flora and fauna of the hillside,
enabling the sign to be read quickly and clearlypbagserby’s on the nearby Interstate 5 freeway.
Opie’s photograph lends the scene a forlorn tohe. Hillside is set against a hazy gray sky,
while rusty water pipes and telephone poles rigebbrown shrubbery. An empty dirt road
meanders towards the horizon. The sign’s pristipiezation ends up looking strange and false,

out of place in an otherwise gloomy and desolatal nvironment.

The designated Valencia land-sign symbolizes aqoar kind of domestication and
sanitization. In its emphasis on the separationtrof and manicuring of the land, the image is
guintessentially evocative of suburbia. The plat@ photograph displays two forms of

enclosures: the gravel that creates the evenitegtey delineated by whitewashed wooden
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outlines and the entire sign is enclosed by a chalinfence, separating the pastoral force-grown
and manicured grass from the natural surroundipggmphy. The sign itself communicates
gualities most associate with suburbia, such aptbmise of the good life, the security of the
American Dream, as well as a kind of naive idealith its emerald grass—such a deep shade
that it most likely receives a boost from dye—tha pnay be just a sign, yet it manages to

present itself, and advertise the development,Garden of Eden within the parched grassland.

Valencia Landscape #hares in a common critique of planned communéges
inauthentic. Environmental historian William Croncaptured this particular character of
suburbia in some observations about Irvine, Calitgranother planned city located in Orange

County, about one hour’s drive from Los Angeles:

What most struck many of us after living in Irvifog a time was not just
the transformation of the local ecosystem but thg its idealized nature
reflects underlying assumptions about order andnconity. It is a city
where everything has been given its proper pladeamothing need ever
interfere with anything else. Everything is welldem control . . . It was all
so peaceful, so Edenic and natural, that one wswrely have thought it
would be easy to get used to. And yet somehow émnéid . . . Orange
County is a place so constructed that it vergelsemoming still another
form of naturenature as virtual reality*®

In a broader respect, Cronon’s description alsdiggthe portrayal of a distinctly Southern
Californian cult of domesticity overall, one thhite a mirage, appears simultaneously true, yet

also fabricated at the same time: “Versions ofGhaéfornia Dream are as various as the people

128 \william Cronon, “Introduction,” fromncommon Grounded. William Cronon (New York: W.W.
Norton & Co., 1996), 42-43.
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who come here in search of fulfillment. Yet evergam, it seems has a similar sequel, one that

spells disillusion . . . reminders that the CalifarDream often mocks the realit}?®

Domestic space is contested space. It is not, enyveontested between polarities so
often associated with California and the generdliencept of suburbia overall, which is the
supposed opposition between an idealization anthigsirable reality. Suburban domesticity is
a nuanced balance of equal parts real and unrehifsaideal manufactures and interacts with its
reality. Suburbia is both the private sphere oinglividual house and its surrounding
neighborhood community and as such, it pronoundasdaof dramatic dissonance between an
external order that promises a certain stability sppecified character of that community, and an
internaldisorder that suggests freedom in privacy and the ppiby to live, unencumbered in
one’s own fenced backyard, however one would wisinurbia is fundamentally complex and
unstable, constantly negotiating this separatewéhscollectivism, appealing simultaneously to
both a profound cultural normaleyndto the deviance and eccentricities of independehcs.as
sociocultural traditions can be both nostalgic stiiting, individualism can also be both
liberating and isolating, and it is the frictiontlveen these conflicting characters that produce

the complicated vision—and perhaps reality—of tmeefican suburb.

Domesticity is among the most prevalent theme3pie’s work and comprises the
largest topical subset within Opie’s broader irgerne various forms of Americana (football,
surfing, fishing, andmerican Citiedhave all been topics in her works). To date, slse ha
produced six photographic series that explicitlgraine private spacélaster Plan(1988-9),

Houseg1995-6)

129 Blake Allmendinger, “All About Eden,” frorReading California: Art, Image, and Identity, 19200Q
eds. Stephanie Barron, Sheri Bernstein, and llesarisFort (Berkeley, CA: University of CaliforniaeBs, 2000),
113.
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Domesticg1995-8) Landscape$1995-6) 1999(1999), andn and Around Hom€004-5),
notwithstanding the number of ways in which donuéistiand traditional American family life

are indirectly invoked in other series, includirgy Belf-Portraittriptych (Cutting (1993),
Pervert(1994),Nursing(2004), and the projec@hildren(2004) ancHigh-School Football
(2008). The frequency with which Opie invokes tloengstic sphere might be unexpected to
those who associate her with LGBT activism and akgyhibitionism, but Opie has always
desired family life. In some ways, she thereby edid®the tension of suburbia itself, between
convention and deviance, community and privacy, @rfbrmance versus relaxation. It is likely
that her explorations of suburbia and domesticréfaresent a certain spatial dissent or
discomfort specific to LGBT individuals living imé& United States, especially during the 1980s
and 1990s. At that time, although transgenderedramndsexual individuals were acknowledged
as a distinct population or collective (as oppasea censored underground community, or an
ignored community, or isolated cases of sexualatey, as was often the case in earlier
decades), they were generally corralled into stahdefinitions that assumed all members were
for one, male, but also that they were determindd/é single and promiscuous in the gay
enclaves of cities like New York and San Francidaobe gay, it was assumed, was also to
subscribe to a particular kind of urban nomadisat thjected the nuclear family of the
American Dream and the domestic settlement of tmercan suburb. The pervading cultural
wisdom of the time subscribed to a stereotype dluadhostility: the suburbs might be intolerant

of LGBT families, but LGBT individuals did not wastiburbia anyway.

Opie’s interest in suburbia and the domestic spiteto some extent a response to the
realization that achieving family life usually demals sacrifice of the urban singleton social

structure, an exchange that might be more acuta ¢@ry woman, given the political issues
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surrounding LGBT identity and the contested meawoing/ing an “LGBT lifestyle.” To a

degree, Opie’s ongoing exploration of domestiditgrefore represents a personal investigation
of communities she would one day join, engendeletth® uneasiness of leaving the community
she belonged to in the urban sphere, and a wagsekaing how she could allow both
components of her identity to coexist. Tellinglyrdughout her 1990s oeuvre, the two elements
of her person—leather-wearing-S/M dyke versus wifgther-homeowner—are more or less

segregated by series.

There is, however, one image that captures thesioollbetween these two worlds. The
first of Opie’s threeself-Portrais, Cutting(1993) documents the completion of body-art in her
back. In the photograph, Opie faces away from #meara, showing off a domestic scene of a
lesbian couple in front of a house on a sunny tayhas been incised into her flesh. The cuts
are childlike and crude, bleeding droplets likergrtgars, their violence a pointed contradiction
to the idyllic sceneCuttingconveys that the two spheres or two identitiesefidp a lesbian and
being a participant in traditional domesticity aarly exist in violent conflict within the same
person; the promise of the American Dream is bathspiration and a wound, forever a part of

Opie’s body, as well as her consciousness.

Opie’s first examination of domesticity is her M&sof Fine Arts thesisaster Plana
photojournalistic project produced five years ptmCuttingin 1988, when Opie was a student
at CalArts. The project examined the environs efalencia housing development, and is the
series to whiclvalencia Landscape #1he work discussed at the opening of this chapter
belongsMaster Planassumes a removed aesthetic and latent criti¢hbtlyis in harmony with
Opie’s sense of frustration at the time at beinucally incompatible with a life she also

desired, an internal opposition so forcibly commeated later irCutting. Master Plaralso
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thereby carries the distinction of being the origiran emotional trajectory for Opie, from the
dissonance between hostility and desire for subytbian eventual peace between two supposed
(and ultimately false) cultural polarities. At tterminus of this trajectory are two works, one of
which, 2004’sNursing,responds directly t€utting Nursingforms the third image to tHgelf-
Portrait triptych. The first two image&uttingandPervert(1994) originally comprised a
diptych steeped in sexual violence as both reco@jgd’s participation in sado-masochistic
practicesCuttingdisplays the domestic scene carving, wRigvertshows Opie topless, in an
S/M leather hood, with needles piercing the lerafther arms and a second incision across her
chest of calligraphy reading “PERVERT.” The violedater becomes pointedly resolved with
the addition oNursinga decade later, an image in which Opie breastfeedson Oliver, the

two of them performing a contemporary Madonna ahddCin Nursing the “PERVERT”

incision has faded to a ghostly scar, still pregentresolved, and literally integrated into her

skin.

The second work to suggest a point of resolutiwrOfpie and her adoption of a domestic
role isIn and Around Hom€004), a collection of images that documents &aenilfy life. In and
Around Homas in many way#Master Plans counterpart, recapitulating a similar collageeli
visual eclecticism geared towards providing a arof a neighborhood, but in and Around
Home the neighborhood is L.A.’'s West Adams, a middiess urban suburb south of
Downtown, versudlaster Plans focus on the more upscale and uniform charasft8falencia.
AlthoughIn and Around Homshares the same kind of documentarian approabtaater Plan
it nevertheless contradtéaster Planwith its sense of intimacy. Not only are the imagek
and Around Homef Opie’s private space and family members, andonbt is West Adams

conveniently more eclectic in flavor than Valenaga neighborhood, but West Adams is also
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conscientiously shot with a sense of casualnessliharges from the pervading sense of
alienation, intrusion, and formality that charaizes her earlier images of Valencia. The
correspondent aesthetic between the two seriesgdpeearly fifteen years apart, combined with
their contradictory emotional response to subudi@mestic life, reflects Opie’s transformation
from an emerging artist, unsure about the possitoliintegrating her sexual orientation with
“normal” family life, to a mature woman who has sessfully achieved such a life with her

character in tact—an LBGT artist finally claimingetAmerican Dream as rightfully hers.

This explanation follows a biographical logic, litus simplistic when applied to a
conceptual logic. It is clear that Opie’s respotasthe cookie-cutter face of Valencia is critical
and that her response to West Adams’ diversityasencelebratory in turn. It is a preference that
reflects her Leftist bias and rejects a certairseovative traditionalism prized in Valencia versus
the more liberal values of West Adams; however.e@pnot documenting a process of
assimilation, of normalizing herself, or of revef§€¢hering” traditional domesticity. For one, an
opposition between the culturally ‘normal’ andatgernatives is always one of hierarchy in
which no matter which side is championed, the distadd majority always maintains its
authority. Knowing one is outside of the authontatcultural normality, as Opie is, is not the
same thing as believing that normality is standaifdzrything, being outside of the cultural
normality is to realize that ‘normalcy’ itself i®structed, and not natural as the nomenclature
suggests. In observing Opie’s transition into ddroig, it is important to clarify that her
biographical circumstances do not preclude her fratically rejecting the notion of suburban
normality altogether. To speak of Opie’s domestiag an ‘achievement’ or an ‘adoption’ is
thereby misleading; it is more appropriate to déscit as examining how culturally antithetical

ideals are coordinated on a personal level.
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In addition, biography has always had a complatatéuence in Opie’s work
specifically because although her works are petstrey use the personal in a specific way,
manipulating cultural expectations of subjectiatyd its supposed stability, intelligibility, and
boundaries. In the case of her repeated use ofstantg as a theme throughout her career, the
transition from conflict to assimilation is trugytiio take a broader perspective on the topic, a
more provocative direction is to explore how Ome@ages the subject of privacy itself and how
she surveys her own very private life through comizative and public artistic expression. In
this respect, landscape is a suitable genre becddise fact that it simultaneously invokes the
private and the public in its representation okpeal subjectivity within the physical
manifestations of culture. Historically, landsca&o generally supports the notion of identity as
distinct, with recognizable confines that sepatiageindividual from place. In such a paradigm,
place plays a supporting role, revealing the patars®f identity through comparison. Place
merely receives its inhabitants in such a way tthatexteriority of place clarifies the individual’s
interiority—the physical relationship for persordgpiace is one of literally locating that person.
This physical relationship thereby represents teaphorical “locating” of that person’s
selfhood; geographies are thereby assumed to stahke basis of cardinal orientation that

offers not only literal but metaphorical coordirgafer their inhabitants.

Opie so openly invokes her own biography througt@utcareer that it is unlikely her
study of domesticity is a simply chronology of coguito terms with social expectations as a gay
woman; rather, her photography works to exposéntterent instabilities of spatial geographies
as cultural geographies that are active, expresaina endlessly constructing new conditions of
various environs—and how those instabilities patalie complex and unyielding instabilities of

identity. One of these instabilities is the fundamtaéunderlying friction between the definite
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character wascribeto both place and self, and the indefinite natheg bothactually

epitomize.

Series produced during the 1990s in betweeitagter PlanandIin and Around Home
such agHouseq1995-6) andomestic{1995-8), indicate Opie’s movement in this critical
direction.Domesticsa series for which Opie traveled around the ayuantd documented
lesbian-headed households in their (often ruralsarmirban) homes with their families, is
generally clear in its conceptual challenge to Aioaar traditionalismHouses a series of
photographs of residences in the wealthy Los Arsgetelaves of Beverly Hills and Bel-Air, is
perhaps more cryptic in this respect becauseyits & similarly objective and detached as
FreewaysandMini-malls. Due to these similarities in aesthetic betweerHbusesseries and
the works discussed earlier in this dissertation, ia keeping with this dissertation’s focus on
specificity of place and on Los Angeles, my anaysithis chapter pertains to the setiEgises
overDomesticsLike FreewaysandMini-malls, Housessuggests opposition towards the
inequities of wealth as expressed in the exclusiopeavatized use of space by Los Angeles’
affluent population—similar to the way in whichraéway contains the tension of being a public
work and sponsoring communal use by individuals atenevertheless isolated from one-
another. Opie’s sense of opposition as demonstmatdduses however, shifts from the jeers

she levies on Valencia iMaster Planto one tempered somewhat by contemplation and pity.

This chapter is therefore largely about the stieifgy definition, a theme that
preoccupies Opie’s treatment of domesticity in tay®©ne is suburbia’s endless contest between
the ideal and the real, another is Opie’s strutmgleoopt the American Dream for herself and the
process of integrating its changing character Wwéhown, and a third is how the struggle for

definitions of place parallel struggles for defioit of identity. The conclusion is that neither
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place nor person is ultimately definable—their elcéers are not the result of such a struggle per
se; theyare the continued and changing negotiation betweendhees proposed and those
enacted. Opie’s photographs of domestic space tsonmuch disturb the heteronormative
paradigm as they expose that its actuality isaat, fimaginary. Her suburban series explore the
ways people create a sense of belonging and negotdividual difference within the cultural
parameters established for belonging, and howniggtiation is influenced by the organization
and social character of space. Thus, the lands@peshot in such a way that the contrast
between the ideal and the real is presented ateaménegotiation—a conflict that is never
resolved, and because it is never resolved, madastcbn impossible. Identity, of both person
and of place, is then revealed to exist only imparent disturbance, and Opie’s suburban

landscapes make this disturbance visible.

This chapter will examine three major works tregiresent the arc of Opie’s relationship
to domesticity, beginning with its origins Master Planand ending withn and Around Home
with one intermediary seriellouses The three projects in context with one anoth@stmict a
gradual development in how Opie conceived of sudnuithe: Master Planrepresents an early
phase in which Opie is the most critical and opddsethe vision of traditional domesticity as
propagated by its subject, the Los Angeles houdevglopment Valencidiousesepresents an
intermediate phase in which Opie’s sense of opositecomes increasingly nuanced; &md
and Around Homsuggests a point at which Opie achieved a senlsarofony between her
identity as a gay woman and the implied valuesauitidiral definitions of domesticity. Within
this investigation of Opie’s development as arsgrwife, and mother, this chapter will also
discuss the development of a specific critical sedkiat examines the relationship between

place and identity within her sixteen-year odysseme.
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DOMESTICFANTASY

Catherine Opie’'s MFA thesMaster Plan(1987-1988might have the distinction of
being her most comprehensive project in terms @ktieer number of images, as well as her
most rudimentary in terms of concept. Its 200-phoages cover a range of artistic productions,
including panoramic landscapes, interiors and-lfltableaus, portraits, and photocollages, and
represent Opie’s keen eye for the thematic imphotherwise subtle details, as well as her
ability to capture the everyday in a way that ghy formalist but not mannered or contrived
and still respectful of candid normality? The range of imagery highlights technical prowess
do the photographs’ clean color and overall clatiyovert criticism of modern suburbia,

however, reads as relatively heavy-handed.

Master Plandocuments the then-burgeoning housing developnférdlencia, which
was being constructed concurrently with Opie’s MieAure at CalArts and had just opened at
the time she embarked on the project. The senedves a kind of visual narrative progression:
it progresses from panoramas of Valencia’'s surrognidndscapes and advertising signage, to
external images of individual houses, to intermira specific house belonging to a single
family—the Dickasons, and finally to a family paitrof the Dickasons themselvE3 The

series maintains documentarian coldness overdlktiblucreates a sense of discovery, as viewers

130T clarify, Opie shot over two-hundred photografitVaster Plan but has displayed the series in
different arrangements over the years, which mitk@secure parameters of the piece difficult tongefror a 2006
exhibition at the Orange County Museum of Art faample, Opie selected fifty-four prints to represte project.
Given the series’ age and its status as an MFAghin® rarity of its exhibition, and diffuse extibn style, it is
also difficult to find reproductions of all type$ mhotographs that comprise the series (I havdaeh able to find
one for any of the reported “residential layouts’edhing layouts juxtaposed with text detailing comity
regulations—for example); however, the series &dbed in Nat Turner, “Master Plan,” fro@atherine Opie:
American PhotographeB3.

131 Reportedly, Opie had profiled two Valencia fansli@owever, images most frequently available to the
public are photographs only of the Dickason family.
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are slowly introduced to life within Valencia. THeveloping sense of connectivity is achieved
through the movement from the images of depopulex¢eriors to the interior shots of the
Dickason home, the latter of which documents artsfaf the family’s daily life, as well as the
actual family. Viewers thus experience a kind ofpbal revelation as they make their way into
Valencia from the surrounding roads to the Dick&sbwing room, as well as a conceptual one
from ignorance to familiarity, as they progressiirandscapes to portraits of the inhabitants. As
they become physically and theoretically ‘closertlte Dickasons, viewers receive more and
more glimpses into the Dickason’s lifestyle: thiera pile of laundry to do, a cluttered bulletin
board, and framed pictures of family elders, awbich adds a human element to an otherwise

rigidly composed and regulated environment.

These nods to daily life are merely glimmers, hosveand the emotional tone of the
narrative remains detached overall. It is not aseiivers are treated to actual intimacy with the
Dickasons. The household is still orderly and hoemagis. The series’ terminus at the family
portrait @ickason Family Portrai{1987)) portrays the family as affected, as ihismbers are
trying to achieve a platonic ideal of the Ameri¢amily, rather than simply being themselves.
All three people are dressed formally and are adyefiroomed, and posed in a patriarchal
arrangement. The living room is similarly stiff,@@ated to convey a sense of conservative
affluence with plush blue carpeting and matchingatas, dark Chippendale furniture, and
clean, waxy houseplants. The image is of a conteanp@merican family, but on the whole
telegraphs nostalgia for postwar Americana. A cmtsair of fabrication pervadégaster Plan
as if the entire development is a desperate chacaaaintain a blissfully narrow definition of
the American suburb and the American family. Opiggatment oMaster Plars various

subjects in terms of composition and style augmggssensitivity through aloof objectivity.
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Master Planthus conceptually argues that American domestaity suburbia is a disturbed
fantasy of control, heterocentric uniformity, nayweconspicuous consumption, and acute

gendering.

For the most part, Opie chose to represent thka3an family through their possessions
in carefully chosen vignettes of the empty intermpms. She photographed furniture and
tchotchkes in lieu of the family members themselgase for the final portraiDickason Family
Interior #8(1987) depicts the family’s hallway console anddtint board containing mundane
objects that are prototypically arranged for arrage family. There is a white lamp and kitschy
Crayola clock resting on the console, and a cotletin board with family snapshots on the wall
that has been covered in folksy-country wallpapgrvirtue of immortalizing the scene, the
photograph invites scrutiny of the mundabDekason Family Interior #8alls attention the
photo-saturation on the wall, and in particulag slirreal inclusion of a publicity photograph of
the Keaton family fronFamily Ties along with a signed headshot of its star, Miclda&lox. Of
course, one can naturally assume the Dickasomaamely fans of the show and the pictures are
mementos in the same way that others might dispkigned baseball card or playbill, but when
presented with the images of images, the compasditiplies the idea of the suburban family as
its own pastiche—a mannered and performative existeThe bulletin board is a veritable
rabbit’s hole of illusions, juxtaposing images afal family that supposedly inhabits the space,
yet is nowhere to be seen, with pictures of a fakaly whose artificiality is exposed by the
headshot of a real actor who plays one of the ctenrs Michael J. Fox, however, is also unreal
in this format as headshots are a form of advadgjdike theBillboards, and as ‘genuine’ as the

sentiment scrawled over his image.
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Opie’s explanation foMaster Plansupports this argument, in that she has discussed t
piece as an expression of her personal struggeh@ve similar domestic bliss while her
identity as a lesbian culturally excludes her fribm@ suburban ideal. Her treatment of Valencia
thereby supports the classic critique of the subasba corruption of the individual, a place
where its residents “suffered from oppressive conity, landscapes of monotony, and a culture
of shallowness . . . [and] deployed community[in].a kind of destructive redefinition of the
concept . . . they tipped the scales so far away inclusive, bridging communities to exclusive,
bonding communities, . . . from a positive sourtbwman fulfillment and acceptance into a
destructive tool of exclusivity and inequality,” bistorian Becky Nicolaides puts'it?

Nicolaides’ “destructive exclusivity” was origingltheorized by postwar scholars as the
outcome of either isolation within “an asylum foetpreservation of illusion” as Lewis

Mumford wrote and visually represented in Roberamd’ Colorado Springs, Colorad(1968),

or, paradoxically, as the outcome of the complgtgosite problem of too much community and
excessive neighborly scrutiny in William H. Whytefsesis and envisioned by sitcoms like
Desperate Housewived® “Suburbia,” in its modest common cultural charsetgion, is usually

a blend of these two ideas into the stereotypb@stiburbs as a place of delusion, superficiality,
and repression—a place where social pressuredapvo an idealized American Dream makes
it impossible to cultivate a genuine identity olf setermined American Dream. The suburbs
have thus become conceptualized as a place ofdiggiween the real and ideal, the site of

manufactured domesticity and counterfeit familg.lif

132 Becky Nicolaides, “How Hell Moved from the City the Suburbs,” frofThe New Suburban Histqry
eds. Kevin M. Kruse and Thomas J. Sugrue (Chiclgdzersity of Chicago Press, 2006), 95, 97.

133 |_Lewis Mumford qtd. in Nicolaides, 94.

141



INDETERMINATE DOMAIN

While it is an appropriate reading to interpvster Planas a critique of suburbia, it is
faulty and incomplete to conclude thabitly condemns its subject. For one, such a reading
dismisses telling details from Opie’s biography #émel fact that Opie’s interest in domesticity
arises from her internal conflict of being a sulisar (albeit, a critical one). The voyeuristic
elements of the series point towards a sense a@fsityron behalf of its creator. Guggenheim
Museum curator Jennifer Blessing correctly notesuonstances from Opie’s upbringing that

would influence a critical approach:

Opie has described how she felt as an outsideirigok at this

community, but she had spent her high school yeang in a place like

this near San Diego. In fact, her father was aestdte agent and

wanted Opie to get her license, so wiMlaster Plancritiques the

enforcement of gender stereotypes and economiagrals in middle-

class American society, it is also the artigistsonal reckoning with her

past and a statement of her conscious refusalfitoedeerself within the

paternalistic model of her own family/
However, Blessing equivocates slightly in her staet, because while it is true that Opie does
not define her own domesticity in a “paternalistiodel,” the logic overall is problematic within
the context of Opie’s subsequent work which coilety demonstrates that rather than moving
away from her heteronormative past, she is recogdier sense of attachment to it with her
adulthood. Opie described her artistic interestamesticity as “suffused with longing. A lot of

this is about my own desire. I've never had a ss&ite domestic relationship. I've always

wanted one**® Her personal investiture in the American Dreard#k toMaster Planas a

134 Jennifer, “Catherine Opie: American Photographén,Catherine Opie: American Photograph@s.
135 Opie, qtd. in Reilly, 86-7.
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series that is less pejorative than it may firgiesgy. Opie may have used Valencia as a symbol
for heteronormative exclusion, but at the same tahéhe heart of this type of critique is the

conundrum of desiring what one also opposes—aaa as oppositional to.

Opie’s conflicted perspective highlights the faet modern suburbia is conflicted and
contradictory as a concept as well. Political idgas are often projected heavily onto the
suburbs, with critics pointing to its history ofaonented discriminatory policies like redlining,
and supporters invoking the blindness of the coitipeimarket. It is true that the majority of
American suburbs remain white and serve higherarepopulations, a feature that urban
historian Dolores Hayden attributes to powerful@lepment lobbies and their alliances with
pro-business governance and legislaliiret, as Nicolaides points out, it is also truet the
American suburb nevertheless developed too braauiytoo rapidly to be as white and
homogenous as often assumed, as it is also truéhthauburbs continue to increase their
diversity®’ Historian Michael Jones-Correa, basing on his kmien on analysis of the 2000
Census, argues that “the increasing racial andettiversity within suburbs, however, signals
that either these exclusionary tactics are workasg well or perhaps are now targeted more at
protecting property interests than in maintainiagial segregation:*® Jones-Correa concludes
that in spite of its historically racist practicesjpurbia today is a market commodity like

anything else, and thereby sold to anyone whobwil it. It seems that at the heart of the debate

136 Dolores HayderBuilding Suburbia: Green Fields and Urban Growti82D-2000(New York: Vintage
Books, 2003), 230.

137 Nicolaides, 80-98.

138 Michael Jones-Correa, “Reshaping the American Brefrom The New Suburban Historggds. Kevin
M. Kruse and Thomas J. Sugrue (Chicago: Univerdi@hicago Press, 2006), 187. In the same papeesdGorrea
also cites the 2000 Census which demonstrateg&atof immigrants, 31% of blacks, 44% of Hispanasd 51%
of Asian Americans lived in suburbs.
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is what to believe about the suburbanites themsesbréics like Hayden tend to ignore them
entirely, as if suburban consumption is entirely tesult of corporate manipulation, while
defenders like Jones-Correa bestow perhaps too faithhn the belief in market forces and that

such market forces are equitable.

The fissure regarding suburban residents and tbleiras active participants versus
passive recipients is even more apparent in redartfe stereotype of the suburbs as cultural
wastelands, “lambasted . . . as banal areas dfttoarses . . . a mindless consumer utopia.”
The tremendous growth of suburbs in the UnitedeStaiithin the last sixty years poses a
potential challenge to this image, for “[i]f thelaubs offered only social anguish and failure,
why did Americans keep moving to them in ever-gsimumbers?” Nicolaides ask®.In fact, as
columnist David Brooks observed in 2004, “moderbwsbia is merely the latest iteration of the
American dream . . . When you move through suburbiayou see the most unexpected things:
lesbian dentists, Iranian McMansions, Korean meganttes, outlaw-biker subdevelopments,
Orthodox shtetls with Hasidic families walking pagip malls on their way to shut** The
suburbs developed in a way that reflects the irsingdy diverse character of the United States in
general, as well as the impact of progressiveipalitnovements; it is more their image that is

entrenched in the same 1950s narrative.

Hayden argues suburbia’s image developed outaf@ihtellectual tradition within

139 Hayden, 15.

140 Nicolaides, 96.

11 David Brooks, “Our Sprawling, Supersize Utopiagrh Worlds Away: New Suburban Landscapes
Andrew Blauvelt (New York: D.A.P./Distributed ArtuBlishers, 2008), 27. Published in conjunction wité
exhibition, “Worlds Away: New Suburban Landscapskbwn at the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis. (Felyu
16-August 17, 2008).

144



urban history of looking at the city as the engimeconomic and cultural development and
heritage. The urban-centric approach thus neglg¢otedamine the suburbs outside the shadow
the great metropolis. Two of the most well-knowitics of the American suburb, Jane Jacobs
and Lewis Mumford, never actually lived in the stisithemselves, and both critique the
suburbs exclusively in relation to cities—as thg’'siantithesis, rather than an entity unique unto
itself.**? The influence of Jacobs and Mumford was so pradahat it inspired the narrative of
suburbia as stifling “keeping up with the Jonesasiventionality. That is not to say the suburbs
were never exclusionary, conservative, or uningpisanply that the concept of it tends to

overshadow how it actually is.

There are thus two suburbias, the one that pdioplén and the one of cultural
imagination, and this “cultural imagination” can &éher abysmally conformist or
enthusiastically optimistidViaster Planis unique in its treatment of suburbia becaus@éefitay
in which it acknowledges suburbia as an indeterteidamain constructed through all three
visions—the critique, the ideal, the actual—thatstouct a reality is never really authentic in
one particular category. Suburbia’s composite tyeaimirrored in the collage construction of
Master Plan such that its comprehensive style and breadsulojects create a multifaceted
study. The approach also emphasizes that Opiesathe contemporary artist took its cues
from documentary photography and that the projebile not impatrtial, retains a certain
element of distance and discovery. It is this metthat allows the contrast between fantasy and
reality to emerge in single images, as Opie udéstiarselection, composition, and juxtaposition

to provide a seemingly organic impression.

142 Nicolaides, 84-91.
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LITTLE THINGS

This coexistence of the ideal and real emergesysubinany other images frodaster
Planand is largely the result of Opie’s inclusion amgpdasis on details—ephemera that create
a portrait of everyday suburban living. These I8ithings” encourage engagement with the
series that is similar to the way a viewer mighjage with a Renaissance scene painting in
which small elements carry symbolic meaning. Opéster Planphotographs are not
specifically allegorical, but her choice of whichtdils and scene elements to include in her
documentation of the master planned community aicld3on family are significant and often
carry some kind of cultural inference. The viewer,example, is expected to perceive Valencia
and the Dickasons a certain way, which is influehog the small details pertaining to life in the

suburbs in Opie’s compositions.

To look closer aDickason Family Interior #&nd its inclusion of thEamily Ties
photographs, is to see a more equalized compabstween the publicity materials and the
family’s real pictures. Were it not for the bordard publicity text surrounding Fox’s headshot
and the familiarity of thé&amily Tiesstill, the two images could blend in seamlesshhwiite
Dickason’s own photographs. Instead, the woodenédraf the bulletin board creates a barrier
between the real and the fake families. Normalhe would expect that the ideal—the Keaton
family in this case—to be the archetype that reagpires to, but iDickason Family Interior
#8, the mythos of the Keatons seems instead to meg#gct or echo the Dickasons’ reality,
implying that the Dickasons’ lifestyle is on partlwthe fictional Keatons'. The Dickasons’ life
appears genuinely idyllic—documented in photogragftsappy family and friends who parasail
and picnic at duck ponds and send their childresctmols with other children from like-minded
families. The juxtaposition and similarity betweée Family Tiesstills and the Dickasons’
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photographs suggests the Dickasons, aside frong lagiparent fans, also perhaps consider the

Keatons their equivalent sitcom counterpart, motkaa their idols.

In capturing the micro day-to-day reality, Opie waps suburbia on a more intimate
level. There are regular “real life” elements ttghaut many of thaster Planimages, all of
which have the effect of humanizing their envirofise red car and blue recycling binRtans
71and73(1986)for example, force the viewer to acknowledge trespnce of the house’s
residents because of the inclusion of waste reclgstand cars, contradicting the interpretation
of the images as model homes. Despite the advertishguage Opie collaged beneath the
images, the houses cannot be understood as madekhbpeople are living in them. Even in
their mimicry of real estate advertising, fRkans still reference the objects of everyday living. |
examining these elements of the everyday, mixedterchinately with elements of fantasy, the
viewer is left with the impression that suburbi@me part actual and one part aspirational—and
that to live in suburbia is to accommodate botlkelDickason Family Interior #&nd the
fictional Keaton family scrapbooked among the emgDickason familyMaster Planquestions
the categories of “authentic” and “imaginary”: fi@needs the other to exist, then the two have a

strange mutual equivalency and therefore, Valeisdigelf and its promise at the same time.

There are of course some images, suddags BillboardandGirl Billboard (1986) that
are explicit as critique. The tviillboards are companion photographs that depict correspgndi
billboards advertising Valencia. One contains thage of three boys in baseball uniforms; the
other has a smiling pig-tailed girl. Both advertigiégh the same quotation: “We/l come home to
Valencia.” The children are all Caucasian and coraevely gendered with pink ribbons for the
girl and Little League outfits for the boys (andeamight also observe that the boys are given an

activity whereas the girl merely needs to be cuibg children Norman-Rockwellesque and
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photorealistically painted, rather than photograpfidis is a detail that might be lost when
driving by, but because it is presented in a phaipolg intended for more leisurely contemplation,
the photorealistic renderings make viewers allnioge aware of fantasy. They heighten the fact
that such fresh-faced images don't exist in réal (Dpie’s photograph shows that the
surrounding areas where the billboards have bestiest are relatively rural, but derelict as well.
TheBoys Billboardstraddles industrial debris, while the shrubbenydagh theGirl Billboard

looks like a half-hearted attempt to beautify tiré gatch in front of it. The natural textures of
the foliage also contrast the billboards’ gleamivigte backgrounds and crisp typeface,
suggesting that Valencia, and its appeal to hetegmative aspirations, are both artificial and out

of place, literally without context.

As theMaster Planseries is meant to be viewed as a photojournatistiage, the
relationship between images matters, and becaesilihoards do not exist as an isolated
diptych, they could be said to occupy a pointedijnformed moment in the narrative of the
entire series, representing the state of critisapeion that arises without knowing much about
what is actually there. The sexual politics, foaewle, that are evident in tBélboard pictures
are echoed iDickason Familybut whereas thBillboards perpetuate obvious gender
constructions, they also participate in a broadsussion between their fantasy and the reality
of people who choose to live in Valencia. Takersolation, the pictures of the smiling girl and
baseball players and the image of the Dickasongesii@g desperate appeal to the idea of a white,
heteronormative, nuclear family of the suburbs. deev, in dialogue, the manufactured
perfectionism of the billboards offsets the preteafDickason Familyand it becomes difficult
to dismiss the family portrait as a self-deludemivback to 1950s Levittown domestics. The

billboards are fanciful nostalgia, but the Dickasamily is a real family and they really do sit in
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those living room chairs and water those plant& Dickason Familythereby becomes the
three-dimensional, flesh-and-blood actualizatiothefgloss of th&illboard photographs,
suggesting that while the idealization evidentia &dvertisements might be unobtainable and

naive, their cultural corollary is authentic andrééfore, valid in its own right.

As the series moves physically from the surrounaimgrons to the residents’ living
room, and narratively from distance to intimacypnésents itself as a document of the process of
Opie familiarizing herself with Valencia and theckRason family. It records the transition from
voyeurism to acquaintance. Within this framewohle tvay in which Opie constructébhster
Planand the photographic methods she used to addregsckpe recast the series as a
documentation of land-use and community that @tiredly unsure in terms of political or critical
agenda. Opie’s decision to shoot Valencia as agyrin which photographs record every little
detail as it is (rather than positioned as allejjasconstituted/laster Planas a series of

voyeurism and desire.

CRITIQUE VERSUSV OYEURISM

Opie’s treatment of suburbia Master Planis unique within the broader suburban-
photographic oeuvre largely because of its apetild personal and to sincerity. It is a series
that undermines the stereotype of suburbia by comgpa with its reality—a tactic that is not
unknown to artistic treatments of American domestiebut whereas the typical comparative
lends itself to sarcasm, Opie’s is tempered. Unfileeworks of artists like Sam Durant, whose
photocollages insert chintz and Chippendale inseedudy house interiors, and Gregory

Crewdson, whose staged photographs satirically awrthe idealized and optimistic
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contentment of postwar Americana with eerie antudiéng undertonesdvlaster Plandoes more

to problematize Valencia’s stereotypical momenéntbhallenge its supposedly innate
guaintness and naivety. This is because both DarahCrewdson create pastiche by comparing
cultural identities to cultural identities, as oppd to fantasy and reality. Even in cases when the
actual lived reality appears, such as in the wdrkioa Barney, there is a sense of things being
presented as unreal. Although Barney’s photograpggest a comparable tension between
artifice and reality that is also evident in Opiplsotographs of the Dickasons, Barney’s images
are explicitly about artifice. Barney asserts sfa does not pose her subjects, but the resulting
photographs read as staged nonetheless. Her wesknis the privileged WASP lifestyle as a
form of comedia del'artein which her family and friends are relegatedharacters and their
private homes to stage sets. Thus Barney treatslsiabas a form of denial, as if it is an
attractive veneer applied to a disturbed realitgr Bubjects appear to live in a way in which
every detail of their lives, from the design ofitteofas, their choice of social groups, and even

their postures, is calculated.

Opie, on the other hand, never denies Valenciauth, and instead seems intent upon
discovering it throughou¥laster Plan Her images of the Dickason home are artful ifrthe
formalism and obviously consciously framed to higii the hollow conventionality of the
interiors, they do not present themselves as spaltyf staged. Instead the images simply
document life ‘as is’: the interiors are tidy, batindry still has to be done, beds haphazardly
made, and there is the occasional obligatory clufteen in their self-portrait, which does not
document everyday attire or behavior, the Dickaswasot presented in attempting to be
perfect per se, but rather invested in a fairly dewm normalized cultural ritual of how the

family photograph is taken. In other words, oneld@onsider their starched chinos and stiff
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arrangement as a sign of inauthenticity at the dameethat their behavior in taking a family
portrait is utterly ordinary, and natural for thet af posing for a photograph. In that one image,
the aspirational Dickason family—the family thapigised and emotionally and physically
harmonious in their patriarchal arrangement antgt tte®rdinated living room—is no more and
not less real than the everyday people who owregdla crayon clock and pile up dirty laundry.
It is the juxtaposition of the different facetstbé Dickason family that alters the sardonic tone
of the posed portrait. The American suburb hasyofanerging the ideal and real, and Opie’s
photographs, which combine the critical eye of atsidler with the curiosity of a tourist, have a

way of realizing the delicate balance.

PANORAMA VERSUSPORTRAIT

Not quite wilderness, not quite city, and not qaseidyllic as it often claims to be,
suburbia is a place where traditional conceptaidiscape and land-use delineation become
murky. A person’s physical vantage point of subaiidffects whether it appears as a separate
opposition to the urban city or to undeveloped eiitess, or as a middle-ground appendage to
both. Standing apart, utilizing the faraway, ovemsg view of a removed tower or mountaintop
or airplane, the suburbs appear physically dis@amct culturally uniform, an artificial “feature”
encoded into the land and inscribed by bordeirs.dhly from the view from within that their
eclecticism and their true status as the murky theiegground” between landscape categories,
such as city and wilderness, become realized. ©gictision to shoot the landscapes and

interiors of Valencia in a narrative style underssathe voyeuristic intimacy, constantly foiling
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the expectations afforded by visual distance—co®scy, demarcation, and clarity—with the

messiness of its lived reality.

Landscape art in general often treats place apctolts distancing vantage point “is to
be carried away by the city’s hold. One’s bodyadanger crisscrossed by the streets that bind
and re-bind it following some law of their own..It places him at a distance. It changes an
enchanting world into a text. Just to be this sg@ioint creates the fiction of knowledge . . . that
transforms the city’s complexity into readabilit§*It is also in contrast to how landscape
photography, and specifically in its treatment 6f-2entury suburbia, handles place.
Photography has been influential in shaping theucailideation of suburbia. It supplied a visual
expression to the developing scholarly narratiireparticular because it offered the only way of
actually seeing sprawl, as the aerial view or distawer perspective is generally exclusive to
photography. Suburbia manages to compass bothttak @f sprawl as infinite and endlessness
and the pitfall of residential exceptionalism asdating grounds for racial and class exclusion,
becoming somehow about infinite excess and conemiat the same time. Photography
enables this conceptual dissonance because itapdre suburbia’s borders with the absence of
the horizon—the horizon being a key feature thstimjuishes definitive place from boundless

space—through the use of aerial perspecfite.

Suburbia’s borders (and its sprawl), for example,usually only visible through aerial
photographs. Photographers have thus used thé stesiato their advantage in order to criticize

sprawl. Both William Garnett’'s photographs of Lak®a, California and Ed Ruscha’s series

143 Michel de Certeau “Practices of Space,0n Signsed. Marshall Blonsky (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1985),122-4.

144 Casey, 419.
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Parking Lotsshow the rigid and relentless homogeneity of soduisprawl—it is endless in
Garnett’'s work and enclosed in Ruscha’s, but nbeéts pushed to the point of abstraction via
the bird’s-eye view. The distant perspective thermalpplies a visual counterpoint to the
distended and inanimate abstract way one f@@lyn huge parking lots and identical
neighborhood streets of planned communities. Q#merscape photographers, such as Robert
Adams and Matthew Moore, have also examined subadan encroachment on the American
frontier. Adams’ treatment of Denver, Colorado eaghes the contrast between the clean-lined
houses and their mountainous backdrops; Moore pesdimages of planned developments in
their otherwise incongruous surroundings, suchliaage (2007), which shows the outlines of

future houses within a desert-like expanse.

Despite the fact that few of them contain peoplgie@® Master Planphotographs almost
all read like portraits or “landscape-portraits”tefially, portraits of the landscape. This
particular photographic approach in turn lends gla&ind of subjectivity, as if Valencia itself is
not merely a setting, but also an identity withtbubxpressive qualities and a kind of manner of
being. To this endylaster Plannever allows the presence of specific place tootiresinto
abstract space; or, more simply put, Opie portkéaiencia in a series of portraits that become
the collected expression of Valencia as a neighdmmithin contrast to Garnett's photographs of

Lakewood, which convert the development into a loibess spatial concept.

WHO INHABITS WHOM: HOUSES

Although the photojournalistic or collaged narratewrangement daster Planwould

reappear almost fifteen years later in Opie’s placnd Around Homeseries she produced in
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between demonstrated a turn towards systematicalamm. It is significant that these series
include the portrait works Opie is the most famfrsas well as the Los Angeles-focused
landscapes that are the subject of this dissentdi@ewaysMini-malls, andHouseg1995-6).
It is also significant that there was such a céeathetic break between Opie’s visionNtaster
Planand the turn to stylistic repetition that wouldléaV with her next serieeing and Having
(1991), especially considering tidaster Planveritably concluded Opie’s scholarship and
Being and Havindperalded the beginning of her professional carBee.shift is particularly
evident in comparing Opie’s treatment of domegt@ce during the nineties via the series
Houseso how she had handled the subject\Miaster Plan ForHouses Opie roamed the
affluent Los Angeles neighborhoods of Beverly Haled Bel-Air and took photographs of
individual facades from the street. The picturessamilar toMini-mallsin composition or to the
Plans photographs froriMaster Planin that they use a dispassionate frontal view.yTdre also
full-color and Opie shot them all in similar weatlse that the tone and lighting are similar

image to image.

AlthoughHousesandMaster Planhave little in common in terms of their formal
attributes, they correspond in terms of their sciapeatter: Beverly Hills and Bel-Air are not
specifically planned development communities likedéhcia, but they are specifically residential
enclaves within the larger city and designed whi suburban template in mind in that they are

not really integrated into the cit§® The design for living for both Beverly Hills ancBAir is

1451t is inaccurate to imply Beverly Hills and Bel+Aiere not planned developments—both areas were
developed by commercial interests—but these eadytieth-century developments were different laterttieth-
century models like Valencia. | make the distinetiecause Beverly Hills and Bel-Air were never deped to be
a cohesive and collective community in the same tlvayValencia was intended. As testament to this,
twentieth-century developments like Valencia aneally property-managed by a single company, requareus
living standards and housing regulations such &emestrictions, pre-approved color palettes kbemal color-
schemes, and bans on laundry lines, and also iecladous monthly community and housing fees fergbneral
upkeep of the neighborhood.
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based on the model of hub-and-spoke suburbanismeaidents must drive to and from houses

to work. This is not, of course, unique for thet iifsLos Angeles, which is often referred to as

the “city of suburbs”; however, the descriptionages the fact that while Los Angeles developed
under the influence of rail development and catweal it also has neighborhoods (Koreatown,
the Rampart, Boyle Heights, southeast Santa Mamdanortheast Pasadena, to name a few) that
are integrated within business districts and conteea more urban model. In fact, in comparison
to a neighborhood like Koreatown, the distance tteéghborhoods like Beverly Hills and Bel-

Air affect becomes even more obvious—and “distamtm’'s not necessarily refer to physical
proximity, as both neighborhoods are close to comiakehubs, but rather to an aesthetic and

psychological distancing affected by their design.

Driving through Bel-Air—and one must drive as thare no sidewalks—can make one
forget they are in one of the largest metropolisdbe world. There are few houses that are
visible from the street and most are bordered bylls and lush greenery (supposedly, Bel-
Air issues the most business licenses for gardethiag anything else). The famous Bel-Air
gates, a combination of white stone supports amdstwry arched wrought iron doors, herald the
entrance to Old East Bel-Air off of Sunset Boulekaignificantly, these gates, which are open
year-round, have no guard houses, and are onlyeaparticular entrance to the neighborhood
(as opposed to the myriad of other ways one cagsaddel-Air), do not offer actual security;
they merely symbolize it. Most parts of Beverlylblilparticularly the enclaves in the hills above
Sunset have the same large estates, hidden soneehdtend walls and hedges, on streets that
often lack sidewalks. It is the sort of communieatdistancing of the built environment—the
large residences, long driveways and huge setbdeksery wide streets, and the variety of

security features (some inconspicuous like secgsdtyeras and some obvious like neighborhood
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watch signs)—that create the sense of suburbiadmis series of downsized fortresses. There is
also a different feel about the relatively smalinsige used to announce both neighborhoods than
the huge hillside sign for Valencia. Both neighlmwtis have small street signs (Beverly Hill's
brown shield is more well-known, but Bel-Air alsasha black sign in front of the gates with
lettering in white neon), features that are nojuriamong suburban developments (many of
which plaster community titles across entrance syajlet seem more like they are putting

visitors ‘on notice’ they are entering particulaeas. They are less like advertisements, less

welcoming, and more like boundary warnings.

PORTRAIT OF ADOMICILE

There are two dominant ways to rdaduses One is a sociocultural or geocultural
examination that aligns with landscape and howdaapes are typically read; the other is a
metaphorical and more psychological or emotionakeptualization that aligns more closely
with portraiture. The more common assessmentvattsn the conceptual coordinates normally
reserved for landscape, which analyzes the imagasepresentation of geographical politics.
This approach notes how the titles call out twodasly wealthy neighborhoods as a way of
introducing the subject of class inequity. It ivaory that understand#ousesas an indictment
of urban space as divided and detached, the emleotioh what geographical philosopher Henri
Lefebvre referred to as “capitalist space,” orghistematic division of land according to a

hierarchy of ownership, the result of which istaigiion in which there is no community, but
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only an artificial grid to divide those who haveddrom those who have le¥€House #9, Bel-
Air (1995) is a clear example of this, with its coasted architectural symmetry, bright white
stucco, and potted tropical palms contrasting #ektirop of bucolic hillside behind it. The
gridded driveway itself conjures up the notion efébvre’s grid, comprised of privately-owned
lots—a conceptual geometry overlaid onto natunabgwaphy. The evident critique in this
portrayal of the residences, as also articulateddgbvre, is that it produces a capitalist
socialization in which everyone is obsessed witlenghthey are in the hierarchy, which in turn
produces competition and hostility between citiz€dgie’s photographs illustrate that
apparently, living large also requires living inlgtion and paranoia. Capitalist space, as
Lefebvre theorized, thereby erodes community, skiah“the public life around which a
community forms has withered amid an overdetermuatesire for privacy, with the result that

the homes within the neighborhood are little mbwamntisolated domains®

The suggestion of Opie’s (and the viewers’) emati@iienation as an outsider to the
neighborhoods is not merely a matter of proxiniitys not, in itself, Opie’s physical position
behind the gates, but rather the fact that shakiag pictures of the houses from the street that
creates a sense of unease. The tension arisedonoréne fact that the residences convey tacit
suspicion of the street and that the streets theesseponsor little community activity. The
relationship between the outsider (Opie), the ms{the house), and the environment (the
sidewalk or street) are forged via a relationalatiegion that is culturally encoded and spatially

expressed. The normal equilibrium between the eesiels of Beverly Hills and Bel-Air and their

18 Henri LefebvreThe Production of Spag#ans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (Malden, MA:
Blackwell Publishing, 1991): 229-291.

147 Trotman, “Houses,” itCatherine Opie: American Photograph®s.
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streets is one of physical separation. All of Heusesare recessed from the streets, using huge
driveways reminiscent of castle moats. The drivesaayd carports also allude to the supremacy
of the automobile in Los Angeles and reaffirm tlegghborhoods’ streets as thoroughfares for
private cars, a characterization that obscuresttieets’ actual status as municipal property and
in turn, as access ways for the public. The untdegepervades the series arises out of the fact
that Opie’s presence on the street and her adtatbgraphing the houses, despite her holding

the legal right to do both, is, at least for thesehborhoods, a form of cultural transgression.

The houses that Opie selected for the series nrigment this type of broad
socioeconomic critique. The residences are in seays typical of the neighborhoods—they are
large, with details that suggest wealth (custorhiggctural features and design details applied to
otherwise utilitarian and mundane attributes, saglobblestoned carports, fanciful mailboxes,
and windows for attic crawl-spaces), and they aisipe like mausoleums—but within isolated
images, they are interesting specimens, combinsgeate design elements in a way that is
almost comical in their mishmash whole. Despitefgioe that the houses are so manicured, they
are also rather kitsch: ionic columns supportirigh@d metal-seamed roofs, seventies white-iron
filigree gates in front of modernist boxes, onengtwouses sporting mansard roofs. During a
2007 lecture at photo l.a., Opie said that shethadght of the residences comprising her series
Housesas similar to people’s faces, such that the hapbazambination of architectural features
were like the hodgepodge nature of a person’sdadehis or her fashionable ‘decoration’ of it—
that much like a person’s face changed over tintake on vestiges of past experiences, so too

would the exterior of a private home. She addetlttteanotion of an architectural facade was
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similar to the notion of a person, such that them@n exterior presentation that protects and hides

the inaccessible interior lifg®

The explanation, and the exchange of one ‘facamteariother, is more clumsy than
clever, and a relatively unsophisticated metaplabdescription from an artist who is usually
more articulate. The association of facade to foenceptually thin when taken literally;
however, it does suggest that Opie’s intent Witluseswvas to align a subject most often
associated with landscape, with portraiture. If&pcomments that argue the houses are
metaphors for the human face are returned to swdsion, then the themes of identity,
personhood, and self-determination—all conceptmably reserved for Opie’s
contemporaneous portrait series—have a more eakmisitionship with her landscape series as
well. It is also not solely Opie’s comments thag@est this comparison, but it is also evident in
the formal construction of thdousegphotographs, which look more like portraits of the
residences as if they were people, rather thamgetbr environments. The strict frontal gaze,
the emphasis on architectural facade as if it wgoablic face, and the eerie sense of each house
asserting its own presence contribute to the pratwe assertion dflousesplace is an entity,
rather than a location. It also refers to broadeas about the complexities of subjectivity, or

between interiority versus exteriority as expregbedugh the articulation of domestic space.

FACE AND FACADE

One thing that Opie’s explanation brings to lighhow heavily focuseHousess on

148 Catherine Opie, (lecture, photo l.a., Santa Mor@A, January 11, 2009).
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facade. Despite the fact that it shares the saromtanic look, the same formal rigidity, and the
same emptiness &eewaysandMini-malls, it is also the ‘flattest’ of her landscape seriEse
frontal angle emphasizes each residence as ddla¢ pversus the extension of space to fill the
lot behind it. If anything, there is some recessbspace irfront of each house, created by the
distance of big lawns, carports, and porticos,dwain that recession is disrupted by the fact that
most of the residences have features that in soayecreate a flat plane in front of the facade.
The most obvious of these are large gates, eviddhbuse #3, Beverly Hill&1995), which not
only flatten the picture plane, but also createstese of facade in front of facade, or a stacking
of surfaces. Not every shot in the series has thates, but many of them do have more subtle
allusions to planar barriers, like the row of indival shrubs iHouse #2, Bel-Aif1995) and the
portico and columns that frame the door$lofise #9, Bel-Aif1995). It is also quite obvious
that Opie chose the subjects Bousesdased on their appeal to security. The huge faike
doors, the gates, and occasional intercom padsalami system lawn signs, all call attention to
the households’ desire for personal privacy, bs #he overall separateness of the
neighborhoods. The emphasis on the ‘face’ of eacisdy, in addition to their security features
that keep the domestic world separate from theipshbieet, enacts Opie’s metaphor of a house

as the geocultural coordinate for identity’s inbeféxterior binary.

As an entity, icon, or portrait, a house assunEments associated with personhood,
such that the facade becomes a permeable bartweedre exterior and interior. The exterior
performs and disseminates certain social constrasalth, formality, discretion, cleanliness,
whiteness—while it also encloses an interior saagtthat is the respite of private life: a private
life that usually does not completely share invhkies expressed on the exterior. Yet the images

comprisingHousesresent facades almost as exclusive, stand-alditegnwWhile not as flat as
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movie sets, the residences nevertheless deflecttiaih away from their supposed interior lives.

In other words, a typical interpretation would behink of a housing facade as a kind of
membrane, with one side communicating somethinganats and the other securing the interior.
Usually, this characterization influences ironienggarisons between inside and out. Photographs
from Gregory Crewdson’s seri@gneath the Ros¢2003-5) are staged theatrical scenes taken
of domestic interiors, but their pointed use ofaetions through mirrors and windows as a
means of revealing and also mediating the viewstlzérwise hidden angles, as well as the use of
windows as either framing devices or conspicuagfst Isources, typify this critique of suburbia

as a comfortable exterior concealing a turbuletariar. Like Robert Adam<Colorado Springs,
Colorado(1968), such stereotypical constructions of suiaualpply the idea of the self as a
contrast between inner desire and outward seremitye surrounding environs, and the house

becomes metaphor for the modern-day suburban hooratition.

Opie’sHouseshowever, discourages that kind of interpretabbnomparing inside to
outside, or private and public; instead she focasemtion onto the facade in and of itself. The
layering of series of planes stacked one in frémach-other—gates in front of doors, for
example—makes what might be beyond the exteriolswalher unimportant: the viewers’
attention is directed towards the exteriors thewese|The facades, made up of so many of its
owners’ aesthetic whims that both represent thequeadities and tastes of those who live inside
as well as present a certain face to the worldpimecactive and expressive sites. They become a
visible negotiation between public and private. Shber and almost anesthetic stylédolises
as well as the repetitive design of individual pres within the context of a series, is an
approach that is unique within Opie’s domestic sewvshe had shot homey interiors with

lesbian-headed families and couplesDomesticsand used a similar collage style farand

161



Around Homehat she had used fbtaster Plar—but it is not unique within the entire body of
her work. It reappears in the objectifying repetis way she shot many series, landscapes and

portraits alike, in which identity and charactdrperson or of place, is presentational.

Even more significant is the fact that this préagonal character of each house does not
allow the subject to metaphorically engage the waonsof interior versus exterior. Instead, a
negotiation transpires over the exterior as a dee site between those who live within the
walls and those who are outside. Opie’s presentteigseerily invoked throughottouses
specifically because the security features asswenéinwelcome) presence. The resulting
dialogue between Opie as the implied eye and Hgesuis markedly less authoritative on
Opie’s part, than the kind of implicit critique eent in her images of Valencia. It is also more
anesthetic and less personal than the sincerewsidtghotographs she took of her household
for In and Around HomeRather than being the expression of personal tj,dwom Opie’s own
critical distance from domesticity to her adoptadriraditional home-life, the progression and
the differences between styles is likely the dewelent of a discursive strategy. One of the
problems withMaster Planis that the series lends itself to the argumeistain attack on the
suburbs. Such a reading, however, is premised samg#ions regarding “marginalized”
identity. It relies on reducing and essentializigie herself into a butch tattooed lesbian who
must therefore be exclusively and forever outdidedecidedly heteronormative environment of
Valencia—or any other American-family-oriented datiearrangement. It assumes that Opie
critiqgues the suburban ‘norm’ as the disenfranchi€#her,” when such categroies are neither

static nor stable nor oppositional.
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As many feminist scholars have argued, the categiaseparation of “normal” and
“Other” is in itself exclusive and compliant withaalern patriarchy?® In reality, subjectivity is
“constructed around multiple axes of identificatenmd difference” and within postmodern
feminism, there is “a resistance to locating orfestethe centre and to identification of any
sort.”° Tellingly, Opie has rejected such a binary oppasiin interviews. Of her later series
Domesticsshe claimed, “l wanted to create a visual languafgoeople living together, images
about domestic space. | wanted to talk about conitpneand family and not make it into ‘We’re
normal,’ which drives me crazy> Domesticss not a co-opting of heterosexual normalcy and
Master Planis not a tirade against heterosexual normalcy; btytitegies would thereby end up
privileging heteronormative culture as the morahauty. Instead, it is more likely that both
series investigate how identity and social rolesfarmed and reformed within the context of
place, “to show the ways in which gendered, rasgaliand classed identities are fluid and
constituted in place—and therefore in different svaydifferent places™®? This reading also
observes how the unstable nature of suburbia, wharerly investigated beyond its stereotype,
complements the corresponding unstable categadrieermtity. In order to convey the
relationship between social identity and sociateldnowever, the critical opposing perspective
does not work, simply because it is too prescretivhe objectifying gaze of Opietéousegnay

result from the realization that the comprehensiaeative mode she had used Kteister Plan

149 5ee, for example, Doreen Massey’s essay “FleSkldsm,” inSpace, Place and Gendé@12-247, and
Minh-Ha Trinh, “Contton and Iron” fror®ut There: Marginalization and Contemporary CultMew York: The
New Museum of Contemporary Art, 1990), 327-335.

130 Geraldine Pratt and Susan Hanson, “Geography andathstruction of difference@ender, Place &
Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geographl, no. 1 (1994): 6.

151 Catherine Opie, qtd. in Cherry Smyth, “Signaget@enBody,”Diva 52 (September 2000): 11.

152 pratt and Hanson, 6.
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created an argument that positioned her as ther @ffa@nst the norm. Insteadpuses

detachment became the viable mode for expressagtithggle for definition.

IN ANDAROUNDHOME, BUT DOMESTICATED?

Opie would keep the same objective detachment tatnof her work from the 1990s,
and produce taxonomy after taxonomy on a variegubfects. In 2004, however, almost fifteen
years afteMaster Plan she also producdd and Around Homé004-5). The series is not
necessarily a break from her stylistic approactnefl990s, but it is notable within her entire
body of work in that it is the one series that ssadhe same comprehensive collaged approach of
Master Plan Master Planandin and Around Homare unique in embracing a panoply of
image-types that constitute specific series. In, fhe two seriedylaster Planandin and Around

Homeare so similar in concept that it is strange threyreever associated with one-another.

There are, however, some important differenceleir torrespondence. For and
Around HomeOpie took pictures of her neighborhood, home, fandly, creating a
photodocumentary collage of her private life b sieries is not as methodical in its approach as
Master Plan Master Planchronicles and spatializes the experience of Vadeniewers get a
kind of visual tour of the development, from pamoes of Valencia’s surrounding areas, to
housing exteriors, to housing interiors, and fipadl envision the family themselvds.and
Around Homes more hodgepodge and casual. There is no progeasarrative, no provocative
text, no staged portraits. In contrast to the piled stiffness oMaster Plars images, thén

and Around Homehotographs are casual; most invoke the perspemtistesensibility of being
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in the scene, instead of the presentational sfyMaster Plan although it does contain a similar

mixture of exterior shots, interiors, and portraits

In and Around Homes also markedly intimate, as one would expectegithat Opie’s
partner and son appear in the images, but it alsodily more intimate as welBunday Morning
Breakfast(2004), for example, places the viewer at thehidtctable, with plates of half-eaten
eggs in the foreground, looking towards the tablgfaDpie’s son playing with the family dog
framed by the kitchen doorway. The image literailyites the viewer in, and the viewer is
intended to exist imaginatively in Opie’s privafmse. By contrast, interior images frovtaster
Plan are deliberately composed to unsettle the viewaking the viewer more voyeur and
trespasser than gueBlickason Family Interior #21987) not only presents a rather awkward
viewing angle, as the eye-level is low in relatiorthe distance from the chair, but an
uncomfortable one as well. In particular, the sgplagnsion between the wall’'s flathess and its
recession towards the hallway creates a sensecafenas the wall becomes both
confrontational and defensive at the same time.iiflage also places the viewer almost on top
of the chair and maybe a foot away from the wallsemewhat weird location to stand in a
room—while the formal arrangement of the artworl &rniture augment an anxious, uptight
feeling. The differences between the two imagedyirtiat there is a certain sense of
autobiographical development on Opie’s part ashstsecome to inhabit the lifestyle that she

once could only spectate.

The comparison betwe&unday Morning BreakfaandDickason Family Interior #2
demonstrates a rather interesting difference betwes the two series overall present interior
space. With its frequent attention to walls, ofiimets to the point that the walls are somewhat

intrusive, as irDickason Family Interior #2r even the subject of the photograph itself, sasch
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the bulletin board iickason Family Interior #8Master Planseems preoccupied with enclosed
space. This treatment of space is not a likelyiekmonceptual strategy fdvaster Plan but
when compared to the images compridm@gnd Around Homewhich almost always include a
deep recession into space, it becomes obvious@aspositional tendency. The images
comprisingln and Around Homeot only admit spatial recession, but they constioaall
attention to the permeability of the house’s bourada as the viewer’s eye is guided repeatedly
through uninterrupted sightlines through open daysv The way in whicin and Around Home
treats space and the way in which it grants the@ainrestricted access to Opie’s home life
have been interpreted as an invitation to the viewan ‘opening up’ on Opie’s part. It also
appears to augment the changes in Opie’s relatiptsiiomesticity, as evident in compariimg
and Around Homis Oliver in a Tutu(2004) with the portrait of the Dickason family. @3 son
Oliver embodies a jubilant blend of heavily-gendeaétire, wearing a USC football t-shirt with
a pink tutu, a necklace, and crown. He also stanttent of the washing machine, while a
woman sweeps the porch in the background, hightigtihe notion of a laundry as women'’s
work. Oliver is shown three times in and Around Homealways in some form of play. By
contrastthe son irDickason Familysits stiffly in prim clothing, the embodiment of

performance, both of manner and of his gender.

The two boys appear to represent two kinds of dwicigy, one that is formal and
controlled and another that is open and casualifanttajectory between them appears to
represent Opie coming to terms with her own sehs@mesticity or even laying claim to
domestic life. At the same time, that explanationthe correspondences between the two series,
in both their style and subjects, is strangely tisseng because for all dflaster Plars

apparent mannerism and for alllofand Around Homis apparent sincerity, both series
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complicate these qualities. Opie’s pictures ofiiekason family home are not staged and it is
unlikely she asked the Dickasons to wear certaithek; therefore, we are forced to assume that
the Dickasons are, in a paradoxical reversal, atithan their surroundings. The voyeuristic
character of Opie’s photographs for the series lagsghtens this sense of intruding on the
Dickason’s private life, of seeing it without prese. By the same tokeim, and Around Homes
assuredly personal and intimate in its all-access po Opie’s residence, but at the same time,
there is something that challenges that intimaaniphasizing just how accessible Opie is and
in making the visuals stonsciouslyunencumbered. To ignore this compositional stsaiedp
suggest the unlikely interpretation that the cormpresive views that Opie provideslimand
Around Homeare a means of simply attempting the most complietere of her home-life and

family, or the most comprehensive sharing of othe&svgacred space.

WHERE TO BEONE'S SELF

Like any other series in Opie’s body of wohk,and Around Honis images are
constructed images, and the spatial extensioratlmats the viewer to take in progressive spaces
from one end of the house to the next, from extédaonterior spaces and vice-versa, imply that
the shots of home are not necessarily only ab@utehsion between public and private space,
but moreover about transparency. The threshold and Around Homes less of a stable
separation between inside and out. Instead itrigresitional moment, and highlighting its
presence suggests that the series is not so muealireg Opie, but questioning what “private
domesticity” really means, and extent from thatyltiprivate self’ is definedln and Around

Homequestions whether the self a definition in andsélf and what role might spatial context
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play in the remaking of the self. Throughout, glsap of Opie appear, from who she lives with,
to the values she imparts to her child, to whatesite for breakfast, and yet, the single most
unknowable figure, the most slippery concept, igentheless Opie herseNly Studio, Suzanne’s
Work (2005) is a provocative example, because the iraagdehe title imply Opie’s presence,
but it she is impossible to locate—both physicallyiterally, but also metaphorically as well, as
the picture and its title create confusion. Onaipilale explanation is that the room across the
way is Opie’s studio and the artwork on its farM&l'Suzanne’s WorkIn this paradigm,

Opie’s presence and identity is invoked by hestlitdio, as well as her presence as the
photographer. It is not entirely clear from thisaige though, whetheStizanne’s Workeefers to
the artwork or to the photograph itself, especiatipsidering that another piece frémand
Around HomeMe and Nika by Juli€2005), informs the viewer that Julie is the phoamiper

and not Opie—perhaps ‘Suzanne’ is the photographigly Studio, Suzanne’s Workhis is also
to say nothing of the fact that unless someonansliar with Opie’s biography and knows
“Julie” refers to Julie Burleigh, Opie’s partndnetdifferent names make the referents in the title

somewhat difficult to interpret.

In addition, combining “my studio” with “Suzanneigrk,” and “Me” and “by Julie” in
the two works'’ titles hint at confusion regardifng tartist as her own subject and identity as
acting or acted upon. If the studio belongs to Ogien it is interesting that it's Suzanne’s art
that is highlighted for attention. If the entirerffolio is Opie’s product, then to what degree is
the picture of her and the dog Julie’s output® hat clear whether the image of Opie in the
doorway inMe and Nika by Juli&vas serendipitous and Julie took the picture ofhen

volition, or if Julie was directed by Opie to tatke picture who had posed the shot beforehand,
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to say nothing of who completed the editing. Figgrout which one is true is not the point; it is

the confusion between the possibilities that emgkaghe untenable nature of identity.

Regardless of whether the picture was conceptuhleotographed, and edited by Julie
or if Julie simply pressed the shutter-releasejrttage and its caption still inform the viewer
that the authenticity of authorship is to be questd. In her own elision between artist and
subject, Opie thereby becomes the figure that guresteality and representation. As she sits in
the threshold between public and private spacketween outside and inside worlds, Opie also
suggests that she is both the designer of herwsuliogs but also designed by them, just as her
selfhood is constructed as much by the outsidée(3uliew, and ours), as it is an interior
context. Perhaps this is why the views of her hbalkkare so extensive. Perhaps it is an opening
up of the sacred as several critics have arguddt{ seems more invested in overturning a false
contrast between interiority and objectivity, a wdysuggesting that such boundaries are more
tenuous than assumed by creating sightlines teditaral through-and-throughg® Coupled
with the different aspects of domestic work and ttiat affirm Opie’s many roles—wife,
mother, dog-lover, artist, lesbian, homeowner—tlesapositional strategies support the notion
that one’s identity is a matter of proximity andpart constructed by whatever role others

automatically bestow upon that person within a Bjgecrelationship.

At the back of thévle and Nika by Juliealmost invisible in the dark, are the two glowing
eyes of Opie’s second dog, reminding the viewer tt@murkiness in the background is still
constructed space and not an amorphous void, dimfj &s a secondary coordinate to

correspond with Julie, or the viewer, who standshenopposite side of Opie—two ghostlike

153 For the argument th&n and Around Homepens up Opie’s ‘sacred space,” see Jessica Hough,
“Rainbow Kite,” in Catherine Opie1999/In and Around Hom@taly: Graphicom, 2006), 117-121.
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presences that contextualize Opie in the middieand Nika by Julies the only formal portrait
of Opie, but not the only time that she appeatb@nseries. She also appears reflected in a red
Mylar balloon inThe Bloods, MemorigR004), and her shadow appears at the lower ledthan
corner ofNeighborhood Garag€005). Her decision to include these referencd®et presence
in the images dismantles the pretense of objegtant] instead underscores the fact that just as

her gaze bestows a kind of significance to pldue place also supplies definition to her.

The idea of spatial geography constructing andnsirocting the self occurs throughout
In and Around Homewhich, with its collaged record of West Adams éegas, Martin Luther
King Jr. parades, USC football tailgates, sex-affarprotests, memorials for gang bangers and
murals commemorating Pope John-Paul II, presectsramunity that would seem like the
perfect counterpoint to the sanitized isolatioMMaister Plars Valencia. Coupled with the
numerous political elements in the series, sudbm@e’s Polaroid vignettes of current events on
television (a photographic technique that cura¢ssita Hough notes questions veracity in
contemporary news media) and a picture of votindy ath Opie’s open ballotn and Around
Homedoes indicate a certain defiance to the suburbaagsadvertised by planned developments
like Valencia, as well as a reclaiming of the digims for residential communit¥? It can also
be said that the references to the women in Opfe;sSuzanne and her partner Julie, also hint at
Opie’s domestic world as a comfortable covenanvbeh her gay community, her artistic
community, and the typical day-to-day of a nucleanily, another foil to Valencia’'s markedly

narrow—straight, white, wealthy—conceptualizatidrdomesticity.

Given the number of times that Opie has expreseedlieral views in print, it would be

%4 Hough, 120.
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incorrect to argue that Opie does not stand opptustte kind of gender, racial, and class
politics invoked by Valencia, or that and Around Homes her preferred expression of
community in contrast tMaster Plan My argument does not refute the understandir@gmé’s
politics, but instead proposes that beyond thodieiqs there is a calculated and thoughtful
examination of how such external coordinates retatend inform the realities of the inner-self
and of how permeable those ‘boundaries’ are. ldbnse, the transition frawhaster Planto In
and Around Homenay not be a case of a homosexual simply reclaithiagdea of domesticity,
but rather a revision of the concept of selfhooeéradosed and separate interiority and selfhood
that has little separation from external context eslationshipsMaster Planrepresents the first
conceptualization of identity, in which conflict@gars within Opie between derision towards

Valencia’s construct of the American Dream thagetg her, and desire for the very same.

On the wall inDickason Family Interior #21987) is a framed reproduction of Andrew
Wyeth’sChristina’s World The image-upon-image quietly, yet powerfully dés to Opie’s
central conflict between ‘aberrant’ identity aspgifor the heteronormative American Dream.
Wyeth'’s protagonist, who in real life had been meddy Wyeth’s paraplegic neighbor, stands
in for Opie herself, banished from the homestead ehigmatic pose suggesting either yearning
or loathing or both, locked together in paralyHfiss an image that suggests Opie’s
conceptualization of her identity as conflict beénener sexual identity and the social norm. This
view is perhaps reformed Dhristmas West Adan(2004), a shot taken out the window from
inside Opie’s home. The interior is darkened, davdights on a Christmas tree, and the only
thing that the viewer can make out is the outsidddwof the neighborhood street, framed
through a large picture-window. In front of the daw is a rainbow banner, emblazoned with

the words “SAY NO To the Bush Agenda,” its lettgrimackwards to the viewer’s perspective as
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it is meant as a statement to passer-bys. Sexuaditynally the purview of the private sphere, is
provocatively on display, literally written on theuse, a possible metaphor for the way in which
homosexuality tends to define a person from theideatin.Christmas West Adanis not a form

of redemption in the sense that although it impdressharmonious union of disparate elements
(homosexuality, Christianity, privacy, publicity),does not simply ‘prove’ Opie’s integration

into her domestic role, so much as it seems toqe®phat for Opie, there is a lack of distinction
between the foundations of external expressionraednal self. It is an image that demonstrates
how the very idea of such boundaries is perhap$saliood, foit is the outside that is visible in
the image, and the outside that supplies the nagegsual context to a dark and shadowy

interior; yet it is also the opaque interior thanhes and contextualizes the outside in turn.

The complicated relationship that defines iderfotyOpie are expressed throughout
these examinations of domestic space, provocatatdlyast as much or more than they are
expressed through portraiture, the traditional dorf@ questions of identity. The seemingly
disparate concepts appear to have been separatgliout Opie’s work, particularly throughout
the 1990s, in which landscapes are kept whollyrdishot just in subject matter but also tone
and character, from portraits; however, Opie’stiehship to domesticity as a reoccurring theme
throughout her body of work sheds light on the wawyhich space has a fundamental
connection to identity. Such connections will belexed in the next and final chapter that
endeavors to explain how Opie’s seemingly sepalia¢etions between landscapes and portraits

are actually an integrated project in which idgnista coordinate of geocultural space.
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Chapter 4

Places Without People and People Without Place

INTRODUCTION. A MATTER OFFRAMING

This dissertation has concentrated on the chardgfigitions and importance of space
and place, and thus, analyses has focused on @&tl@pie’s landscape photography. Although
it is logical and certainly more strategic to coefithe terms of discussion to only those series
that adopt place as their subjects, doing so asmits a glaring omission of what have become
iconic images within Opie’s oeuvre—her portraits-g-apecifically, portraits that comprise
three significant and defining series for O@eing and Having1991),Portraits (1993-1997),
andSelf-Portraits(1993-2004). This chapter introduces Opie’s treatnoé people to the
discussion, but with a particular analytical fragnof examining portrait works in conversation
with landscape. Produced alongside most of theepdades discussed in earlier chapters (with
exception to Opie’s MFA thesiaster Plarn, Opie’s portrait series, which are overtly pali
in their explorations of gay identity and gendeers opposed to, or at least dissociative of, her
relatively cool and prosaic landscapes: comparegxample, any of the photographs comprising
Freewaysor Mini-malls to those comprising her portrait series, such asgtashy Technicolor
and poster-sized image of tattodedn Athey1994) or the brash expression of sexuality and
violence in Opie’sSelf-Portrait, Perver{1994). My primary goal here is not necessariljoto
an already well-established body of literature degido Opie’s portraits, but to explore the

works in context and to answer the question of waimat of two seemingly divergent directions
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that Opie undertook throughout the 1990s, a prguattan with place, has to do with the other, a

preoccupation with the body, sexuality, and idgntit

It is my argument that the seemingly dissonantdaade and portrait series Opie
produced during the 1990s do, in fact, share sammespondence. | propose that they
collectively offer a decade-long study of the waysvhich identity is spatially constructed, and
that her awareness of this phenomenon stems freindhto negotiate between several
coordinates of her own identity as a gay woman.|&Jhis in some sense obvious to describe
identity as adaptive to one’s surrounds, or théefitity means different things in different places
and time . . . [and that] geography is at the hefittis process; identities get hardened and
rigidified in part because social life takes platand through spacé the statement only
appears obvious because the idea of ‘spatiallytnacted identity’ is often misinterpreted as
referring to how subjectivity shifts in behaviorexpression. In fact, my term ‘spatially-
constructed identity’ refers to the collapse of shibjectivity as defined by a distinction between
subject/object and a reinstatement of the “livioglyy being at once ‘subjeand ‘object’,” as
Henri Lefebvre puts it>® The role of space in this paradigm is to mediateradless interaction
between inside and outside (or between subject®bjedts), such that “we may say that every
spatial envelope implies a barrier between insie@ut, but that this barrier is always relative
and, in the case of membranes, always permeablie spatio-temporal reality of [the] body . .
. is neither substance, nor entity, nor mechanienflux, nor closed systent™ In other words,

who we are is synonymous with where we are.

155 pratt and Hanson, 6.
156 | efebvre, 406. My emphasis.
57 bid., 176, 196.
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For all the critical interest Opie’s photographeries have inspired—both portraits and
landscape—it is somewhat remarkable that the agtgafetoric maintains a conceptual divide
between her two primary interests of people andgdaln cases when Opie’s work has been
displayed as a retrospective (as opposed to saagies), the series are usually discussed
chronologically—an approach that is certainly mappropriate, but nevertheless implies that
each series was produced outside the context ef e#ries. This is not to argue that Opie
intended her projects to rely upon one anothecdntext or to have an explicit dialogue because
each of her series was certainly conceived asaependent project and all of them function as
unique and complete narratives in and of themselves however, to suggest that in
perpetuating a chronological framing for Opie’s Wsrcritical rhetoric has overlooked the
possibilities engendered by two basic details. Srike fact that while Opie’s landscape and
portrait series throughout the 1990s can be orgdrchronologically by completion date, they
actually overlap in terms of production. The secand more significant oversight dismisses the

formal consistency pervading Opie’s major workshaf 1990s.

Regardless of whether her series are comprisedrafs or landscapes, and despite the
relative changes in tone (the dispassion and syluféher landscapes versus the intimacy and
political assertiveness of her portraits), Opieteke of the 1990s are rigidly serial; each seses i
comprised of images that are identically sizedpwl, composed, and 1it® Rather than

continuing the trend of considering each serieseitiusion, the time has come to look at a

138 A mild exception isPortraits, which employs three different sizes and dispkiiters in different
positions with slightly different framings—some dod-body, life-sized portraits and others are tsus ¥4-torso
views; most subjects stare directly at the cantaranot all of them do, and there are a few thataio two people
rather than one. Nevertheless, the overall “lodkPortraits is intentionally cohesive, with all of its sitters
decontextualized and posed in front of brightlyeret backgrounds.
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specific period, roughly 1990-1999, in which Opie/srks share an explicit taxonomy, as a
distinct movement within her career. Doing so nayanvites rich philosophical considerations
regarding the connection between identity and placealso acknowledges Opie’s taxonomic
stylistic approach as a conceptual and criticaldaand not just the expression or development
of a personal style. Applying this new framing tpi®s work that explores the 1990s as one
conceptual period within her entire body of workhesizes the relationship between place and

identity.

In 2003, roughly fifteen years after completiMgster Plan Opie described her work as
an ongoing practice in “disturbing the devices #wtiety imposes on variant communities to
keep them ‘ghettoized’ by class, race, sexuality gender. It's important that my work be
seductive as a visual language, as | want to Keepiewer engagedhis allows for multiple
readings which challenge the viewers to consideh lpeople and space in their various

complexities.*>

My emphasis here is to underscore Opie’s expbaiing of people and place

as connected constructs, as well as her rejectidaterminancy. Instead, Opie proposes
conceptual fluidity, inviting a multiplicity of relngs from viewers regarding the ‘varied
complexities’ of her subjects. Accordingly, Opi@artrait works repeatedly challenge
categorization: the sitters Bortraits contest traditional gender roles (there are diseet

portraits within the series that document one silgdemale-to-male sexual reassignment), and
her fresh body carvings in bo8elf-Portrait (Cutting, 1993 andPervert 1994) are inflamed and

bleed, emphasizing tattoo as an act of alteratietead of its categorical permanence. The

carving inPervertis shown faded in the last pictufdyrsing 2004), added ten years later, to

159 catherine Opie, qtd. in “Herb Alpert Award in tAets.”
http://herbalpertawards.org/artist/2003/catheripedaccessed August 18, 2011). My emphasis.
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emphasize the tension between permanence and giderthandscape series also allude to
change and transformation, but use an oppositeteffeese present space and place as frozen in
time or outside of time, like archeological evidemf a past civilization, and it is the viewer’s

presence that activates a realization of tempdssmuce

The portraits present people in flux; the landssgpesent locations in stasis, but in
viewing the portraits, one is as aware of eacbkrstfidelity to some sense of true being despite
his or her noncomformity, and in viewing the larases, one is aware of the fact that
settlements are never really ‘settled,” no mattew lenduring they appear. There is a kind of
correspondent mirroring between Opie’s portraitd mdscapes that can be summarized as an
intentional confusion between incongruous notidingt of constancy versus instability, or
essence versus fluidity. The disagreement betweemterms is often condensed into a
challenge to the philosophical construction of €sietn models, in which there is an
internal/external conception of personhood or the€3ian self as distinct from the surrounding
world. The problem with the Cartesian self, ascattited by many poststructuralist scholars, is
that it assumes a stable and central subjectivityrald which things revolve. As Judith Butler
famously revealed, gender itself is a “stylization a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid
regulatory framework that congeal over time to piclthe appearance of substance, of a natural

sort of being” that is based upon the supposediyrsecriteria of biology®*

Opie’s sexuality thus becomes a factor in this gtigation, as she represents not only

10 The phrase “temporal distance” comes from Rosairaiiss in a summary of Roland Barthes’
discussion regarding the unique time-paradox thatqgraphy presents. See Krauss, “Notes on theiiBkventies
Art in America, Part 2,” 65.

161 Judith Butler Gender TroubleLondon: Routledge, 1990: 33.
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conceptual identity but also bodily materialityasnprised of opposing tensions. Opie’s sense
of self is both fixed, in that her homosexualityiled—an unchanging and essential identifying
feature—Dbut also fluid, as the realization of séxuaference and her engagement with the
categories of sexuality and gender produces auiredtselfhood that interacts with community,
environment, and ego differently, on an ever-chaggionditional basis. To return to my earlier
adage thatvhois synonymous withvhere it is not as simple as saying Opie is gay and her
expression of her sexuality is contingent upon wlstre is, or that ‘stasis’ is the Cartesian self
and ‘flux’ refers to its expression. Instead, ‘itign (and ‘gayness’ in Opie’s works) only seem
like essentialist cores in a purely intellectuahtext; the reality of either concept is created and
recreated exclusively via interaction with the algsvorld and is only knowable or recognizable
through the senses. The awareness that one isomi@male, young or old, gay or straight,
emerges from sensory social context: how one isdd@t, or spoken to, for example. As the
senses are what interact with our environs, th&@nms are in turn what form the reality of our
identities, creating definition through relationmslaxperience. As the environmental context
continuously changes, so too do the coordinatédentity; hence identity is a conditional

consequence of space and place.

These observations in turn propose that the egjoresf a disjointed sense of self is
informed by Opie’s marginalized gender and sexyalihis chapter thereby utilizes a diverse
selection of socioeconomic, gender, and place tbg®cand integrates foundational ideas posited
by a variety of scholars. Henri Lefebvre in pardgiserves as the theoretical grounding for this
chapter, and much of my analysis is premised spalif on observations he makesTihe
Production of Spac€l974; 1991, in English), each one contributinggaentral principle: that

space is socially constructed and therefore coctstthe social. As a sociologically-minded
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philosopher, Lefebvre’s writings therefore oftemoke collective subjects and actors, such as
“the city,” “capitalist society,” and “urbanity.” fiis invocation of the collective also aligns
Lefebvre well with similarly sociologically-focusendtellectuals such as Edward Soja, but
perhaps not as neatly or at least as immediatalgfarence to those who emphasize the role of
personal agency in their writings, such as belldseeor to Catherine Opie’s portraits and her
markedly more subjective and personal lens. Witlsibroadminded macro-views, howevEhe
Production of Spacdoes intermittentlyeturn to the individual and to the more intimaftees

of spatiality—notably, Lefebvre invokes the indivad body. In addition, whild@he Production

of Spacks endeavor to expose a vast and invisible spatiaésyas the result of recapitulating
cultural hegemonies might sound more hyperbolia tiesolutionary in today’s cultural climate,
its core observation—that the symbiotic complitigtween social space and societal power
structures keeps such hierarchies hidden and funtire presents them as natural or inevitable—

has dramatic implications in Opie’s work.

Lefebvre’s arguments, however, are proposed agtsdl, thereby suffering from
patriarchal and heterosexual blindness—which igmetiggest overt sexism, so much as to
point out that his theories are simply not as usaftelation to direct considerations of gender
and of homosexuality. Therefore, my analysis agdies on theories put forth by feminist
scholars, namely bell hooks and Doreen Masseyjrtetiectuals who have maintained a spatial
focus in their focus on gender and identity. Theoagtion is not arbitrary either: Massey was
influenced by Lefebvre and references his workdndwn, and although hooks has not

mentioned Lefebvre directly, she is certainly vdrsehis theories and her writings invoke a
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spatial awareness that has been observed to cqrmeetfully to Lefebvrian concept&? These
scholars have collectively made groundbreakingogbibhical inquiries into the field of space

and place theory, specifically in spatially-constad identity and politics. Finally, my analysis
borrows from Rosalind Krauss in order to discugsube and effects of taxonomy in
photography, as well as the complicated relatignbletween the photograph and its subject, and
the photographic image’s assumed veracity. Opiebbas quite specific about her interest in
documentary photography, or to put it more aptiythie photograph-as-document. Krauss’
observations about the complex and problematicnaggans regarding the photograph’s
‘veracity’ are useful in probing Opie’s relationgtib the camera and how the artist engages with

the expectations and opportunities of the medium.

This chapter first discusses matters of stylelation to how taxonomic formalism is a
particularly useful approach to contemporary phpgy, with respect to distinct conceptual
issues that are specific to the medium. The sesention uses Lefebvre’s theories on space in
conjunction with Krauss’ writings on photographyarder to explain how the objectifying
character of the serial image offers a benefiealglate for demonstrating how identity is
neither absolute nor coherent, or ever truly kndeiabhe last half of this chapter, comprising
three sections, then turns to Opie’s portraitur@ilg\Vit acknowledges and discusses the identity
and sexual politics of Opie’s human subjects, itaamtrates on examining portraits more or less
spatially. This includes centering analysis onlihekgrounds, rather than the sitters, but also the
kind of vision that these portraits require of treidiences. Opie’s photographs disturb certain

assumptions as to how one views portraiture, ergatnages that resist identification or

182 Edward Soja makes connections between hooks dethire. He also describes a personal conversation
with hooks in which she talked about Lefebvre’duafce on her writings. See Sojdirdspace: Journeys to Los
Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Pladér!-5.
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labeling; at the same time, they balance the poesehpeople with the presencesplace by

making the brightly-colored grounds an active—rathan passive—feature of the images. The
subjects oPortraits defy categorization and labeling, a quality thateOgxploits through her
treatment of space (or lack thereof, as is the watbePortraits). In contrast to much of the
criticism that has heavily prioritized the persatiesd of the sitters as members of Opie’s LGBT
community, | argue that space, and other critefrfaronal design, is just as important and
constructive in the examination of identity as $itéers themselves, despite their gender-bending
appearances. This last section thereby offers gleonent to the first three chapters, which have

focused exclusively on landscape, supplying theptewithout place” component of the title.

NON-CATEGORICAL CATEGORIZING

There is a little-known series Opie completedradftaster Planand after graduating
from CalArts in 1990 called Long Way From ParisThis series documents the struggle in
Opie’s then-neighborhood MacArthur Park betweersg@neation, destruction, and gentrification.
The imagery combines photography with mixed measaQOpie often photographed houses that
had been burned for insurance money and madedhptyy combining them with panels
containing varied objects and clothing from the aitge. With the addition of a “Raymond
Chandler-esque text& Long Way From Parisontinues the same kind of reliance on narrative

thatMaster Plandoes, but with one important developmemaster Planwas done in 200
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photographs—this was done in five with a teXf Opie’s statement hints at the fact that
following Master Plan her series would become tighter and more refiaethracing a pared-
down formalism and rigid serialism. The pointecerefice to “a text” as part of the work also
reveals Opie’s awareness of the effect of captgpamimage, and in turn suggesting that the
lack of long-form statements or captioning in h@rkvsince then is a conscious choice, as is the
way she chooses to capitalize on one wayisssttnventionally used for artworks: the title.
Throughout Opie’s entire body of work, but partamly regarding works she produced
throughout the 1990s, these formal attributes becthra dominant discursive mode. It is
therefore relevant and necessary to explore tleetsfbf serialization, taxonomy, and captioning
in reference specifically to photography and theigalar challenges and theoretical

assumptions about the media.

The unifying theme that informs Opie’s work of D89for portraits and landscapes alike,
is a resistance to categorization. In the casepophbrtrait work, this resistance is generally
understood in terms of her personal relationship e sitters, such that the subjects in the
photographs are individuated beyond their LGBTustaln addition, most of Opie’s sitters,
including herself, are people that defy traditiopahder categories: some are undergoing gender
reassignment, some perform gender, and some agpeargynous. These manipulations of such
gender categories are also a collective challemgieet concept that gender is natural at all.
Having said that, the repetition of form within theries and the fact that each image
aesthetically mimics the next, has a way of defigetihe attempts to individuate subjects as well.

Opie’s portraits of the 1990s honor their subjéatspersonal friends of Opie) with great

183 Opie, qtd. in “Documenting Communities: An Intewi With Catherine Opie,” frorhos Angeles, I'm
Yours Interview: Kyle Fitzpatrick, posted July 9, 20@®tp://www.laimyours.com/21858/documenting-
communities-an-interview-with-catherine-opie/).
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sincerity, but employ a presentational style teatanstructed, and at times even mannered.
Despite the fact that each sitter is honored dadixidual, pictorially one is still somehow

interchangeable with the next.

The literature thus far has been resistant toabservation and is still committed to the
idea that Opie’s portraits, because they are afdieand her community, because they are so
reverent, and because the sitters happen to be LB®@i these series must be about celebrating
individuality and nonconformity. To say that onetpait—or one person—is ‘interchangeable
with the next’ does not sound in the spirit of Opi@ork and dismissive of those depicted, as if
to corral them back into stereotype. However, winelividuality is made to be the centerpiece
of Opie’s work, its serial style, particularly ing case oPortraits, is either excised from

discussion entirely or subjected to contorted tixeor

Opie’s sitters in th@ortraits . . . are a delightfully motley crew, and the
defining accouterments and variety of shots pellfeterogeneity
despite the rigid parameters of the series. Motirsg, the range of
color backgrounds (crimson, hot orange, celestiad,dime green,

violet) refuses the repetitive consistency of §pmdal bland studio
backdrop, arguing that each subject is still aividdal, even though a
member of the tribe. It is as if Opie’s friendsgmdified by name in each
photograph’s title, radiate their own color aut&s.

Jennifer Blessing'’s allusions to new-age metapfdifeerent temperaments yielding different
colored *auras’) provides an interpretation thdaisciful, unreasoned, and ultimately, a bit
arbitrary, considering that if the colored backgrds are meant to keep each person distinct,

then why would the same color be used for seveffareint people? That is not to say that

Blessing’s description is wrong—she is correct thate is a sense of diversity within a shared

164 Blessing, 13.
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collectivism in the series—but that it is perhajisased one, and tentatively considerate of
decades of LGBT individuals fighting to be defifgdsingular character and not their sexuality,
and of the resistance within LGBT communities tmmbeypecast as all one “type.” Politically,
the assertion that perhaps Opie’s photographielsetb more to elide the differences between

each person rather than distinguish between theitegnsome thorny discussion.

Aesthetically, however, the uniformity and repetitare fundamental aspects of Opie’s
work and to analyze her photographs without takimggr serial composition into account is to
ignore the obvious. Even to observe, as Blessimg dbe fact thaortraits undertakes a
“variety of shots” is somewhat of a manipulatiortled stylistic intent. It is true th&ortraits
observes variances within the series. There ardalifferent sizes used—a large full-scale size at
60 by 30 inches, and a smaller size at 20 by 16eisie-and sitters are shown both full-body and
bust, and seated and standing. Most look direttilgeacamera, but a few do not. There is also a
seriesMike and Sky1993), of three images of the same couple andnhgimages irPortraits
in which there are two individuals in the same imagQn the whole, however, the series works as
a cohesive whole and these variances operate nikectiné variances withiRreewaysin which
wide-angle landscapes were juxtaposed with imafjdgedreeways in close-up—which is to say
that the variations of individual images do notrsde be as important as the series’ regimented

character overall.

More to the point is the fact thRbrtraitsis one among five other major series produced
during the same decade that are heavily orderdtetpoint that the aesthetic vision seems
mechanical rather than artistic. This has alreasBnlshown to be evident in Opie’s landscapes;
it is also true of Opie’s portraits. The first pait series Opie completeBeing and Having

(1990-1991) is one such example, as its imageageitihe same perspective, composition,
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design, and size. To argue that the minor libertid2ortraits have some significant meaning is
to suggest thad®ortraitsis an outlier to the overwhelmingly predominant aeuwof the period.
Instead, it is more likely th&ortraits engages with similar conceptual strategies asdhess
that were produced concurrently with it and likesyihus share in a similar design aesthetic.
Opie’s photographs of the period appear objectgaf they were taken by property surveyors
(if landscapes) or yearbook photographers (if pitd}, and oftentimes this primary look of
objectivity acts as opposition to the more sulileches of artistry and authorship, whether it is
an unlikely angle in shooting a freeway, or thesel@ropping of the women Being and

Having or the choice of colors iRortraits. It is the tension between these two polarities that
characterizes much of Opie’s work, and in ordeurtdertake an analysis of that tension,
attention to the photographs’ rigid formalism miostequal to the attention bestowed onto their

individual subjects.

THE PARADOX OF BEING ANDHAVING. A CASE-STUDY OF SERIAL PORTRAITS

It is far more productive to consider how Opie egggawith repetition in her work and to
guestion why the serial format would be the comjpwsal choice for portraiture. The question is
especially provocative considering that portraitasea genre is usually assumed to be a record or
study of individual subjectivity, and that photoghg as a medium also generally assumes the
comprehension and meaning of truth. When combitede two aspects of both genre and
medium tend to imply individualism by default ireteense that the photographic image of a
person is considered a representation of who theyirecluding all the slippery problems imbued

in the very phrase “who they are.” Opie uses astiylconstruction that upsets and defies these
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presumptions of both medium and genre, but notusecahe really wants to answer the question
of who someoneeally is, but rather because she wants to representtnecas of being itself,

in which case, the question of who someone is, lbesdrrelevant because it is ultimately
unknowable. The tension in Opie’s work is a disagrent between two ways of framing

identity: one in which the self is a distinct andfied construct and thereby definable, and one in
which the self is indistinct from surroundings,“spatially-constructed” and indefinite. The
argument is not so much of a disagreement betwesdiversus performative, but rather an

observation that the performatiigethe real and that both constitute ‘truth.’

This nuance becomes particularly obvious in refegdn Opie’s serieBeing and Having
(1991), her first portrait series completed alfrster Plan and probably her earliest well-
known professional work. The project features closgped images of Opie’s lesbian friends
wearing fake mustaches, each one in front of theesgellow backdrop, framed in the same dark
wood, and named with the same brass plates attathbd bottom of each picture, like Old
Master paintings or specimen plaques. The namepdaiteengraved with the sitters’ nicknames
as frequently used in sexual roleplay, most of thaguely male-sounding: “Bo,” “Ingin,” and
“Papa Bear,” for example. Some of the women are @stumed in various sartorial markers of
machismo, like bandanas and baseball caps, fatsalnptattoos, and dangling cigarettes. The
costumes refer to “a particular subculture wittha tesbian community, which took drag not just
as a theoretical model but as a central featuits ofaily practice. That subculture, known as
Daddy/Boy, avoided borrowing its model for crosesding from the heterosexual world, turning
instead to a phenomenon in which members of gag s@iples adopted differing levels of

sexual authority . . . Such play was not alwayscamle within the lesbian mainstream, which
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saw Daddy/Boy as a retreat from, or even a betmifyéts woman-identified ethics® The
women thus blur the lines of not one, but sevanlilical categories: they are lesbians
performing masculinity, which makes them not femenenough to be “proper” lesbians, at the
same time that they are not truly male. These adidtions are also hinted at by the tiBeing
and Havings a Lacanian reference that has a unique reldtipns specifically lesbian
sexuality, in which women are both “being the phsillas well ahaving it, and thus embodying

the paradox of being two genders at once.

Through the references to roleplay in the nicknaarethe placards, the costuming, and
the mustaches, the series imbues photographiagare—a genre that usually assumes some
degree of authentication expressed through a mediften associated with validity—with
performance. The two spheres of performative arigestic identity are both genuine and
constitutive of the sitters, who have internalitieeir performance and perform their identity in
co-existence. In that sense, the most importaninaegt thaBeing and Havingnakes is that
both of these attributes—portraits-as-truth andrpds-as-performance—are equal. The serial
taxonomic form of the series creates this conftidialance by blurring the distinctions between
subjectivity and objectivity and between artifidigland truth. Each woman is distinct, and
honored as such, but the images’ repetition negla$ls converts the subjects from being
individuals to specimens. The yellow backgroundglynboth artificiality because of their
hypercolored manufactured look, but also revereaséhey also reference the gold-leaf
backgrounds used in medieval panel paintings. Ho&drounds, in conjunction with the close-

cropped framing around each woman’s head, putgb#ight on each woman'’s face, but

185 Trotman, 43.
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nonetheless convert the women into icons. The tiagumages are so heavily imbued with

notes of artifice—the mustaches alone are a clgaffier of Judith Butler’s ‘gender
performance’—that it is impossible to argue that plortraits are meant to be true representations
of their subjects. The subjects certainly inhabittcadictions just by their very nature of their
sexual orientation, an aspect that the stylizechetds ofBeing and Havindnighlight--each sitter

is identified by name, but none of the names aat each sitter is both female and male--but it

is the repetition of the imagery, the photogragesial motif, that crystallizes the challenge to

notions of sincerity and discernment in contemppopartraiture.

SERIALS, METONYMY, AND THE INDEX: OPIE'S INVESTIGATION OF THELIMITS AND POTENTIAL OF
DOCUMENTARY PHOTOGRAPHY

Being and Havings among the most structurally consistent of Opsesals, sharing a
similar rigidity to FreewaysMini-malls, andHousesin which there is no variation to the
format. There are—albeit minor—variations in hertpt seriesSelf-Portrais andPortraits.

The Self-Portrais, although they are all 40 by 30 inches in sizkane essentially portrait busts,
have slightly different croppings of Opie’s bodpdaheir backgrounds are different (although

all lush baroque fabricslRortraits takes a few more liberties, as discussed earlignisnchapter,
involving the cropping and directional gaze of #itters. Overall, however, all of these series are
intended to be cohesive and narrative serials,pgoaogether into topical studies. The uniform
repetition offers a discursive challenge to thevemrions of portraiture itself, as well as the
particularly passive kind of viewership that photgghy tends to allow. Much has been made
about the lack of context for Opie’s sitters, wéttmparisons to Hans Holbein, whom Opie has

referenced herself as a model of noble portraiesgnd who's aesthetic conventions imbue her
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own subjects with similar reverent®.Specific toBeing and HavingOpie has also argued that
shooting each sitter in front of flat color or amSpatial’ backdrop, instead of “in the streetator
the clubs where they go-go dance with mustachegoakestraps on,” was a strategy to prevent
reductivist viewing. She felt that to portray heefds in the physical or spatial context of their
lifestyles would allow viewers to interpret eachmamn as a character or as actors partaking in a
cultural niche, defined entirely by sexual prefeeft’ If Opie were to have shot her friends
performing activities that actually were represéméaof them and their lifestyles, then the
viewer would likely automatically marginalize the@men into stereotypes, and probably without

even realizing their tendency to do so.

The quote thus in turn seems to suggest that rergder subjects from particular
environments was a stylistic means for forcingwuiasver to contend with each person ‘as is,’
but this is not the case. Opie’s images combineattifcial with the real-Being and Havings
probably the clearest exemplar of this trait, batin still be said foPortraits andSelf-
Portraits—and the taxonomic stylization of her series isegsary in order to achieve that
contradiction visually. Opie’s photography embrattesmedium’s metonymic traits,
capitalizing on the assumption that photographyhaeially reproduces an excision from
reality. Hers is a manipulation of documentariamfalism such that it complicates and
challenges viewership, making the viewer more cionscof the ways in which photography

complicates, rather than reflects, truth. Unlegstally retouched or altered, a photograph cannot

186 catherine Opie has frequently invoked Hans Hollsimn inspiration for her portraitatherine Opie,
(lecture, photo l.a., Santa Monica, CA, January20D9).

167 Catherine Opie, qtd. in David Hirsh, “The ArtisRoles,”New York Nativd0, no 51 (December 2,
1991): 36. In Trotman, 43.
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record physical impossibilities. It generally asssnthat whatever its subject, that subject
actually existed at the time the photograph wasrtafor “it is the order of the natural world that
imprints itself on the photographic emulsion andssaguently the photographic print. This
quality of transfer or trace gives the photographldocumentary status, its undeniable veracity,”

as Rosalind Krauss famously remark&t.

Serials are among the most documentarian of phapbdgr arrangement, as their
mechanical look presumes objectivity, and heightbagdea of a photograph as a record from
reality. Very consistent serials, such as thosBdémwynd and Hilla Becher or Ed Ruscha’s various
collections of palm trees and gas stations, relealscientific documentation of data. Even
portraits, which by virtue of the fact their suliggare human and therefore less easily
characterized as ‘specimens,’ can be relegatduktperfunctory through serial stylization.
Thomas Ruff's close-cropped photographs recallgmsphotos; even OpieRortraits are
reminiscent of a yearbook. Due to photography'sesasion with veracity and objectivity, the
medium often lends itself to the questions andailiffies of those very qualities: Jeff Wall, for
example, mixes staged and natural scenes; Thonmraamkconstructs photographs of quasi-
realistic models of office-cubicle life; and Cin@herman dresses up as feminine archetypes that
are nevertheless all her. Opie’s work falls aldmggst lines in that her series also complicate the
meaning of truth, but she is distinguished by #e that compared to a great many other
contemporary photographers, particularly thoseiwithe Becher School that became wildly

popular in the 1980s and 1990s, her work is unasfiglsincere and emotionally vulnerable.

Photographic serialization tends to be a very folgoacept. Krauss, writing from a

168 Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in AicerPart 2,” 59-60.
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poststructuralist position in the 1970s, charazéstithe photograph as a “trace” of its referent,
arguing that “[tlhe connective tissue binding tligeats contained by the photograph is that of
the world itself, rather than that of a culturas®m. In the photograph’s distance from what
could be called syntax one finds the mute presehae uncoded event:®® She thereby
separates the photograph’s relationship to itsestipyvhich is rooted in reality or “the world
itself,” from the photograph’s relationship to Wiewer, which is characterized by the viewer’s
“indexical” relationship to the image—in short, thleotograph may record reality, but its
meaning is rooted in cultural association. Krauggssussion of the photograph as an index
thereby supplies a theoretical counterpoint toeis®imption of the camera as a recorder of
reality. The index, as a form of metonymy, therefsuggests that knowledge and understanding
of the world in general is comprised of an endlesaried and infinite metonymy anyway—
things exist independently, but they are only knloiyan relation in relation to one-another,
rather than in and of themselves. Thus, the phafdgitself is a facsimile of the world, but also
freed of any particular coding or convention, uittis supplied by the viewer. The photograph
records, and therefore accepts the expansive aedinrte nature of the world, but it is also a
medium through which the viewer both receives amjepts an entire lexicon of content, both

real and imagined’°

Photography is thereby well-suited to questionirapd-minded sociocultural
movements, and many photographers capitalize anteylarly documentarian approach from

an aesthetic and formal mindset, pushing the inb@gards abstraction to push most interpretive

%9 Henri Lefebvre’s comments on photography as metyngppear ifThe Production of Spacg9-60.

10 1gnasi de Sola-Morales Rubio, “Terrain VagueAinyplace ed. Cynthia C. Davidson (Cambridge, MA:
The MIT Press, 1995): 119.
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consciousness onto the viewer, who revisits his imdaxical relationship to the subject and
supplies his own cultural ‘syntax’ to the imageeTghotographic image is a presentation that the
viewer is to grapple with interpretively, and thasgany contemporary photographers intend their
works to resonate within fairly expansive conceptliscourses: nationalism and history (the
Bechers); mass-consumption (Ruscha); feminism (8&e). Opie’s works of course handle
similarly broad-minded topics as well, and cleahg portrait works of the 1990s observe the
social politics of LGBT acceptance. Opie’s workwawer, is also about her and operates on
very personal terms—more clearly personal thancditlye aforementioned contemporary
photographers. In an attempt to bridge the gerzea@lisocial content with the localized personal
content, the general consensus has become thap@gider personal life at the forefront of her
work as a way of honoring and legitimating LGBT induals and lifestyles in response to the
collective cultural prejudices and biases theyggile against. Put in terms of formalism, this
argument proposes that Opie’s use of a documeptatpjournalistic style in order to express
highly personal subjects is a way of defeatingddwegorical objectification that conceptually
accompanies the style, and extent from that, ttegoaical stereotyping that tends to accompany
those who identify as LGBT. Without the artist'sareging presence (or at least the visual
reduction of its presence), the viewer must corifros or her own cultural assumptions towards

the images.

But, at the same time, Opie certainly does hawvediating presence in relationship to
her work, which in many ways revolves around hétr @upersonality. Krauss argued that in its
indexical relationship to the viewer, photograpélyas on the context surrounding viewership in
a way that many other art forms do not. She smedifi cited captioning, narrative, and

succession as the kinds of context that can intbeyphotographic image, arguing that “the
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successive parts of the works in question artieulab a kind of cinematic narrative; and that
narrative in turn becomes an explanatory supplenceifite works.*’* A photograph, in other
words, is interwoven into the entire visual andaaptual lexicon that surrounds it. For Opie’s
work, the central narrative or “explanatory suppai is Opie herself, and that is not just the
natural consequence of being a living artist andrfzgto promote her own work; it is by
conceptual design. As a result, Opie’s work is acibjo a constant need for identification of who
each person is, what their relationship is to iaere each landscape is located and why she
would be in that location. The personal nature pfe@@ work, however, is not a way of
challenging the falsities of cultural categoriesgmgitioning herself as the subjective authority,
as many critics seem to feel. The constant neatktdify subjects in Opie’s photographs, such
as knowing Oliver is her son, that “Bo” is her alégo, that West Adams is home, only obscures
the fact that on the whole, the identification t@gtie’s images assert, such as naming the sitters
of her portraits, is usually confronted and questthat the same time it is offered: who is “Papa
Bear,” for example? Opie’s narrative presence mwwk is not a means of offering herself as
the axis of authenticity; it is in fact, the oppesia way of presenting the way in which artifise i
internalized. Her presence is constant, but oftéentionally confused—she is both
photographer and subject, herself and her sexusbpas—as a means of heightening the
awareness that her own identity, as the subjectilteof-personality that acts as the central axis

to the body of her work, is in itself unstable, oggted, and reformed anyway by the viewer.

It is in this sense that Opie’s portraits cut bettys: it is not just the cultural categories

that are being challenged, but the presumed sgpmétihe individuals as well. The typical

171 Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in AicegrPart 2,” 66.
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critique, which argues that Opie’s sitters représiea reality confronting false social stigmas
associated with being gay or transgendered, refiess conceptual understanding that presumes
the individual has an identity that is distinct,aldy and knowable in contrast to the collective.
Opie’s series, however, present her subjects’ iddal identities as a negotiation with their
community identity—like the women &eing and Havindpeing partially identified by roles

they perform in the Daddy/Boy community—so thasame sense, both the collective
stereotypes and the individuals themselves arearehhlso unreal, and mutually constructive of
each-other. If, Krauss posits, photography is enfof metonymy, such that it substitutes the
photographed image (the part) for the realityfiérences (the whole) in which the part is related
to the whole via associative properties that fdnetiewer’s indexical relationship to the image,
then the medium seems entirely metaphorically gpupate for handling the topic of LGBT
identity. One’s sexual orientation is itself a fikeeality and intrinsic to that person’s existence,
similar to the way in which a photograph is fundatadly tethered to the real world. At the same
time, the lived experience of being LGBT is subjecéndless cultural negotiation, similar to the
way in which a photograph’s meaning is entirelytw@l. Opie’s serials are intent upon exposing
and manipulating metonymy for what it is: a formnafitualism in which the whole informs the
nature of the parts, and the parts also constitwtevhole. Within that relationship, there is no

hierarchy, and no essential truth, only endlessiatied.

OPIE'S SELF-PORTRAIB OFBOTH/AND: THE LEFEBVRIAN REJECTION OFCARTESIAN SELF

The deliberate confusion between artifice anchtisitimost provocative and relevant in

reference to Opie’s series $¢&lf-Portrait, which in 1993 and 1994 were a diptych comprifed
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CuttingandPervertand would later become a triptych a decade laitér Mursing(2004). The
original diptych is one of Opie’s most violent werkCuttingis a shot of Opie’s naked torso
from behind, her back bearing a painful carving ¢ésbian domestic scerfeervertis a shot of
Opie topless in leather bondage costume, with afsatedles piercing the length of both arms
and a newly-incised tattoo across her chest oivitrel “Pervert” in ornate calligraphy. The
images are challenging and violent, but despite thiensity, Opie herself is calm and resolute.
The photographs thus appear confrontational, dieéiad proud, but are also about avoidance
and shame. Opie bears her breasts, but not herdiadder deeply personal hopes, her sexual
orientation, and her sexual habits, are on disfathe viewer, but inaccessible to Opie herself.
The violence inflicted upon the body supplies &eral expression for—or perhaps relief
from—Opie’s emotional turmoil. The stillness of herdy also suggests endurance, endurance
that is both literally represented, as the paibfudy art would have taken hours to complete, and

metaphorically invoked, as her body becomes thsiypasite of ongoing conflict.

These images thus clearly accentuate the confadisabjectivity and objectivity in the
dual role Opie plays as both artist and subject.pgdssivity, expressed not only through the
mutilation of her flesh—markings that Opie could have done herself—but through Opie’s
resigned pose and hidden face, is significanti;irsspect. Opie is invoked as the active subject
in that she is the artist, and has presumably dedignd orchestrated the shots, but she is
portrayed as an object more than a subject. Thedigresented to the viewer is not really Opie’s
body so much as a relic of artistry and injury. iighting the self-objectification is the fact that
the portraits allow Opie to see herself in ways #ra only possible through photography—she
cannot normally view herself from the back and clmenot see herself while hooded. In this

sense, she is thus her own object as well. Opledsggraphs thus go beyond the physical
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limitations of seeing oneself in the mirror; howe\e the same time, as literally and
metaphorically naked as the photographs are, tbrgeal as much as they expose. One may
assume that the woman in bondage gear is, inddpervert,” but one also realizes that the label
and costume don’t say much as far as who the womte picture actuallys. Opie’s self-
characterization as a “Pervert’” makes her imagag#ly more cryptic than clarifying. At the
same time that Opie objectifies herself, she atsggkes curiosity about her subjectivity. Her
Self-Portrais hint that there must be something deeper beyanddunded bodies, something
behind the mask. The resulting interplay betwedmnestivity/objectivity is so balanced that the

images never really promote one over the othetedas they vibrate somewhere in between.

Opie has spoken of tI&elf-Portraitimages as a liberal response to the political clamo
of the late 1980s and early 1990s over defundieg\iitional Endowment for the Arts, to the
cultural hostility she had experienced as a lestaad to the AIDS epidemic that was
disproportionately affecting the LGBT communtty.This explanation, while true in terms of
the political climate that had some influence aver creation of the images, is also deceptively
simple and does not satisfy the complexity of thages, nor speak to their philosophical effects.
For one, it is an argument premised on defininge@si disenfranchised from the dominant
heterosexual culture and codifies Opie into theh®Dt versus the “norm.” Moreover, it
underscores Opie’s physical body as symbolismforra of protest against external social
values, at the expense of considering its rolepsesentative of internal consternation and as a
discursive site between external and internal defm Not only does Opie’s 1990s diptych

present the collision of two traditionally separatentities—white picket fence versus sado-

172 Catherine Opie, qtd. in Suzanne Muchnic, “L.A.rg$foArtnews97, no. 8 (September 1998): 152.
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masochistic lesbian sexuality—but also various ephal contradictions: violence used to
express both resolute defiance and inner turmaihactimization, self-expression and self-
loathing, confrontation and avoidance. To furthemgplicate matters, who exactly is the
‘pervert’ in this viewing scenario—is the word d@éh for Opie herself, or is it calling attention to
the way the viewer participates in a fetishistiecpcle by looking at Opie? Of course the

answer is both.

TheSelf-Portraitsthereby express post-Cartesian subjectivity. Thejlenge the typical
conception of the Cartesian self, a philosophicalception of subjectivity as a private, self-
contained distinction from the world. The Cartessaif creates the classic binary of the internal
versus the external, a concept that Henri Lefebugeed was a philosophical errorTihe

Production of Space

By conceiving of the subject without an object (thae thinking ‘I’ orres
cognitan$, and of the object without a subject (the bodyrehine ores
extensg, philosophy created an irrevocable rift in whawas trying to
define . . . The living body, being at once ‘sulj@and ‘object’ cannot
tolerate such conceptual division, and consequétilpsophical concepts
fall into the category of the ‘signs of non-bodynder the reign of King
Logos, the reign of true space, the mental andabo@re sundered, as
were the directly lived andonceived and the subject and object . . . A
closure thus comes to separate within from withsatestablishing

the living body as a ‘distinct body.’ It is a quitgative closure, however
and has nothing in common with a logical divisiorabstract split. The
membranes in question generally remain permeablestpred by pores
and orifices. Traffic back and forth, so far frotoping, tends to increase
and become more differentiated, embracing bothggnexchange
(alimentation, respiration, excretion) and inforioatexchange (the
sensory apparatus). The whole history of life heesnbcharacterized by an
incessant diversification and intensification af thteraction between
inside and outside . . . we may say that everyiapatvelope implies a
barrier between inside and out, but that this bars always relative and,
in the case of membranes, always permetBle.

173) efebvre, 406, 176.
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Lefebvre thus argues that existence is informethash by the sensory body as it is understood
through analytical thought, and that to separatefoom the other is to falsify the human
condition into an abstraction of being. The Cagmsnodel thereby celebrates the way in which
the mind fractures experience and mediates theeseasd Lefebvre’s invocation of the body’s
permeable ‘membranes’ is intended in contrastegtiedominant reliance upon vision—which
is a sensory intake, but one that when elevatedeahlb else contributes to an abstracted and

removed sense of the world.

Opie’s response to this primacy of vision is nioltydo create images that impart the
visceral effects of bodily violence, but also taftimages that force viewers to be complicit in
their own viewership. Th8elf-Portrait are remarkably clear in this sense. The bleealugy
irritated markings on her body address the viewa witness to violence committed in the past,
or prior to the pictures being taken, but also #@sess to the pain of the present, as captured in
the still moment of the photographic image. Thaapsde of visual ‘tenses’ is Opie’s challenge to
photography’s necessary condition as a “parad@regence seen as past” so that the viewer
retains the immediacy of their viewership, beconangarticipant more so than an obsefVér.
The diptych is also an aesthetic experience, amddlapse of the physical sadism of the past
along with the detached vision of the present angingle photographic image makes the
violence of the gaze explicit. Opie endures tha péiher body art, it seems, for viewing
pleasure—in other words, to present herself tostbwer as an aesthetic experience. These
communicative elements, which make the diptychvex&tive of a covenant between its subject

and the viewer, help to emphasize Opie’s subjdgtas a post-Cartesian manifestation. Her

1" Krauss paraphrasing Roland Barthes in “Notes erritlex: Seventies Art in America, Part 2,” 65.
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definition is as much a point of self-expressiorit s completed and informed by the viewer’s
presence. The images collapse vision into a kirnted-suspended and space-suspended
abstraction: by offering images of herself from et and the back and in various states of
undress, Opie hints at reconstituting the body\sspdal corporeality; yet, because the images
lack complete continuity from one perspective tother, they force the viewer to create the
connectivity between the two, in turn provokinganpedly self-conscious viewership that is
aware of the way in which Opie’s body is only coetpl in the context of its sister image, and

through the viewer’s reconstruction.

In the act of photographing herself, Opie alsamkes Krauss’ articulation of
photography as an expression of Lacan’s ‘mirrogestéhrough the indexical relationship
between the photograph and the viewer. The ‘matage’ refers to the period when children
realize themselves as differentiated individuadsppposed to universal presences, and begin the
process by recognizing their mirror images—Ilitgradlcognizing themselves from an exterior
position: “The self is felt, at this stage, onlyasmageof the self; and insofar as the child
initially recognizes himself as an other, theragcribed in that experience a primary
alienation.™"® The idea is not unlike Lefebvre’s articulationtisé post-Cartesian self in the
sense that the idea of a differentiated identiigteonly in the context of a point of reference:
the self is always relational. Opie&elf-Portrais capitalize on several aspects specific to
photograph as a medium that highlights how contearg@ortraiture is not about ‘capturing’ its
subject, but rather, is a kind of performance selit—a negotiation between the artist or viewer

and the subject, who offers both identifying andradting features. Th®elf-Portraitdiptych

175 Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index: SeventigsrAAmerica, Part 1,0ctober3 (Summer, 1977):
69.
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offers two layers of this simultaneous identificatiand alienation. One is the photograph’s
narrative and how it represents Opie’s abilitydee herself’ simultaneously as both authentic
but also separate. She uses the photograph talriewal ‘out of body’ perspectives of herself
that she cannot achieve normally. The second ier& metaphysical operation that occurs in
viewers, who both look upon Opie as a separateiohaial, but also identify with Opie and
imaginatively look upon the body in front of thesiatheywereher, effectively identifying
with the artist while also feeling a profound Otiess at the same time. These two senses of
identification and alienation combine with the splasind temporal collapse, thus creating two
images of the artist that expose how identity isstibuted by its context, of which there is no

constancy of time or place.

IDENTITY ON THE MARGIN: AN ADDENDUM TO LEFEBVRE

Despite his political anti-chauvinism, Lefebvreifluence in terms of postmodern
feminism and feminist geography is complicated heeahe was invested in the binary of
dividing gender exclusively into male and femaleg &ecause his comments on sexuality are
entirely predicated on heterosexuality. While delyarelevant to Opie’s works, Lefebvre’s
theories are limited by these attributes in thppleation to an artist like Opie who challenges
traditional modes of gender and sexuality. The g#atan the margin’ borrows from bell hooks,
whose essay “Choosing the Margin” describes thadtive influence of being ‘marginalized.’
The word references both its sense as a socialdicej as well as a physical exclusion, both of
which produce a psychic or intellectual distancarfithe self. For hooks, this marginalization

intersects with several coordinates of identitgéravealth, education, gender, and sexuality),
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but it is also a spatial margin as well and reteriser childhood growing up in black
neighborhoods that were physically removed fromtevheighborhood¥’® From one’s position
on the margin, as either a member of the cultudignfranchised or spatially removed, or
(usually) both, she can, in a sense see hersdifgigtater objectivity, literally as if viewing
herself from a distant vantage point. Doing so oegalar basis creates an identity that is
fractured and relational. hooks' articulation dfetence as spatially-constructed was influential
within post-colonial feminism, particularly withihe field of geography, and she is one among
many feminist geographers to examine identity @areable manifestation of equally-variable
spatial circumstance. In addition, hooks also waditeut domestic space as being important to
the formation of feminine identity, a progressidea within feminist theory, which had
traditionally considered homeplace the site ofipathal oppressiort!’ For these reasons,
hooks’ articulation of marginalized identity forrtiee theoretical foundation for discussing how

Opie’s conception of identity bears some relatignét her interest in landscape.

In the early nineties, concurrent with the producbf Opie’s portrait series, it was hooks
who influenced a reclaiming of the margin and atgitement of the central-Authority versus
peripheral-Other. Instead, hooks argued, cultugegeimonies are not merely prescriptive for
those marginalized on the outside, but also pradeicthat is, the experience of being ‘Other’ or
of being repressed is not a passive existencgdiivie. Subjugation begets both a sense of the

self as subordinatendas subversive and being on the margin outsidesofitiminant culture is

% hooks never references geographic theory diréwther essay; however, Edward Soja observed that th
influence of Lefebvre is evident. Soja also revélads in a personal conversation with hooks, skeutised
Lefebvre’s influence on her writings. See Sdjhirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other RedHmagined
Places 104-105.

7 For an overview of hooks’ influence on feminisbgeaphies with particular respect to domesticieg s
Pratt and Hanson, 5-29.
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not simply to be lacking, but to possess an initesense of multiplicity and of alternatives.
hooks articulated this realization through her pead experience as an African-American
intellectual growing up in the deep South, a sgpthat in itself challenges the supposed
objectivism and generalizing of what was usualtgale and Anglocentric viewpoint in

traditional U.S. academia:

Living as we did—on the edge—we developed a padrovay of seeing reality. We
looked both from the outside in and from the iesodit. We focused our attention on the
center as well as on the margin. We understoddl. Gditis mode of seeing reminded us of
the existence of a whole universe, a main bodyemgdof both margin and center. Our
survival depended on an ongoing public awarenkegseeparation between margin and
center and an ongoing private acknowledgementibatiere a necessary, vital part of
that whole. This sense of wholeness, impressed apoconsciousness by the structure
of our daily lives, provided us with an oppositamvorld-view—a mode of seeing
unknown to most of our oppressors, that sustairsedided us in our struggle to
transcend poverty and despair, strengthened oses# self and our solidarity®

Opie’s images enact hooks’ observation that to tmember of a subordinate or marginalized

class is to be imbued with a double-consciousrsesd) that identity is completely discursive

and multiple.

What bell hooks supplies, and what Opie represengsrefinement of Lefebvre’s
explanation regarding the relationship betweenialpabstraction, the erosion of subjectivity,
and violence of desire. One becomes acutely awatdlie gaze directed at Opi&slf-Portrait
diptych, although certainly sexualized, nevertrelesists being codified as specifically male,
just as Opie as the subject resists being codifsethe feminine object. Although she is on
display and vulnerable in the damages inflictedruper flesh, Opie retains a sense of repose and

agency in botlCuttingandPervert The gaze is also not necessarily male, as teeeretes to

178 pell hooks quotes from her own prefacéminist Theory: From Margin to Centar her essay
“Choosing the Margin,” fronYearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politi¢(Boston: South End Press, 1990): 149.
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Opie’s lesbianism and her S/M sexuality also indispecifically lesbian gaze as well, within a
female-to-female viewership. Within a heteronormatand thus patriarchic paradigm, “to look
at and enjoy the sites of patriarchal culture, veengn must become nominal transvestites. We
must assume a masculine position or masochistieajlyy the sight of woman’s humiliation,”
writes Griselda Pollock’® The viewer ofCuttingand ofPervertdoesn’t necessarily has to
become male, but rather is implied as female ttagarin a sexual gaze, because of the works’
indictment of homosexualityervertliteralizes the masochism that Pollock referenttes:all
about fetish, but resists the gaze from fetishizitggsexual elements—Opie’s bare breasts, the
suggestive label incised across her chest, thecB8time—all suggest defiance rather than
complicity. At the same time, however, the samelaites also convey such passivity that they
simultaneously indict the viewer as witness. Inmgivhe viewer permission to witness her pride
as well as her humiliation, Opie reveals viewersgparticipatory, something that sexism

actively obscures.

It is, however, imprecise to interpf@ervertor Cuttingas images solely intended to
target patriarchy specifically. Instedeervertchallenges gender specificity in general,
addressing the viewer who is simultaneously botteraad female: Opie is sexualized, like the
feminine object of the male gaze, but also paigfsilbjugated, reflecting the masochism of
being the fetishized female object mirrored bacthefemale gaze. This does, of course,

indirectly challenge patriarchy, as sexism is pssdion the strict gender differentials that allow

179 Griselda PollockYision and Difference: Femininity, Feminism, andtdries of Art (London:
Routledge, 1988): 85. The quotation also appeaMaissey’s essay “Flexible Sexism,” where Massdg@dtes
Pollock’s point as a personal anecdote relatebddlifferences in the way that she interprets tbekwf David
Salle, in response to David Harvey’s criticism,tiad, “Any deeper meaning in the picture . . . wasrely
obliterated from my reading position, by the sexisithe image used to convey it.” See Mas&pace, Place, and
Gender 231.
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male to be the center or universal and female tinéenargin or alternative, but in attacking the
binary overall, Opie’Self-Portrais challenge essentialism for all coordinates ofiithe As bell
hooks notes, “[p]Jostmodernism critiques of esséatrawhich challenge notions of universality
and static over-determined identity within massurgl and mass consciousness can open up new
possibilities for the construction of self and #ssertion of agency . . . Such a critique allows us
to affirm multiple black identities, varied blackperience. It also challenges colonial imperialist
paradigms of black identity which represent bladsnene-dimensionally in ways that reinforce
and sustain white supremacy>hooks centers her argument on blackness, buttéiaky

applies to Opie, as not only a lesbian, but an BAWian. As curator Jennifer Blessing has noted,
S/M was a subculture within the LGBT community vedien viewed as antagonistic to certain
types of feminism, which argued that sadomasockiasithe sexual expression of misogyny, as
well as antagonistic to a prevailing assumptionualiee culture of lesbianism, which assumed a
soft and hyper-feminine characterizatihS/M lesbians like Opie thereby confused the
boundaries of ‘mainstream’ lesbianism, on top efdgender boundaries that she was also
clouding. The word “PERVERT” thereby becomes a dewdntendre, referring to Opie’s

cultural status, but also to the conditions of \eeship itself as having been ‘perverted.’

Gender plays a prominent role in Opie’s portrafand always in the context of
destabilizing categorical identity. The subject$oftraitsin particular are often people of
indeterminate sex or people who perform gendenaway or another. Opie herself appeared in
drag inPortraits, as “Bo,” her male alter-ego (which also is hemiker for her own appearance

in Being and Havings well). This attentiveness to gender performamckoubtedly had a much

80 hooks, 28.
181 Blessing, 16-17.
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closer connection to political activism in the 189Ban it would today, and would have also
appeared more radical and progressive twenty yegrsSimilarly, the cultural and social
critiques of theorists like hooks tend to be reteddo a particular moment within academia and
in some ways can create the impression that Opierks are related to a limited and specified
political agenda, drawn upon the specific circumesés in which they were produced. Opie’s
works certainly align with gender-specific theorikat were current of the time, but the goal
here has been to supply such theories as an extenisiefebvre’s ideas, to demonstrate how
the universal extends beyond a white, heterocepérispective. Opie’s works are not simply
about gender or LGBT politics; rather they privilegender and LGBT politics as a more
obvious realization of a basic human condition—gbst-Cartesian self—and in so doing,
demonstrate how difference is not in oppositiotheuniversal, but rather how it may be the

clearest expression of the universal.

Of particular importance, however, within hookehementary and within the general
position of non-normative cultural geographic sésdis the comparative lack of anxiety.
Lefebvre’s scathing critique, a philosophical preenfior many geosocial critics including Mike
Davis, David Harvey, James Howard Kunstler, and &dvwboja, contains a sense of alarm that
betrays the fact that the belief in an incoherdatentralized self is most threatening to those
who enjoy the privilege of assuming their particided self and specific identity is a universal,;
that to reveal the alternative is to lose a prgélé status. This is not necessarily a criticism of
Lefebvre’s ideas, which are influential nonethelésg instead a comment pertaining to the
applications of such theories. Most feminist gepgeas’ writings not only offer a sense of

resignation to the concept of a fractured self,dbatify a dual sense of both frustration at the
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failure of a false universal to apply to them, adlwas a general optimism as to the possibilities

of inhabiting a non-Cartesian self.

In examining Opie’s 1990s work—photographs takem lbgsbian in her early thirties—it
is important to note these perspectival differermmsause it shifts the purpose and reception of
her work. Although Lefebvre’s commentary on thatienship between self and place is indeed
relevant to Opie’s work, to assume the panic withimghly male-centric neo-Marxism is to
“rely on a conception of the subject as a fullyteeed and intentional ‘individual’ capable of
willfully producing social change,” in turn produgj the argument that Opie’s portraits of the
gender-bending culturally disenfranchised merelyptdhose identities into an existing
hierarchical framework® To observe the optimism of postmodern culturalggaphers like
hooks, however, is to embrace a multifaceted visiodentity that progresses beyond an
exclusive and privileged concept of subjectivifypie’s portraits do not seek to reaffirm the
sanctity of the individual within historically exddive terms. They instead point to changing the
conditions of how we conceive of individuality iemeral. This slight addendum to my
interpretation of key Lefebvrian concepts is impattto note in advance of the final section of
this chapter, which details some of Opie’s mostleedted worksPortraits, in a somewhat
unorthodox way, centering analysis on the backgieuather than the subjects themselves.
Lefebvre still offers a vital interpretive modethis analysis, but it would be remiss to omit the
influence of postmodern cultural politics on Opiw/srks, as they both support Lefebvrian ideas,
but not the dystopian future that Lefebvre himselms to fear. The distinction is also necessary

because of the fact that Opie’s outspoken politibaralism has led to an eliding of the political

182 Amelia Jones, “Bodies and Subjects in the Tectginéal Self-Portrait: The Work of Laura Aguilar,”
from Aztlan 32, no. 2 (Fall 1998): 203-220.
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elements in her work with strategies drawn fronoller neo-Marxism that Lefebvre
championed. Although the politics inherent in Opi@ork are sympathetic with the progressive

Leftism, they are also consistently divergent ali.we

TRANS-GAY : A LEFEBVRIAN READING OF THE ICONS OFROBERTMAPPLETHORPE AND THE
SUBJECTS OFCATHERINE OPIE

Less obvious, however, is the way in which Opl#&nk backgrounds perform any
differently than any other blank background. Adeity, the differences are a matter of nuance,
but noticeable, distinct, and impactful nonethelédsstract, neutral geometry, like the
backdrops for school pictures, are no less essizirigh having the effect of flattening subjects
into icons or objects. To illustrate the differencensider how Robert Mapplethorpe’s portraits
operate formally in comparison to Opie’s. For mmges of nude men and his self-portraits,
including those that are sexually explicit, Mapbtepe focused on creating a highly refined
aesthetic quality, using male models and emphagthiair athletic, idealized physiques,
cultivating a sense of tableau and balance fonuge overtly transgressive erotic images. Even
pictures that convey sexual violence or S/M prastistill preserve an air of elegant repose, a
pointed contrast between form and content. The etief Mapplethorpe’s photographs is still
presented with LGBT subject matter, but has anamgtdifferent viewing relationship to the
images than he does with Opie’s: he is encouragedrisume, observe, and perhaps appreciate
Mapplethorpe’s subjects as if they were specimlemisnot relate to them. The view is a formal
one, and spectatorship that is supported not ontid contrast of black and white film, but also

by the disappearance of spatial context, and theassion of the body in space into the body
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made into a black object on white ground. Vieweesmeant to objectively devour or

aesthetically consume Mapplethorpe’s subjects.

Central to this difference in viewership is notyorelated to nuances as to how
Mapplethorpe and Opie treat space, but also howttkat the body, and how the body is also
implicated in the production of space. Simply pdgpplethorpe’s bodies are Classical. They are
not only classically beautiful, but closed, distirand whole. This is not only a quality of the
content in the photograph, but moreover a condioviewership. While one might claim that
the cropping of the figures disrupts their wholenes that the bodies shown in intimate
embrace, with one literally intruding beyond theibdaries of another, offers a political
statement through the jarring juxtaposition of timspoiled whole versus sexual trespass, these
are all nevertheless interpretive readings. Thegatalter the way in which the images
themselves are viewed—the content is still madeetaesthetic first, not specifically relatable,
and to encourage spectatorship. Despite their aneesrto the body in its nudity and to its
permeability in the portrayal of sexual acts, Mapipbrpe’s photographs tend to invoke a purely
visual experience that lends itself to a highlgligctual, and somewhat removed, interpretation.
Opie’s portraits are of course a visual experieag@vell, but by contrast and perhaps
unexpectedly, they are more sensually communicatitiethe viewer than Mapplethorpe’s.
Mapplethorpe’s portraits may privilege the nuderias well as sexual activity, but it is Opie’s
that invite a greater bodily sensitivity within tiiewer.Portraits operates in ways that are more
nuanced, forcing its viewers to relate to its satgenot as objects, but as other subjects as well.
The colored backgrounds, or the visual ‘spacegauh picture reinforce this kind of relationship
between viewer and subject because they disallevgymbolic presence of a setting. Instead,

the viewer has only the symbolism that is expresgette literally, through each sitter’'s body,
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written into the flesh in the form of tattoos, waywer the body in various forms of costume, and
conveyed via the body in expressions, gazes, astdrgs. This is precisely what Opie refers to

when she discusses how her friends are “represgtfitnworld through their body®

Opie thus achieves an audience that overturnsttteaat, hyper-cerebral and classifying
way of viewing and returns it to a relationshipeathange. Her images enact what Lefebvre
referred to as a lived and productive experiencgpate, or a naturalized experience of space—
the space enacted upon and responsive to the tabgr than the analytical mind. Lefebvre
posited that the bodily experience and expressiapace affected the overall understanding of

space:

Long before space, as perceived by and for thédgan to appear as
split and divided, as a realm of merely virtuateferred tensions and
contacts. Long before space emerged as a mediten-off
possibilities, as the locus of potentiality. Famd before analyzing,
separating intellect, long before formal knowledipere was an
intelligence of the body.

...A closure thus comes to separate within from witheo establishing
the living being as a ‘distinct body.’ It is quiderelative closure,
however, and has nothing in common with a logidaktn or abstract
split. The membranes in question generally remampable, punctured
by pores and orifices. Traffic back and forth, aoffom stopping, tends
to increase and become more differentiated, emigdmth energy
exchange (alimentation, respiration, excretion) iaf@mation
exchange (the sensory apparatus). The whole histdifg has been
characterized by an incessant diversification atehisification of the
interaction between inside and outside . . . we sagpthat every spatial
envelope implies a barrier between inside andhouttthat this barrier is
always relative, and in the case of membranes ya\warmeablé®

According to Lefebvre, Cartesian individuality is premised on intellectualizing the

183 Catherine Opie, qtd. in SmytBamn Fine Art by New Lesbian Artistss.

184) efebvre, 174, 196.
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relationship between self and space as a distmb&tween the body within spatial context. As
Lefebvre points out, this distinction, howeverpigely intellectual, as the body continuously
interacts with space in a literal fashion throughorifices and membranes. The interesting
difference between Mapplethorpe and Opie’s phofgugas how each engages their requisite
viewers. Mapplethorpe’s portraits actually demaatstiefebvrian concepts literally—literally
putting the permeability of bodies on display foe tviewers, his men offering their bodies as
discursive sites. In doing so, Mapplethorpe’s stiisjpecome objects onto which social

projections are made.

The spatial backgrounds of Mapplethorpe’s photdggapowever, as homogeneous,
abstract ‘containers’ for their subjects, admit afidw the overlying paradigm of conceiving
whatever is positioned in front of, or within, sugipace as a distinct object, the way “an empty
container accepts any collection of separable apdrate items . . . [and thus] justifiesteategy
of separation°As a result, although Mapplethorpe’s imagery makpswerful political
statement, their visual strategy remains one psinos a kind of intellectual distance. Opie’s
LGBT subjects, however, inhabit spatial contexts tppear like abstract backdrops or
surrounds, but nevertheless assert themselvegia®tin presences. The backgrounds’ bright
color possesses a kind of physicality that previdrgs from becoming abstracted into
homogenous space. As a result, the relationshipdaet the sitters and space becomes one that
is more pointedly and immediately relational, cajliattention to the way in which the body “
space anthasits space: it produces itself in space and it ptealuces that space...]it]

transcends the realm of ‘thingness,’ for it embsamdationships and movement$®In other

185 | efebvre, 170.
188 hid., 170, 174.
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words, in making the space inhabited by his subjagiassive site, Mapplethorpe also thereby
encourages viewing his subjects as objects ordgdjira quality about his photographs that is
reinforced by the abstracting starkness of blackwahite, the crisp linear distinction of the
bodies against their backgrounds, and the objéatjfway in which they are cropped that

converts them from people into notational entities.

By contrast, in making her backgrounds more actipebsent, Opie’s subjects not only
retain their subjecthood but also subtly challetigeassumed divisiveness between external and
internal or within from without. For one, as Lefebargues, space is not simply context but
“first of all my body and then it is my body’s counterpart or ‘othé@s’mirror-image or shadow:
it is the shifting intersection between that whichches, penetrates, threatens or benefits my
body on the one hand, and all other bodies on anstff The presence of Opie’s backgrounds
thus calls attention to the way in which socialcgps mediated through the body. Although the
viewer cannot physically engage with Opie’s sulggebts viewership itself, transpiring over the
space in between him and the image and beyonditfece of the photograph itself, is
highlighted as a kind of engagement, in which thigjexts in view both express their specificity
and separateness, as well as reflect his own vhhmsonto himself. Rather than inhabiting
authentic or encoded identities, Opie’s sittersobee dispersed, their presence bolstered by the
presence of the colors behind them, and mediatddtiag viewers in front of them. So writes
Lefebvre: “The ‘other’ is present, facing the egdoody facing another body. The ‘other’ is
impenetrable save through violence or through Es/éhe object of expenditures of energy, of

aggression, or desire. Here external is also iatemasmuch as the ‘other’ is another body, a

187 efebvre, 184.
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vulnerable flesh, an accessible symmetf{.Thus, when considering the politics of marginality
as a feature of Opie’s work as particularly invokieaugh her portraits of those identifying as
LGBT, the point is not to present such people asmalized’ as a means of hopefully
integrating them into the cultural ‘norm,’ but rattto offer images of those who may reflect and

relate to the viewers themselves, bolstering aiteihysto symmetric equality overall.

Opie’s choice of using individuals who challengaditional gender roles and refuse
categorical sexual identities (gay, straight, bi—baguous gender and sexuality coincide, as who
can say whether a woman who identifies as male ashiomosexual or heterosexual relationship
with her male significant other?) bolsters the geaim viewership as well. Mapplethorpe’s
images seem to intend the viewer to be male—eitiveked as a homosexual viewer through
their sexualized content, or to have their supplgseatmative heterosexual viewership exposed
as a conditional construction. But what is the sdikof the viewer if the object of their gaze
is—not sekess—but sexually ambiguousustin Bond1993), who sports a corset and long
blonde hair, is a man in the guise of a womanhasrtformed by the title. As such, Bond can be
the object of both male and female sexuality, alé agchomosexual and heterosexual
viewership, in varying combinations, and in beinglse does not become the passive site of the
viewer’s sexuality in the same way a female nudmdis the male gaze without question;
instead, he reflects the viewer’s sexuality badodhe viewer. The effect is similar to the way
in which Mapplethorpe’s nude force the viewer teramvledge their own sexualized viewership
one way or another, but Opid?ortraits do not just indict the viewer; they create an excfea
between the viewer and the subject in the work. Witiul gender-fluidity of Justin Bondneans

that as the viewer struggles to identify Bond,\tteaver is also symmetrically forced to identify

188) efebvre, 174.
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themselves within the different permutations ofusdwiewership. This relational viewing is the
product of many of Opie’Bortraits, but is most explicit in consideration of womemianen

who dress in drag, among th&l@rome Cajg1993),Divinity Fudge(1997), andBo (1994).

The expression is still visual; the backgroundssaiteflat; photographs are still outside
and exempt from time, but through the creation gpace that is forcibly present, Opie
reformulates how the viewer relates to a visualiomagand in turn, how a viewer might relate
to the individuals portrayed. It is not simply atue of the photographs being portraits of
individuals, most of whom make their uniquenesseqapparent, it is a means of demonstrating
viewers’ own tendencies back onto them. The imabesv their viewers, literally, that when
extracted from the usual confines of space, it bepossible to engage sensibilities beyond the
usual confines and contexts that informs and dsfaikers. The disturbance in space subtle
supports a disturbance in automatic cultural reoaptt is not just that Opie’s subjects request
their viewers’ full attention or ask to be accepaed appreciated in their unconventionality; it is

more that they resist being held at arm’s length.

WHEREDO WE GO FROM HERE? ABSTRACT SPACE, AMBIGUOUS SEX, AND THE CULTURAL
ENCODING OFPLACE, SPACE, AND SELF

The last element to consider in this analysis pie@ portraits is to return to the role of
space and to articulate the relationship betweeplpeand place as expressed through both her
landscape and portrait series. My argument hergregs to rely on Lefebvre’s observations, in
particular, his theories regarding the ways in \Wtspace has become abstracted in
contemporary society. It was Lefebvre’s contentiwat under the Cartesian model, space had

become intellectually neutral, natural, and invesilHis term ‘abstract space’ referred to space
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literally abstracted into an arbitrary organizatadrpurpose that society in turn relates to in an
abstract manner—to think of space as a seriesots pl areas, but without a bodily sense of
direction or location, much in the way one mighenact with space as portrayed on a map.
Lefebvre argued abstract space is a capitalishiimwe in that civic spaces continuously reaffirm
the existing systems of power they were borne guiwd appear impatrtial. A civic plaza is one
such example: it offers itself as a place for bt civic engagement at the same time that it
corrals revolution into preordained spatial powanstructs, promising free speech, but not
freedom itself. Instead, it positions the vocal amity into the space of surveillance by the

majority of those in power.

Abstract space is also tautological in this wa$takes the effect for the cause, and the
goal for the reason why that goal is pursued. Aasgntation which passes itself off as a
conceptwhen it is merely an image, a mirror, and a maramnd which, instead of challenging,
instead of refusing, meretgflects And what does such a specular reflection refléaflects
the result thought,” writes Lefebvt€’ In other words, abstract space is both the ingtnirand
the result of social power constructs, and it disgsithis relationship through its abstraction,
converting lived experience into conceptual datad® this, abstract space also requires a
subject, so that the subject takes on symbolic nlapoe, while abstract space implies itself as
the neutral context: “Abstraction passes for arsémze’—as distinct from the concrete
‘presence’ of objects, of things. Nothing couldrbere false. For abstractiomsodus operandi
is devastation, destruction . . . Signs have soimglkethal about them—not by virtue of ‘latent’

or so-called unconscious forces, but, on the contley virtue of the forced introduction of

189) efebvre, 287.
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abstraction into naturé® In its relationship to capitalism, abstract spisdenplicit upon
imposing order, regularity, and the conditions ofmality as dictated by the dominant social

hierarchies.

The backgrounds of most portraits appear as tme &nd of neutral surround that one
assumes in the Cartesian model—amorphous spacsetisahe person apart as a distinct and
defined object within it. Opie’Portraits allow their backgrounds to reference this abstract,
Cartesian form of space, but their bright colonvergs them from being amorphous or detached
or inconspicuous. Instead, the backgrounds thermasdigcome almost like heightened spatial
performance, backgrounds performing the roles atljrounds,’ with a capital “B.” It is
related to the ways in which the sitters presenbua types of gender performance. The men
and women of Opie’Portraits not only assume different gender roles, but masymag those
roles in heightened sexual characterizatidnstin Bonds a prototypical ultra-feminine woman;
Catherine Opie aBois an ultra-masculine man. It is the backgroundsjHi Technicolor
artificiality, along with their strange interplay light, color and surface that makes it
guestionable as to whether they are colored wallksets of paper, colored backlights, or digital
alterations, that defy the Lefebvrian criticismatiistract space’s tendency to present itself as
natural, just as the sitters themselves presemtegeas heavily encoded, rather than biologically

(or ‘naturally’) ordained.

But in segregating LGBT subjects outside of amtigp context, Opie also provokes a
rather uncomfortable question, namelyeredo such people exist in life? The perhaps chilling

political effect ofPortraitsis the suggestion that those who identify as LGiB3rdlly cannot

190) efebvre, 289.
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exist in space; instead, they are relegatatbtplace, or a place of absence. And yeRadraits
prove, such individuals are not ‘absent.’ In fédecause thBortraits work to honor and reaffirm
the existence of such individuals, they also ex@bdgbe fact that the LGBT community is often
invisible as far as mainstream culture is conceraad in turn pose a foil to such invisibility (or
at the very least, the indistinctness affordedtbyemtype). The contrast between the real people
and the unreal space thereby becomes a productivergically fertile one: if existence means
to take up space and to live is necessarily toliththen how can real individuals exist in unreal
space? Whereas the blank backgrounds behind thesaf Thomas Ruff's photographs support
a certain abstraction of their humanity, synergaly converting each person into unreal
anonymity, Opie’s backgrounds conflict with thedlly complexity of their subjects, thereby
exposing the injustice of an ignored community, &b the falsity of social space as

unsystematic or unencoded.

When put into the context of OpieBelf-Portraits which brackePortraits, as the
diptych of her inner-conflict regarding traditiorfamily life (CuttingandPervert,1993-1994)
corresponds with the earliest portraits and thglsiahot of her comfortably inhabiting the role
of nursing motherNursing 2004) occurs in the decade following the lastgesinPortraits, as
well as her ongoing interest in domesticity aslgestt, it becomes apparent that the exposure of
how space—patrticularly private or residential spatseencrypted to support various social
constructions is a large focus within Opie’s oeulmeregards to residential space, Lefebvre
noted that definitions of traditional family livingere “linked to naturalness through genitality
... [Familial space] is the guarantor of mearasgvell as of social (spatial) practice. Shattered

by a host of separations and segregations, sauiiglis able to reconstitute itself at the level of
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the family unit, for the purposes of, and by meafigieneralized reproductio? His is a

Marxist argument that concentrates on the relakignisetween economic production and social
relationships, in this case arguing that the dgyrakent of modern residential space in the form
of zones or development communities, forms spesdital practices that support capitalist
economic growth. These practices are those thataabsensory experience, such as overriding
natural circadian rhythm with a sense of placetand engendered via the travel between
suburb and city-center, as well as normalizingaaelationships into cursory, non-sensory, and
supplemental ‘leisure’ activities. This is why, eékre argues, modern housing corrals all bodily

acts of intimacy into private space beyond the ijouidphere of a house.

Included in Lefebvre’s argument, which is of partar importance to Opie as a gay
individual, is the need to homogenize these ratatigps into an exclusively heteronormative
character and to create space that prioritizesdb@l movement of heterosexual families. There
are two types of ‘reproduction’ at play, one matkaind one sexual or biological, but

postmodern abstract space conflates them both:

A characteristic contradiction of abstract spamesests in the fact that,
although it denies the sensual and the sexualnlisimmediate point of
reference is genitality: the family unit, the typledwelling (apartment,
bungalow, cottage, etc.), fatherhood and motherhaod the assumption
that fertility and fulfillment are identical. Theproduction of social
relations is thus crudely conflated with biologicaproduction, which is
itself conceived of in the crudest and most sintigliway imaginable. In
spatialpractice the reproduction of social relations is predomindahe
representation of spacen thrall to both knowledge and power, leaves
only the narrowest leeway tepresentational spacew/hich are limited
works, images, and memories whose content, whedraory, sensual or
sexual, is so far displaced that it barely achieygsbolic force . . .
Inasmuch as adolescents are unable to challeriger éie dominant
system’s imperious architecture or its deploymérsigns, it is only by

191) efebvre, 183, 185.
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way of revolt that they have any prospect of reciogethe world of

differences—the natural, the sensory/sensual, fiexaad pleasuré®?
If one lives in a world in which the bulk of symbolanguage is bound up in a biologically-
reproductive and hence, heterosexual foundati@m ¢ime begins to see the unnaturalness of
social constructions. The realization is twofolthc® the everyday practices of space seek to
repress sexuality and thereby supply a lexicongrfssand systems to represent emotional desire
and fulfillment in the place of actual sensuousness realization is that the cultural systems are
directed towards a homogenous type of sensualdysaruality. The second, perhaps more
unnerving realization, is that if one’s sexual itigdoes not conform to such cultural systems or
is not reflected in its signs, then there is lesssbility for sublimating it, thus creating the
tendency to feel self-defined by one’s sexualitithim a world that is both tacitly dismissive of
that sexual identitgnd hyper-focused on reinforcing the sexuality as glsinlescriptor of those

in the gender-ambiguous minority.

Capitalist space, however, does in fact yield trelyolutionary space beyond how it is
typically presented in the civic plaza or the dtimethe D.C. mall. Lefebvre called such
revolutionary space “contradictory,” because tihewolutionary potential lay in the fact that they
are literally outside the capitalist system anéctpreordained functions. Rather, they in fact
refuse to be ‘functional’ at all. Typically, theaee empty lots, “box cities,” squatters’
apartments, and abandoned property—places thatiobet refuse to foster capitalist
productivity and instead tend to support lifestyd@sl behaviors that also counter prevailing

social structures, such as supporting the homalesgl aliens, and countercultural or unlawful

192) efebvre, 49-50.
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communities. In addition to the literal referenc€dontradictory space” through the complete
removal of space iRortraits, Opie’s works overall have consistently engagetth wpaces in

ways that highlight when they are contradictorygutaenting various forms of ‘non-space’: the
freeway shoulder used as pedestrian walkway inrdodéocument roadways as static sculpture
rather than transitional spaces; strip-malls thatctosed for business; houses without inhabitants
and individuals who do not inhabit spaPertraits is simply the counterpoint examination of
social space and its influence on cultural identitthin a focus on identity as the primary object,

rather than space (or landscape).

The focus on unconventional uses of space wollttguly become more important in
Opie’s works produced after 2000. These later sewich include namelicehouse$2001)
andSurfers(2003), examine the intersection between truly @mhttory spaces and their
potential for community inclusion and belonging. thes end, bothcehousesndSurfers
document communities that are notably transientemg of people whose tangential interests
deposit them in close proximity to one-another padicular time and place, but not in a way
that mobilizes them as a determined collectiveéhése series, the landscapes of the frozen
Minnesota lakes and morning on the Pacific Oceape®tively are almost amorphous. The
pristine snow becomes a blank white canvas, antbthen the sea becomes a haze of gray, such
that both environments appear to extend forevatlidirections, heightening the ephemeral
nature of the communities whose temporary inhabitdends the scenes virtually their only
senses of coordinates, creating horizon linesatrebtherwise obscured from view. In these
series, the two communities do not occupy speclbedles, but rather create specified locales
by their very presence, literally sociaflyoducingspace, to use a Lefebvrian term. They also

suggest that Opie’s perspective on the relationseipveen place and identity is one in which
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their mutual dependency offers both the terrondeterminancy—and the possibilities inherent

in it as well.
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Conclusion

Continual Presence

This dissertation began with the premise thafrdsing of Catherine Opie’s works has
been to place them within a conventional chronolame that has encouraged critics to examine
each series more or less in isolation and to im, toverlook the formalist approach that is shared
between her portraits and landscapes of the 19%@spractice of conceiving her works
sequentially, in addition to grouping them by sgbpatter, has clouded adequate critique of the
ways in which her portraits and landscapes constraicalogue with one another. | have
attempted to provide analyses of her works undsipitemise, placing primary focus on the
landscapes, rather than the portraits, in partussc®pie’s landscapes have received less
scholarly attention. The emphasis on landscape hewever, extends beyond addressing a
critical lapse and also argues that consideratbptaceshouldbe privileged as part of the
discourse on Opie’s treatment of identity. Thitisay, essentially, that in Opie’s oeuvre,
landscape is the form of visual expression thakdres$ the thematic conditions of selfhood, in

at least equal, if not greater, degree than hdrats.

It is perhaps an unconventional argument to satygittures of scenery have more to say
about identity than pictures of people. Certaitical constructs are oftentimes conventional to
the reception of particular artistic forms: a gadictrait, for example, alludes to the artist’s
balance of subjectivity and objectivity, the praetof expressing one’s familiar, core self, and
also of seeing oneself anew. Opie’s portraits avaréxpectations, intentionally disturbing such

conventions of viewership. Most of them are aimedezlassifying. She presents viewers with
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portraits of individuals of ambiguous gender, paits of children and adolescents whose
identities are still forming, and self-portraitatithallenge the very dialectic construction of
subjectivity versus objectivity, proposing instehdt the relationship is so flexible and nuanced,

that categorizing the self into such conceptudirditons is an artificial construct.

There is a sociopolitical reason for challengingsth categories, as “[u]nderstanding
identity as itself constructed, relationally andldgically, and as fluid, in-process,
heterogeneous, can, like understanding that walbistrangers to ourselves,’ as Kristeva puts it,
help us move beyond racism and sexism, beyond amgefear, and moweward compassion
and love . . . Reimagining subjectivity will not bBsufficientcondition for eliminating or even
diminishing racism, sexism, homophobia, and otbemé of domination but it seems to me to be
anecessargondition.”®® The irony of realizing the self is ‘constructeelationally and
dialogically, and as fluid, in-process, heterogers¢ the context of creating a more tolerant
community is that the old categories of self/Otteerd to be preserved within the social realm—
that is, it is among people that one tends to assthre is a complete subject, in comparison to
those around her. In this respect, Opie’s portdefy aspects of prescriptive viewership—they
disallow the audience’s desire to label their scisj@s masculine/feminine or gay/straight, for
example—nbut the terms of this challenge are stithe realm of categorization. The need to
categorize itself is a secondary disruption; themnary and most obvious challenge is to the
terms applied to the labels, not the applicatiotabéls itself. One of the problems with

portraiture in this sense is that it encouragema &f viewership that tends to be prescriptive,

193 Marilyn Edelstein, “Love, Politics, and Ethicstime Postmodern Feminist Work of bell hooks andauli
Kristeva,” inCritical Perspectives on bell hogkdlaria del Guadalupe Davidson and George Yancy., édew
York: Routledge, 2009): 195.
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rather than relationathey, the sitters, may be unreadable, but their resistéo classification

does not preclude them from being identified aseQtbeparate fronrme the viewer.

The value of landscape, and what | have tried toafestrate through this study, is that it

can alter the conditions of viewing. As Yi-Fu Tyauts it:

“Landscape” has a curious significance for humandse The word itself
is heartwarming, like “home,” but with a cooler @m®ne may think
landscape a common and even universal way of pangeand
experiencing, but this is not the case . . . & gpecialized way of seeing . .
| say that landscape is made up of “place” asphte,” the place of
stability and confinement and the space of vulnétaland freedom.
Some of life’s fundamental polarities are thus présd. But survival does
not by any means exhaust landscape’s appeal. Aestisea factor too.
Aesthetically, landscape satisfies a human neeldgononious resolution
between such basic binaries of human experieneertisal and
horizontal, foreground, and background, illuminatand darknesS”

Landscape is exceptional in the manner that Tuaciddtes in that the form is itself virtual, an
extracted and composed construction of realityjtyetutely reflects the complexity, the
paradoxes, and the ambiguity of lived experientes Teflection not only parallels Opie’s
interest in preserving the same murky intricacielsaw identity is made and remade, but it also
offers a more appropriate strategy to presentidieia, for the reflection emerges by altering the
manner in which we view, deepening and expandiagsttbject beyond the view itself. If, as
Edelstein writes, alterity has to be overcome witihie subject in order to respect and bridge

alterity in others, then engagement with the ‘gjearess’ of one’s own selfhood is not as

194 Tyan,Escapism175.
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successfully encouraged by the sociability creatgabrtraiture as it is by the solitude engaged

by landscapé®

This limitation in portraiture may be why Opie resandoned the sitter-in-despatialized-
context format of the very series that made hemwianalthough it is difficult to say whether it is
an exclusively conceptual choice or if it obsergemmercial concerns as wéif Nevertheless,
Opie still references the same two themes of ideatid community in her present work as in
series she produced twenty years ago, yet, her hasKor the most part evolved to combine
portraits and landscapes into series sucBuaers(2004),In and Around Homé004-5), and
High-SchoolFootball (2008), which return to a similar kind of documewgtghotojournalistic
narrative that she used in 1988 fdaster Plan Opie has also produced landscape series that
utilize the same aesthetic strategies that shédas using since the nineties. Such series include
Skywayg2001),lcehouse$2001), Twelve Miles to the Horizof2010), and her ongoing project,
American Citiesall of which offer visions of place that are dpptated and rendered in such a
way that their formal qualities hint at abstractidhis continuing preoccupation with landscape,
in the context of Opie’s consistency when it conteler applied themes of community and

identity, suggests that it is in place, rather thaople, that she finds the richest possibilities.

195 Marilyn Edelstein interprets and paraphrasingalilisteva’s theory of self-estrangement. See:
Edelstein, 193.

1% The fact that the portrait series in question wikessource of Opie’s early success may also hege h
reason to resist repeating their format, as shehmag been wary of being typecast. Alternativeg say also
have been pressured to produce stylistically idahteries for the same reason.
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