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WHY THE A-LISTIS
QUEUING UPTO GET
NAKED FOR PHOTOGRAPHER
TERRY RICHARDSON.
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COVER STORY

He’s the former junkie punk who put the filth into
fashion.Now,alongside his X-rated ad campaigns
and sleazy shoots for glossy magazines,
photographer Terry Richardson wants his art to
be taken seriously.Here, he tells Sean 0’Hagan
why he swapped smack for smacking.
Photograph Matt Jones

I am standing in an overcrowded art gallery
in downtown Manhattan, feeling slightly
queasy. In front of me, taking up most of
the wall, is a huge photograph of a naked
girl engaged in the kind of sexual act that
defies description here. Let's just say that
her hair is in a mess. There are many
questions going through my head at this
moment, not least why an image of this
kind has ended up in an art gallery.

It's then that | notice the familiar-look-
ing young woman standing beside me. She
is wearing a dress that redefines the terms
skimpy and diaphanous, and she is gig-
gling uncontrollably. Atherself. She is the

same young woman who is up there on |

the wall. Her companion is staring open-
mouthed at the photograph, his face regis-

tering what can only be described as a mix- |

ture of shock and awe. He turns to herin
disbelief. “You didn't!’ he shrieks. Youdidn't!
But, as several other images on the walls
attest, she did. Over and over. The gallery
is bedecked with similar photographs:
naked and glistening young girls, their legs
akimbo, backsides thrust in the air, lip-
sticked mouths open in anticipation. Some-
tirnes there is just one girl, snapped from
above in an actof oral devolion, orin a post-
coital daze; sometimes there are two, occa-
sionally three. Sometimes, on closer in-
spection, the girls turn out to be boys, or
Dboy-girls, their petite penises dangling help-
lessly between their long feminine legs.
The only penis that does not dangle

belongs to the photographer whose name
graces the show, and whose naked frame and
goofy, bespectacled face features through-
out. His name is Terry Richardson, and the
whole show consists of self- made images of
Terry thrusting, rucking, prodding, pump-
ing and, sometimes, grinning at the cam-
era like a nerd let loose in porno heaven.
Most people here tonight seem to find
the show inexplicably funny, and there is
aqueue to buy the Terryworld T-shirts and
condoms. Others, though, do a swift about-
turn as soon as they have made it through
the bottleneck at the door. It's all too much.
Too crude. Too in-your-face. Too numb-
ingly, thrashily hard-core. Here, for instance,
is Terry being serviced by two babes who
could be, may well be, fashion models.
Here he is receiving a blow job from a girl
who, for some reason, is trussed up ina
suitcase, just her head — and open mouth
— protruding. And here he is being fellated
by another girl crammed into a dustbin.
In this context, the work of the late Helmut
Newton scems positively tame, quaint even.
The Terryworld show would have a Lon-
don gallery closed down within hours.
And yet here itis in the heart of Manhat-
tan's art world, in a reputable Solo space,
the Deitch Gallery, drawing the higgest
crowd of the year. The street outside is
thronged with the thin and the cool: fash-
ionistas, agents, artists, countless hangers-
on. There are even one or two celebrities,
including art-rocker Kim Gordon, film b
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4 director Wes Anderson, and actor/direc-
tor Vincent Gallo, whom, one suspects, is
grateful to be invited anywhere since his
recent public espousal of ultra-conserva-
tive Republicanism.

‘Terry is one of the more charismatic fig-
ures in downtown culture,” the gallery
owner, Jeffrey Deitch, will later tell the New
York Observer, and tonight's impromptu
block party certainly attests to that. One
whole stretch of Wooster Street has been
cordoned off by the NYPD, such is the
crowd milling about. There isa Red Cross
emergency worker stationed inside the air-
less and overcrowded space. Terryworld is
a strange and contradictory place whereart
and fashion and pornography converge,
and where, for the time being at least,
pornography is the dominant aesthetic.

‘Do you really think it's porn?’ Terry
Richardson asks me a few days later, as we
sit on the rather dilapidated patio of his
first-floor studio-cum-apartment over-
looking the Bowery. Terry is dressed ina
black T-shirt and work pants, white socks
and trainers. He is smaller than his pho-
tographs suggest, and has a less cartoon-
ish face: short-cropped hair, receding at the
temples, a handlebar moustache and big,
tinted, Seventies specs that exaggerate his
geekiness. His muscular arms are covered
in tattoos: old-fashioned sailor-type images
of busty girls, strange hieroglyphics,
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an elaborate inky black spider’s web that
spreads around one elbow.
Terry's pad is typical Lower East Side

boho — open-plan, with a kitchen at one |

end and a den at the other, a double bed
built into a niche in one wall. There are var-
ious black-and-white photographs of girls,
street dudes and punk groups arranged
here and there on the wall, but not, as
faras I can see, any of his own work. Inter-
estingly, he lives on the same street as
CBGB’s, the legendary punk dive, and
close to a street recently renamed Joey
Ramone Place. Thisis Terry’s hood’, and,
as befits a guy who borrowed the DIY ethic
of punk and applied it to photography, he
feels emotionally athome here. He belongs.

Me, 1 feel oddly guilty, because Terryis

| affable and open, obviously more sensitive

than his more extreme work suggests, and
I seemn to have offended him by suggesting
that the recent photographs he has taken
of himself having sex with various young

| girls might be pornographic.

‘The thing is, 1 don’t personally like
porn,” he says, shaking his head, and suck-
ing on the firstof several cigarettes he will
get through over the next few hours, his
voice sounding even deeper than usual
due to all the talking he has done since the
show’s opening. ‘Porn kind of bums me
out because there is so much sadness and
pain in thatworld. Solittle joy or even plea-
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OMPANY

ONE MINUTE,
TWAS FLYING
AROUND IN
JETS, THE NEXT
MY MOTHER
AND MEWERE
ONWELFARE,
LIVING ON
FOOD STAMPS.
SHEWAS IN
DIAPERS AND
BARELY ABLE
TO MOVE OR
COMMUNICATE

e

Sex in the city: (above)
a crowd-stopping shoot
for Vice magazine; and,
right, Hollywood star
Juliette Lewis mugs
for the camera

I SUPPL\

sure. | don't use porn or even go to strip
clubs, like alot of my friends. I don't like to
exploit anybody. That's not my bag. Every-
one has fun on my shoots.”

This would indeed seem to be the case.
The girls who now come knocking on the
doer of Terry Richardson’s studio to lake
partin what he calls his ‘spontaneous sex
acts’ may be young or impressionable, ex-
hibitionist or insecure, or all of the above,
but they are all too eager and willing to per-
form for his camera. [t's as if all the hoary
old cliches about the camera as phallus, the
photographer as power-hungry sexual
predator ala David Hemmingsin Blow-Up,
have come true with a vengeance in hiswork,
except that he does not have to cajole or pres-
surise his subjects. They're queuing up.

‘My rule is that I'd never ask anyone to
doanything I wouldn'tdo myself," he says,
‘that's how it’s got to go this far. At first, I'd
just want to do a few nude shots, so I'd take
off my clothes, too. I'd even give the cam-
eri to the model and get her to shoot me for
a while. It's about creating a vibe, getting
people relaxed and excited. When thathap-
pens,’ he adds, grinning his goofy, adoles-
cent grin, ‘you can do anything,’

For the uninitiated among you, it's impor-
tant to understand how much in demand
and influential Richardson is as a fashion
photographer in order to even begin to »
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4 understand how he gets away with all the
other stuff he does. Fashion, in case you
needed reminding, is a kind of parallel uni-
verse, where the normal rules of behaviour
—social, moral, ethical — do not apply. Fash-
ion designers, art directors and magazine
editors have flirted with heroin chic, anorexic
chic and even terrorist chic, but porn chic
has proved the most enduring aesthetic.

A cursory glance at recent backissues of
style magazines such as Dazed o Confused
and Pop, as well as occasional issues of
high-end titles like Vogue, indicates the
dominance of faux-porn imagery as the
abiding style attitude. Terry is the undis-
puted king of porn chic.

‘He's the ultimate manifestation of the
myth of the promiscuous photographer,”
says Charlotte Cotton, a curator at the Pho-
tographer’s Gallery in London, ‘and his
fashion work to date has played around
with that myth and, in the process, had
areal pertinence in an industry that tends
to be conservative and anodyne. But pho-
tography is also about context, and you
have to be careful when you move into the
very different context of an art gallery. Just
presenting sexual images, some would say
pornographic images, in terms of their
content alone, is notenough. Nor is parad-
ing your psychosexuality. You have to find
a way to be more clever than that.’

Terry Richardson, though, has no truck
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with cleverness for art’s sake, has no real
issues with whether his work is deemed art
or porn. Richardson is just doing his thing.
This month, art publisher Taschen will put
out Terryworld, a retrospective that shares
the same name as his Deitch show, but
mixes the sleazier stuff with fashion pho-
tographs, celebrity portraits and even the
odd landscape. What is arresting about the
book is not the hardcore sex, but the inti-
macy of some of the portraits: a blissfully
grinning child who has just been feeding
at his mother’s breast; Dennis Hopper, his
face wreathed in cigarette smoke. Ironi-
cally, Richardson has a gift for tenderness
that is not always evident in his pathologi-
cal pursuit of the sexually shocking,
Confusingly, there is also an even more
sumptuous book called Kibosh, published
by Damiani, which features the harder stuff
from the Deitch show, and retails at around
£300. That's the strange thing in all this,’
elaborates Stephen Male, an art director
who once worked with Richardson on an
early Levi’s campaign. ‘We suddenly have
a few prominent photographers who are
dealing with their sexual neuroses, and for
some reason we're all expected to watch. Even
stranger is that many of us do just that.”

Richardson first came to prominence in the
mid-Nineties, shooting fashion editorials
and ads that were starkly lit, brutally eropped
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IDON'T LIKE
TO EXPLOIT
ANYBODY.
THAT'S NOT
MY BAG.
EVERYONE
HAS FUN ON
MY SHOOTS

Cow girl: Josie Moran
in the ad campaign

for Sisley — an image
that established
Richardson as a
photographer prepared
to push the boundaries

and shot on snapshot cameras with little or
no lighting. His primitive-cool aesthetic
was the direct antithesis of the glossy, big-
production work of other fashion photog-
raphers such as Nick Knight or Stephen
Meisel, and had a more obvious sexual edge
than other purveyors of the snapshot aes-
thetic such as Juergen Tellerand Corinne Day.

In recent years, Richardson’s signature
advertising campaigns for labels like
Katharine Hamnett, where the models’
pubic hair was visible beneath their short
skirts, and Sisley, where, memorably, the
model Josie Moran squeezed milk from a
cow’s udder into her mouth, established
him as a photographer prepared to push
the boundaries about as far as many
assumed they could go. And, in a way, this
has been the case. Richardson'’s fashion
work still tends to be edgy — he has made
Kate Moss, minus her knickers, looklikea
world-weary call girl in the latestissue of
Pop —but he has shown an increasing ten-
dency to adapt to meet the more main-
stream demands of the client. His current
campaign for Miu Miu, featuring the
young actor Maggie Gyllenhaal, is opulent
and romantic, a world away from open
crotches and post-coital poses.

But over the past few years, Richardson's
non-fashion photography, which he con-
siders his most important work, has gone
the other way, his images becoming ever b
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4 more hardcore in their depiction of
Terry’s own sex life, Everyone in fashion !
had heard about the ‘spontaneous sex-
scapades’ that occurred from time to time
when Terry und a model hit it off. When
word gotout about them, though, he found ‘
that certain girls would turn up with exactly |
that in mind. Soon, the shoots got wilder,
and often Terry’s assistants, Seth and Keiji, |
had to be on hand to take the actual pic-
tures. ‘l always say | make pictures rather
than take pictures,” explains Terry. It turns
out that Alex, a blonde waif who works in |
his office, is a poshart student who originally
assisted Terry on a Miu Miu campaign. Now,
she is up there on the wall with the rest of
them, captured for posterity fellating her
boss from inside the office rubbish bin.
Soon, Terry had shot hundreds of simi-
lar images, all featuring himself in [la-
grante with a female volunteer. His psy- |
chosexual archive, he tells me, ‘is the most
satisfying and exciting work I have ever
done’. Leaving aside for a moment the
obvious question about whether a porno-
graphic image can ever possess artistic
merit, many of these photographs seem
grounded in, at one extreme, adolescent
fantasy gone mad, and, at the other, some
darker personal demons — narcissism,
obsession, compulsion, even addiction.
‘Oh, I have lots of stuff I am working out
through my work, he freely admits, though
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one suspects he tends to view his neuroses |

the way the rest of us might view our hob-
bies. ‘I mean, I don't think I'm a sexaddict,
if that's what you're asking, but1 do have
issues, tons of them. Like, this current
show could be about my midlife crisis. Or
it could be something to do with the fact
that since I gave up drinking and taking
drugs, I have to get high on sex and being
an exhibitionist. Or maybe it's the psycho-
logical thing that | was a shy kid, and now
I'm this powerful guy with his boner, dom-

inating all these girls. In a way, that's the |

very stuff I'm trying to work out in the work.

1 ask 1f it has ever crossed his mind that
his ‘stuff” might be better worked out in
private? ‘Why? he replies, in all serious-
ness. 'l mean, I'm a photographer. I record
stuff. Why not record myself? I'm only
doing what everybody else does behind
closed doors. They take Polaroids of their
girlfriends, then they hide them in a draw-
er, or post them on the internet with her
face blacked oul. That seems a whole lot
less healthy to me. That's about shame and
fear. I just do it all, and put it all out there.
That's what's incredibly liberating.”

So, it's photography as therapy? The
nerd’s revenge, maybe? He gives this some

thought. ‘Partly, but not only. Look, I'm just |

a regular guy who's trying to deal with
things, and figure stuff outas 1 go along. If
people want to call it porn, that's cool with

me. If people are shocked or offended by it,
that’s even better. A guy came upto me on
the street yesterday, and started shouting,

' “Ihate your show. I hate all your fucking pic-

‘l I %@ﬁgggNK ‘ tures.” What did you de? ‘I thanked him.’
ADDIC—E'BUT By all reports, Terry Richardson was once

‘ 1DOHAVE a neurotically shy young man. And, before
| ISSUES. LIKE, that, a sad and angry child. Untl punk
THIS CURRENT | provided a vehicle for his self-destructive
SHOW COULD | urges, he used to smash things up, furni-
BE ABOUT ture mainly, but sometimes himself. His

MY MIDLIFE | anger firstsurfaced when he was fourand
CRISIS his father Bob, a briefly successful fashion

photographer, left his mother for the then
17-year-old actress Anjelica Houston. Terry’s
mother, in turn, took up with Jimi Hendrix
and Keith Richards, and Terry once walked
in on her making out with Kris Kristoffer-
son. When he was nine, his mother was on
her way to collect him from his child psy-
chiatrist when a Pacific Bell telephone
truck smashed into the back of her sta-
tionary Volkewagen. She was left with per-
manent brain damage, and in the charge
of her already emotionally disturbed son.
| ‘It was shell shock, basically,” he says,

quietly. ‘One minute, | was flying around
in jets, I had a colour TV in iy bedroomn;
the next my mother and me were on wel-
fare, living on food stamps. She was in dia-
pers and barely able to move or communi-
| cate. It was a real tough time. I retreated »

| Top: an intimate shot
from an early book on
girls in bed; above: the
new work is dedicated
“to my mom and dad’



to getting high on weed, and when I
't high, I was this angry, sad kid. There
st one photograph of me looking happy
child. I was kind oflost for a long while.”
oday, Terry has a tattoo of himselfas
d little kid on his upper torso, but, one
pects, the real scars run much deeper.
has made up with his wayward father,
), having been homeless for along time,
v lives on social security in California
|, with Terry's help, plans to publisha
ik of his Seventies work. They briefly
d to work together, but it ended in tears.
We're cloge now, but it took a while. It's
sautiful and amazing thing to be able
g him and tell him [ love him, seeing
tried to strangle him a few times, threw
n across the apartment. All the classic
1er/son Greek mythology stuff’
After a stintin various Southern Cali-
nia punk bands, including SSA (Signal
eet Alcoholics), Baby Fistand Middle
iger, and a brief early {lirtation with
toin, Richardson started taking pho-
iraphs in earnest in the early Nineties.
+ shot whatever caught his eye on the
eet, and made a fitful living assisting
her guys who weren't half as original’.
s inspirations were Nan Goldin and
try Clarke, documentarians of their own
sken lives, as well as William Eggleston,
1om he calls ‘a true American visionary’.
chardson’s own breakthrough came
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when he was commissioned to do a street
fashion story for Vibe magazine in 1991,
and he responded by shadowing a gang of
teenagers for a night, snapping them as
they hung out. The influential British art
director Phil Bicker saw the result, and
promptly hired Richardson for a campaign
he was doing for Katharine Hamnett. The
rest, as they say, is fashion history.

“Terry always did his own thing,” says
Stephen Male, recalling those early days.
‘1 remember when the contact sheets came
in for the Levi's shoot we did, every single
one would feature a photograph of the
model with her top off. I remember think-
ing, “How did he do that?” I mean, it was-
n't really what was required for the shoot.
Then it became Terry’s thing. It seems
almost quaint and old-fashioned now that
we'd find it questionable. But that's fash-
ion for you. Once somebody pushes the
envelope, it doesn'’t take long for taboo
images to become acceptable. Plus, fash-
ion needs people like Terry; it needs to feel
ithas an edge all the time.” Terry, unsur-
prisingly, concurs. ‘Hell, somebody’s gotta
come up once in a while and say bollocks
to all that mainstream, glamour stuff.’

One feels, though, that fashion photog:
raphy is no longer enough for Terry
Richardson, that the rush he got from
recording, then displaying, his own X-rated
reality show will be both a catalyst for his

®

IT'SAN
AMAZING
THINGTO BE
ABLETOTELL
MY FATHER
TLOVE HIM,
SEEINGAS
ITRIEDTO
STRANGLE HIV
AFEWTIMES

®

Caught short: ‘T never
ask anyone to do
anything I wouldn't do
myself,’ says Richardson,
pictured in his office
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already hyperactive creative imagination,
and a hard(core) act to follow. There are
signs, too, that he may already be tiring of
the sexual infamy that he has worked
so hard to sustain. He has been commis-
sioned to write and direct a feature film,
Son of a Bitch, about a father who returns
out of the pastto derail his son’s life. It will,
he insists, be entirely free of sex scenes.
‘Ilove sex,’ he says, ‘and, above all, I love

| the first time I have sex with someone.

That’s the real buzz. Often girls have said
to me: “Terry, it was all downhill after the
first fuck,” and that’s kind of true, I guess.
Sometimes, lately, I find myself thinking
I'd really love to settle down, get married,
have kids, have a regular relationship.’
Given his reputation, that may well re-
main wishful thinking, at least until he
works through his compulsion to record his
every casual sexual encounter on camera.
His first marriage, to model Nikki Uberti,
was short-lived and volatile, fuelled by copi-
ous amounts of Class A drugs. Richardson
says any hopes of reconciliation were com-

plicated by his efforts to stay oft heroin, with |

which he had along and fitful dependency.

He has been drug-free for three years
now, after a group of friends staged an in-
tervention when they found him comatose
in his apartment on Christmas Day 2001.
‘I was at the bottom, man. I'd just broken up
with a girlfriend three days before, and I'd

gone on a binge over Christmas. I'd done
$100 worth of smack, taken a bunch of Val-
iums and drunka bottle of vadka. I put on
a suit and tie for Christmas, then it hit me
that I was all alone. I went to sleep hoping
that I wouldn’t wake up. That's when the
guys found me, and sent me off to rehab.’

These days, clean if not altogether
serene, Terry Richardson’s personal life
seems a lot less messy than it was before.
He has just split up, though, with his
meodel girlfriend, Susan Eldridge, but
seems remarkably chilled about his current
situation, despite the often tragic events
that have dogged what he calls, with Disney
innocence, ‘his incredible journey’.

‘I felt T had to open up my soul and let
all this stuff out,” he says, ‘and then I could
move on. I guess some people are more
scared of me now than they were before,
because they think I'm a crazy, exhibition-
ist nut. But the people who know me prob-
ably just think, “Oh, that’s Terry doing his
thing.” Whatever, I'm cool with it. In my
head, I've already moved on. I might do
akids’ book next. Or just people’s faces. Or
I might do my out-of-the-closet book next.’
He pauses, grinning. “That’s a joke, right?’
If you say so, Terry, if you say so. oM

To order Terryworld by Terry Richardson (£34.99,
Taschen) for £31.50 with free UK p&p, call the
Observer Book Service on 0870 836 0885, or 00
to wwav.observer.co.uk/bookshop
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