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With Nudes, Ryan McGinley Shoots for History 
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NEW	   YORK—	   "Youth	   never	  moves	  me,"	   Richard	   Avedon	   once	   said.	   "I	   seldom	   see	   anything	   very	  
beautiful	   in	   a	  young	   face."	   It	  makes	  you	  wonder	  what	  he	  would	  make	  of	  Ryan	  McGinley's	   rocket-‐
fueled	   career.	   Ever	   since	   the	  32-‐year-‐old	  photographer	  mailed	  his	   inkjet-‐printed	  book	  The	  Kid	  Are	  
Alright	  around	  to	  editors	  in	  1999	  —	  an	  act	  of	  DIY	  self-‐promotion	  that	  eventually	  led	  to	  a	  solo	  show	  at	  
the	  Whitney	  Museum	  at	  age	  25	  —	  youth	  has	  pretty	  much	  been	  the	  only	  thing	  that	  has	  moved	  him.	  
And	  movement,	   literally,	   is	   the	   key.	   Rather	   than	   focusing	   on	   the	   "downward	   curve	   of	  Maugham's	  
lips"	   or	   "the	   smile	   of	  Marie	   Louise	   Bousquet"	   as	   Avedon	   did,	   faces	   are	   all	   but	   nonexistent	   in	  
McGinley's	   famous	   "Road	   Trip"	   and	   "Cave"	   series,	   which	   celebrate	   exuberant,	   often	   naked	  
twentysomethings	   frolicking	   in	   the	   great	   American	   outdoors.	   But	   after	   a	   decade	   of	   capturing	   his	  
subjects	  against	  this	  liberating	  backdrop	  —	  and	  at	  rock	  concerts,	  that	  other	  idealized	  site	  of	  youthful	  
expression	  —	  McGinley	   has	   retreated	   into	   his	   Lower	   East	   Side	   studio	   for	   his	   first	   digital	   project,	  
"Everybody	  Knows	  This	  Is	  Nowhere,"	  which	  opens	  tonight	  at	  SoHo's	  Team	  Gallery.	  
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Over the past two years, the photographer has enlisted a casting agent to scour the globe and send more than 150 lithe, 
mellow, frequently tattooed, and almost obscenely young-looking models his way. Many pictured in the new series 
were found at rock festivals like Coachella, Reading, and Austin City Limits, and are involved in the creative 
community as artists, writers, or filmmakers of some sort. Others have been McGinley's muses since the beginning of 
his career. Shooting them in his studio against a white backdrop, he has produced a body of black-and-white 
portraiture that is classical in its respect of Avedon, Mapplethorpe, and Catherine Opie, but strikingly fresh and 
contemporary in perspective.  
 
"It looks like the things people are doing in my color photographs, but they're just doing them within the studio," 
McGinley said while giving ARTINFO a preview of the portraits, which are simply titled by the subjects' first name 
and, in a few cases, last initial. "You know there's lots of action, lots of running and jumping. But with the black-and-
white studio portraits something I've never done before is a lot of direct eye contact. That's something I kind of 
discovered by making these portraits."  
 
To achieve this effect he employed a "hype girl" named Brandee — who is the subject of one of the portraits herself 
— to prompt the models with cue cards displaying directions like EXCITED or JEALOUS while keeping them 
moving to custom-made iPod playlists of their favorite songs. "I want people to feel good about it because it's a 
celebration, and it's fun for me," says McGinley. Many of the portraits are nudes, and a shy eroticism pervades the 
series — which can be disturbing given the overtly childlike appearance of many of the subjects. Some of the images, 
like Louis or Chloe B, will recall Richard Prince's Spiritual America, the 1983 appropriation photo of a naked 
Brooke Shields that police removed from a show at London's Tate Modern last year amid concerns of child 
pornography.  
 
According to McGinley, playing the childhood sexualization card is not his aim in the series, and he says all of the 
subjects are between 18 and 29. In fact, he adds, the models are intended to look like his brothers and sisters, who 
were his heroes growing up, each of them at least 11 years his senior. "I think that my photos are the least sexual 
thing," says McGinley, who seems almost baffled by the insinuation. "I don't think there's much sexuality going on in 
the images, I think it's just an investigation of the human body, and I think when people work with me that's not 
something that factors into the process of making the photographs. I think that if someone offers me that, like if a girl 
gives me pouty lips or a really sexy look, I'll actually tell her, 'That's not something I'm interested in. I just want you to 
be yourself and kind of act natural.'"  


