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“Each photograph, it’s an image that I
cherish, I shoot a lot of photographs, and
when I find this one image that makes
sense, you know, the lighting’s perfect in
it, the gesture’s perfect, it feels real, the
composition is perfect, I mean perfect
to me, and then I start grouping these
photographs together, and when I group
them together it becomes something
else, it becomes a narrative. And a lot
of people take that narrative as truth,
and that’s part of my photography, is
presenting it to look like truth, because
it’s shot with a 35mm camera, it’s grainy,
it’s not perfect, and the aesthetic that
I’m going for is for a photograph to look
like a documentary photograph, and to
appear in that style of feeling very real…”
Ryan McGinley, August 2007

Ryan McGinley seems taller to me today than in his
scruffy skate punk years in the late 90s when he was a
Design major at The Parsons School of Design. Not that he
ever was a punk, given his genial yet clearly driven nature.
But back in the day, he did look “punk rock,” his light
brown hair much shorter than now, with his battered black
leather jacket, and hoodie over a T-shirt, which made him
resemble a subject in a Wolfgang Tillmans photograph.
Wild is a word McGinley is fully comfortable using in
describing himself during those years. And he credits his
boyfriend at that time with imparting a sense of peace to
his life, which brought more balance and thoughtfulness to
his demeanor.
“When I was younger,” said McGinley, “I was just a dumb
kid doing drugs, getting fucked up and taking pictures,
and now, I somehow turned my lifestyle into a profession.
I don’t know how the hell that happened, but you know, I
can pay my rent, so…”
As his former professor and fellow photographer, I had
the opportunity to witness the young wunderkind and
how he put his name out there in culture via his DIY
practice of making little desktop books of his photography,
which he sent to his subjects, friends, artists he admired,
and magazines he liked. That McGinley was a graphic
design major (rather than a major in Photography)
figured decisively in his quick-witted ability to distribute
his desktop book, “The Kids Are Alright,” at a time
when computer technology was opening up more direct
possibilities to market one’s self without the aid of
intermediaries. Those little books filled with the raw often
delirious antics of his generation steeped in skateboard
culture, smoking weed, casual sex, and a rabid lust for
kicks, struck a chord with various constituencies: his
own raucous peer group, graffiti culture, queer culture,
fashion/general interest/and zine media, and most
critically, the art world. McGinley’s work reminded older
hipster generations like mine, that every subculture yearns
for a voice, and a platform upon which to throw down
its gauntlet. And that he did, with pictures that seemed
rushed and documentary in their style, but which were
often rigorously rehearsed and haphazard only on the
surface. His early “vomiting” pictures, which depicted kids
heaving caught in a suspended state, were enacted over the
course of two years, until he accrued the perfect “decisive
moments” in those lunatic acts of hurling. To induce the
vomiting, McGinley and his friends took Ipecac, and as
in other images that he stages to appear as natural as the
documentary mode he simulates “the sense of surprise is
very much set up,” he affirms, “like the ‘falling’ pictures,
(where) that photo was made, with one of my models, Tim,
who I’ve worked with for years, and (using a trampoline)
I had him fall like that, until he couldn’t fall anymore,
but we probably shot like 10 rolls or something. It’s kind
of like a Muybridge study, only they’re more spazzed out,
rather than walking, or riding a horse.” And whether he
employs a smoke machine, fireworks, or a dirt bike in the
forest, “I’m not using them like a prop, but as a vehicle for
something,” he asserts, confirming that there is often a
methodology to his most apparently naturalistic pictures,
to induce his subjects to reach for the images in his head.
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“In my work,” says McGinley, “to make things look
very casual and very real, it takes a long time, it’s an
investigation, a lot of things go into it, to investigate
somebody’s body, and to direct them in a way to get
178

S Magazine

179

certain sort of gestures, or expressions out of them that
you’re searching for, and basically what I’m searching for is
to find that moment when things are just very real, and it’s
like the camera wasn’t even there, just like your hanging
out with your buddy, you’re laughing, falling…”
McGinley no longer looks punk rock in the least; his hair
is short and handsomely cut, but not fussed over, and he
couldn’t be more gracious, sharing his raspberries, and
bottled water, as he muses on the kinetic dimensions of his
imagery, “So much of my work is about people’s gestures,
and the way that their body moves, to see how their arms
sort of fall, their legs…there’s some kind of movement
going on in all my photos. I have to see how they move,
all the subtleties. The way that I cast is the way a director
casts an actor; I have them (his subjects) walk for me,
to see how they walk, just to see how their body moves.”
McGinley will then take Polaroids of prospective subjects
in the nude, “just standard artist’s model poses” and ask
them to stand to the left, then to the right, to obtain a
discreet but clear sense of how their bodies look from
differing angles. “It’s an icebreaker,” he admits, “once
someone takes their clothes off, basically after that, you’re
cool with that person.”
When he was in my class, McGinley’s name was just
starting to generate a buzz that was spreading, like wildfire
among the arbiters of style, and perhaps like a virus, to
his detractors, who resented his output, and his readiness
for one so young, to be honored with a dazzling succession
of exhibitions that came his way, first at The Whitney
Museum, where he was feted as the youngest artist to ever
have a solo exhibition at the museum, and soon after, at
PS 1, where his photographs in their degree of variety and
hypnotic activity, were seen as an advance on the work
in the Whitney show. Around 2001 McGinley was the
Photo Editor at Large for the influential and perversely
twisted free magazine, Vice, the maverick youth bible,
which often ran his pictures along with the likes of Terry
Richardson, and Punk porn pioneer, Richard Kern. He
had traveled to my Brooklyn apartment, to pore over
the images I had made over the years, for a gallery of
my work, to appear in Vice. He was keen to go through
hundreds of my images, and I recall he selected pictures
that were nicely diverse in nature. One of the subjects in
a photo he selected was a blonde Amazonian dominatrix
with short hair, who I remember commenting: “If they
(Vice) want to run a picture of my pimply ass, they are
welcome to it.” And since it was fun seeing him in my
normal role, as photo editor, the experience solidified my
resolve to hang out with him, whenever we could make
the time. I was working at Vibe magazine, as photography
director, and teaching part-time at Parsons, which made
for little leisure activity, and subsequently I missed out on
the increasing sightings of my student, as he carved his
way into downtown notoriety as a kind of tireless party
animal, who, via the camera he always carried on him,
documented his life and times as he partied. His lifestyle
then, as it remains to this day, albeit at a more mellowed
down pace, cut through different scenes. McGinley had
friends of all kinds: the graffiti and skate kids, downtown
artists, striking and vividly talented lesbian friends, adult
patrons, civilized and caustic gay friends, fashion denizens,
and legions of straight friends, who appeared to be his
most constant company.
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“My erection was on the scanner,” said McGinley, in
recalling when as a student, a Tech person came upon a
copy of his penis that he had left on the screen. The Tech
behaved as though nothing had occurred and McGinley
progressed in his lessons with the scanner, and related
tools that continue to bedevil his elders, but now enable
huge numbers to work more efficiently. McGinley still
shoots with film, and uses the Leica 58, and Yashica
T4 SLR analog cameras, employing them to arrive at a
sophisticated, often revved up, sometimes lo-fi aesthetic
that perfectly complements the groupings of beautiful
young men and women who abound in his recent work. His
physical ease with the cameras enables him to shoot with
an attentive abandon, amassing stacks of images that he
pores over to arrive at a tight collection of photographs.
“I’m cutthroat with the Final Edit,” he says; and his
process entails arriving at a tentative final range of images
which he mounts on his studio wall, until certain pictures
jump out, and others fall away, leaving those ones which
are destined for exhibition, or publication in a magazine.
“I was raised around teenagers,” he says, the youngest
of eight siblings, “who were always talking about sex,
pussy this pussy that... I saw my brothers and sisters
naked all the time. The people I photograph kind of look
like my brothers and sisters.” The range of young people
depicted in his photographic work “mirrors the range
of difference” experienced in his family: “stock broker,
burnout, cheerleader, the person with morals, the person
without morals, the gay guy, the straight guy.” The casting
that is a constant in realizing his work, most recently for
his cross-country project, entailed looking at “close to a
hundred people” which he boiled down to around fifteen
choices. “The people that I look for, a really big quality is
that they’re really mellow,” he expounds, “I’m not trying to
do a Reality show, that’s not my objective. People who are
really down to earth, mellow, that you can be in a car with,
and there’s not going to be any drama. I’m also looking for
people who are kinda wild, sort of, you know something’s
gonna happen with their personalities.”
Growing up in New Jersey, for McGinley, “being the baby
in the family,” meant relating to each sibling in a manner
specific to their age, personality, and lifestyle. He listened
to his sisters going on about their boyfriends, and was
entertained by the Drag shows held by his late brother
Michael and his boyfriend, who impersonated Barbra
Streisand, in his NYC apartment. Before he was even a
teenager, McGinley was acquainted with a gay lifestyle
because of Michael, who he would often stay with during
his frequent visits to the city. When his brother became
sick with the full blown symptoms of AIDS, Michael came
back home to New Jersey, to the more comfortable care of
his family, and McGinley says he witnessed the ravages of
AIDS before life extending drugs like AZT, and Protease
Inhibitors were an available option. “I used to sell pot,
and we used to smoke so much pot together, to build up
his appetite. He died a real AIDS death,” he states flatly,
devoid of melodrama.
“I’ve never been interested in having my sexuality define
my work. I like people who create a world, someone who
owns what they do.” To that end, McGinley peoples his
work with those who reflect his own nonchalant sexual
ambivalence. “All my boys look like girls, and the girls
look like ‘the girl next door’. All the boys are straight, but
look androgynous,” he says, summing up a particularly
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prevalent brand of alternative beauty that increasingly
defines the features and behavior demonstrated by many
of the urban youths of this age. A casual polymorphous
sexuality has been consolidated in his work from the last
four years, a result of the summer long cross-country
trips he has undertaken with the twenty-two or so people,
including his production person, interns, and the fifteen or
so young people who he cast to appear in his central body
of photography. Also, one must factor in the influence of
the three years McGinley has spent covering Morrissey
on tour, “back and forth traveling the world.” He moved
throughout the audiences, with Morrissey’s approval,
without restriction, “onstage, between the stage (and the
audience),” commemorating and capturing the singer’s
fans, often gorgeous nerds, regular and dandified, whose
mannered naturalism partners well with the figures in
McGinley’s cross-country projects. “His fans are him,”
he says, affirming the symbiotic resemblance between
the rock icon and his fans. The beautiful geek is by now
a full fledged sex symbol in the world, who embodies a
more delicate possibly regressive physiognomy rooted in
the teenage and collegiate years, before youthful good
looks have hardened into a more gender specific adult
configuration. This ambiguous glamour is given a more
naturalistic treatment in McGinley’s work, but never
fully erases the awareness that such youthful beauty
is a commodity, in both the rock and fashion worlds.
Their collective ambiguous beauty is both an emblem of
youth culture, and a sign of a more twisted youth, or of
an untainted physical ideal, allowed to bloom without
paralyzing self-consciousness. I imagine that McGinley’s
vision of physical beauty, rooted in the innocence of being
young and naked, cavorting with others who one vaguely
resembles, is his version of Arcadia, a world of willowy
almost adolescent softness defined by long skinny legs,
small breasts, long shaggy hair, and open responsive eyes.
“Androgyny is nice, and it’s nice when you can’t tell (the
gender of someone). Two for the price of one.”
Returning to his own lifestyle, he offers “It’s too
distracting to have someone who’s gay on set.” And I
imagine he means not only someone who shares his
sex preference, but one who could distract him from
his controlled sublimated Arcadian idyll. On one level,
McGinley is cheerfully projecting gender ambiguity over
subjects who already exude this quality, or who can readily
accommodate the sensual undercurrents of his perception.
“I feel Roman Catholic,” he says easily, “I went to
church almost every day until I was 13. The iconography
interested me.” At thirteen, McGinley, tired of attending
church, told his mother that he didn’t want to go anymore.
She scolded him that while he lived under their roof, he
had to attend, and that was that. After her warning, he
went off to NYC to see his brother, and slept over, but
eventually he did return home, and his mother stopped
insisting that he go.
McGinley’s father was a businessman, or in his words,
“a traveling salesman. He wanted me to become a
stockbroker. I was like 7 years old and I knew what Dow
Jones was…and supply and demand, the inner workings
of business. My Dad wanted me to be a tennis star,” and
toward that goal, McGinley practiced every day from ages
5-11. When I asked him why he stopped with the tennis,
he gave me a phlegmatic look implying that the sheer
discipline required and the intrinsic necessity to please
2002
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his father, pushed him away from the sport, and toward
another family supported activity, making art. During his
teenage years, he spent much of his time drawing: “always
drawing, drawing, drawing,” his voice trailing off in a
reverie. “I always wanted to be an artist,” he says, “I never
wanted to be a photographer. I am an artist who works
with photography, that’s what I do.”
“My segue into photography was making Skateboard
films,” remembering his teenage pastime, and
the historical links that led to his commitment to
photography. But the habit of making films also stuck with
him, and he has filmed all his photo shoots for the last 4
years. He explains, “It’s interesting to see how someone
does something,” referring to viewing himself interacting,
and sometimes directing his subjects during a shoot.
“You see how silly and dumb it is shooting,” McGinley
smiles, “the talk between the photographer and model is
so stupid, that you’d never think that when you look at a
photograph and you get something that’s as beautiful as a
photograph you’re happy with, the dialogue that goes with
it,” as he fires off a staccato parody of what photographers
tend to say on set: “Oh yeah, oh, that’s good, do it again,
you look GREAT, yeah, ok, uh huh, oh yeah, oh what
were you saying, oh, no, yes do that, YES, that looks so
good, don’t stop, DON’T STOP DOING THAT, OK, keep
going, keep going, OK, do it again,” cracks McGinley
bringing his verbal onslaught to a halt, he chuckles “it’s so
insanely retarded.” An assistant either actively shoots the
proceedings as McGinley takes his pictures, or a camera
will be set up in a stationary position, Warhol style, and
whatever occurs in front of the video camera is what is
captured. Off camera remarks are inevitably recorded,
reminding McGinley of the nuttiness entailed in getting
the picture.
2004

On the interior of his lower lip is tattooed the word, “Penis.”
“Sex is a big part of my life,” he muses, however “I go
out of my way to avoid pictures that are erotic.” During
his laborious editing procedures, he’ll remark to himself
“there’s too much sex in that picture,” and he’ll pass on
such images, preferring to disclose feelings that are less
obviously sexual in their effect. “I used to watch porn,”
he says, “but I’m not as inspired by it as I once was.”
McGinley preferred watching porn shot on film, which he
finds less erotic and more beautiful than video. He was
especially enthralled by porn from the early 70s, when
pubic hair was in abundance, and hence, more suited to
his taste in naturalism. He perceives more of an attitude
of nudism in 70s porn, decades away from the cult of the
surgically enhanced hot body and the shaved pudendum.
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“I could make 10 different bodies of work via: Composition,
Lighting, Feeling, and How Does It Fit Into My World.”
Explaining why he has cutback on, but not entirely ruled
out, Editorial work, he reasons: “I’d rather have MY world
in the magazine. Bottom line for me is always about my
personal work.” Although it took time, McGinley arrived
at his present level of freedom through doing his own
work, and accepting a range of magazine jobs that have
included working for Index, W, and The New York Times
Magazine, for whom he worked extensively, culminating
in his memorable gallery on Olympic Swimmers in 2004.
“Working for magazines,” he ventures, “it’s cool, it was
great, I got to travel a lot, I made money, I had no money
then; it was an opportunity to learn more and develop as a
photographer. A lot of my shoots now I couldn’t have gotten

to the place I am without doing all those shoots where I
traveled, like for The New York Times Magazine, I learned
so much doing that; it was like after traveling all over the
world, doing so many of those shoots, that I’m like, I could
just do this stuff for my own purpose, but I don’t think that
would have crossed my mind if I wasn’t, if I didn’t have the
opportunity to travel. At the moment, I don’t have to do
editorial,” he says gently, and with tact, “so it has to be
something that’s fun, that I’m going to have a good time
with…it has to be something that I’m going to enjoy myself
doing it, it’s not about the money.”
Like other hot photographers, whose work may have begun
as an Editorial job, but became something else entirely, as
a result of a more extended investigation into the subject,
McGinley approached his 2005 “New York” magazine
assignment to shoot Morrissey live in concert, with the
passion of a true fan; and he seized upon the idea of making
an exhibition and book on the quirky hoards, and the
colorful ambiance around the brilliant singer-songwriter.
But to realize his ambition for his Morrissey project,
before the singer conferred his approval on the enterprise,
McGinley followed the tour, sneaking his cameras in his
underwear, and the rolls of film in his socks. “I never
got sick of the concerts. You have to know the songs to
know when the lights will change,” he recalls, “it’s like
hunting, finding the fans most hypnotized by Morrissey,”
and once Morrissey examined his initial efforts, he
proceeded obsessively, and fashioned an elaborate method
in producing the pictures, that debuted at his recent NYC
exhibition at Team Gallery in January 2007.
An accident occurred in the process of documenting
the Morrissey tour that gave McGinley greater clarity of
purpose, and a technical strategy that expanded his range
of visual solutions. During a concert, he accidentally
dropped his camera, exposing his film before the roll was
finished, which when he examined the results led him
to experiment more with the 35mm film. The roll that
had been exposed to the available light revealed hitherto
unseen possibilities regarding the plasticity of the film and
what can occur to it when available light raked over the
exposed frames. The ambient light in the general darkness
of the auditorium mingled with the stage lighting which
shifted in coloration from orange, to pink, to blue, to
yellow, according to the song. After seeing the results that
occurred from that first accident, and finding that he was
pleased by the surprises that showed up on the frames,
led McGinley to adopt a procedure of more controlled
accidents, where he periodically opened the camera to
expose the film to the ambient indoor light at different
intervals, as the stage lighting changed with each song that
Morrissey performed. These deliberate ‘accidents’ showed
McGinley that something unexpected yet potentially
ravishing could happen to the film stock. He noticed that
sunlight, interior light, and their mixture could contribute
toward unforeseen atmospheric shifts in color, which
in the printing stages could be even more rigorously
controlled and manipulated according to his subjective
response. “Irregular Regulars,” McGinley’s exhibition of
the Morrissey tour featured photographs of varying scale,
uniformly defined by grainy, explosive, multi-hued or airy
illuminated monochromatic blasts of light that coursed
through the images, giving the exhibition a sense of
spectacle, and a kind of liveliness characteristic of much of
his work. Together the pictures imparted a cinematic
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gloss, which unified the photographs like an orchestrated
medley of fireworks. The emotional absorption exhibited by
the audience enhanced their visual charisma when bathed
in the color treatments devised by McGinley. The audience
itself achieved a kind of stardom as a result of the inspired
manipulation of both the film, and the exhibition prints.
As he downed numerous bottles of Pellegrino water,
McGinley suddenly had a stomach ache, and like the tea
and madeleine which spurred Marcel Proust to voluptuous
levels of thought, the side effects of the water reminds him
that he often gets stomach aches before photo shoots; and
that prior to stepping to the podium to accept his recently
received “Young Photographer Of The Year” Infinity
Award, given by the International Center for Photography,
he had a panic attack. He had been wearing shades that
night, and had been seated beside legendary designer
Karl Lagerfeld, himself in his trademark sunglasses, when
the panic attack, which had begun before arriving at
the awards event, kicked in, leading him to pass on the
obligatory cocktail party. The shades masked McGinley’s
temporary discomfort, and he finally removed them when
making his acceptance speech.
“I push myself too hard,” he concludes, which is more
a statement of fact, rather than regret. And there is
ample evidence of his intense busyness just in taking an
extended glance around his modest downtown loft. Work
in progress is everywhere, including stacks of packets
filled with quick prints from his cross-country project,
and another mountain of little books, which his assistant,
Marc, is stuffing into envelopes to send to those who
attended the birthday party of his longtime friend, Jack
Walls, the former lover of the late star photographer,
Robert Mapplethorpe. His recent projects, which include
his Kate Moss pictorial for “W” magazine, as well as the
work from his cross-country trip, have yielded so many
images that McGinley has been spending up to 16 hours a
day editing down the material for both future exhibitions,
and to supply his photo agency, AFG, with new material.
In other sectors of the studio are boxes filled with pages
of photo fragments, raw material for the collages that he
makes in his spare time. And in still other parts of the
studio on shelves are the little books that he continues to
make for a variety of purposes. The little books warrant
close attention because they represent his very first efforts
to package and distribute his work, and have taken on
a more complex importance over time. The little books
done in tribute to Jack Walls are of deflated balloons with
characteristic phrases spoken by Walls written on them.
Each page features a deflated balloon starkly mounted on
the blank page, closely resembling the deadpan minimalist
presentation of California master Ed Ruscha, who also
specialized in little picture books. The phrases written on
the balloons list words and witticisms such as:
“Penisaurus Rex,” “Ghetto Deluxe,” “Faggola,” “Sacrifice
The Relationship,” “Boo Fuckin Hoo,” “Once You
Go Black You Never Go Back,” “Lovely Boy,” “Secret
Squirrel,” and so on.
The attention McGinley pays to the art of the little book,
whether they’re done for friends, or as a sentimental
record of his fondness for someone, are palpable labors
of love, remembrance, and homage. And it’s possible that
the little books alone constitute a major body of work,
for they are drenched in emotion, and a reverence for
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different individuals who have had a personal impact
on the photographer. The books resurrect, as in Walls’
case, the quirky voice of McGinley’s beloved friend;
and commemorate, as with his late female buddy, Lily
Wheelwright, an unforgettable presence who will be sorely
missed, by McGinley, by her family, and her extended
family of downtown hipsters. That he continues to keep his
hand actively engaged in making these curios of memory,
speaks volumes about McGinley’s depth of sentiment, and
his exemplary sense of loyalty.
Now that he is back in town, the immediate work that
looms ahead for him is substantial, although McGinley
has already begun planning for his next cross-country trip
for the summer of 2008. This past summer he traveled
using two fifteen passenger vans with the groups of young
men and women, gleaned from his castings at his studio,
and through referrals from friends. Embarking in June
from Manhattan, the crew traveled a predetermined
route through numerous states including Virginia, North
Carolina, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, New Mexico, and
Arizona, ending in California. McGinley then made a
return trip, with another group of models, traveling the
upper regions of the United States including Minnesota,
where memorably a contact provided animals such as a
trained bear, chickens, and goats to interact sweetly with
his nudes.
On the average McGinley and his team would spend
approximately 2 days in each location, waking up at
9am, taking group breakfasts, and then setting out for
the specific location of the day. These locations, found
after months of intense research, ranged from national
parks, sand dunes, camping grounds, lakeside settings,
pastoral terrains, a drive-in, and even a supermarket,
which granted him permission to shoot his models there,
during after hours from 11 PM to 2 AM. In procuring
the drive-in theater, McGinley recalls telling the contact
something to the effect of: “This is my work, this is what
I do, we want to shoot off fireworks while Casablanca’s
playing.” There were numerous night shoots, during
which he frequently used fireworks, on the average of
every two days or so, to enliven the proceedings. Like his
penchant for shooting groupings of nudes high above in
trees, the use of fireworks have almost become a visual
symbol in his work, heightening the likelihood of offkilter possibly thrilling visual moments, and increasing
the chances of unpredictable behavior. Also contributing
to the atmospheric look in these images is McGinley’s
use of smoke, which he has been using for some time
now. Smoke is present in some of his fashion photographs
of Kate Moss, and it has become a staple in his larger
group shoots, as a means to create broad atmospheric
effects that lend mystery and cinematic scope to some
of his pictures. On the crammed bulletin board in his
studio hangs an especially evocative image of nude men
and women standing apart in a row, suffused in an ochre
colored field of smoke, that suggests both the sensation of
awaking among clouds, and the contrived post-apocalyptic
landscapes recreated in films such as “Zabriskie Point,”
and “Dawn Of The Dead.” McGinley’s use of smoke
machines is derived from his days of intense clubbing,
and the haze artificially generated on the dance floor; as
well as from the stage magic seen at rock concerts. In
describing what smoke contributes to his pictures, he says,
“You’re doing these things you wouldn’t necessarily

do in life, and then there’s all these elements going on,
like smoke, so you really want to bring the subject into
that world, and by (also) adding music, it’s another level
of disorientation. You’re really creating this world that
doesn’t exist; when it becomes a photograph, it’s really
otherworldly, but when you’re doing a photo shoot, you
try to bring it to a place where people can really lose
themselves, where they can act outlandish.” The smoke
references the phenomenology of nature, with its gales and
gusts, and the self-conscious media savvy contrivances of
Pop Art, which readily borrows its effects from the popular
media, only to turn perception on its head, in realizing a
new hybrid form.
Life as an acclaimed photographer seems to agree with
McGinley; and he appears to have adapted well to the pace
of his lifestyle, which demands a constant and sustained
industriousness, and a discriminating sense of how to
prioritize his time. Some of the perks of his visibility are
reflected in his opportunities to be captured by kindred
sensibilities such as Tillmans, Larry Clark, his friend Jack
Pierson, and recently, the painter Elizabeth Peyton, who
after rubbing away her false starts, painted McGinley while
he was asleep. Peyton in particular, shares McGinley’s
tendency to idealize his subjects, although his own
aesthetic exhibits more caution in celebrating the beauty
of those who are widely famous. And yet, both artists
can be said to gravitate to a shared stereotype of iconic
youthful beauty, whereas McGinley may generally find his
subjects further outside the parameters of the culturally
familiar, they nonetheless celebrate an often delicate brand
of male beauty, that is more easily perceived than defined.
Sexual ambiguity holds a particular glamour for the urban
generations raised on Rock and Roll, but these physical
attributes can be traced throughout the history of art
and fashion, as well as in the recent work of artists with
differing aesthetics, such as: Bruce Weber, Bettina Rheims,
Rineke Dijkstra, Ike Ude, Gus Van Sant, Gregg Araki,
Todd Haynes, Tilda Swinton, Cindy Sherman, Samuel
Fosso, Sadie Bening, Collier Schoor, Helmut Newton,
and of course, David Bowie. McGinley’s gender spin feels
less deliberate, more offhand, more Mark Twain in its
freshness, and devoid of the decadence seen in the ideas of
modern pioneers, such as Bowie and Newton.
One’s specific cultural experiences inform what one
covets; and the aversion to retreading visual ideas,
among the more self aware, and most ambitious artists,
leads photographers such as McGinley to more carefully
hone the particular look of their pictures, as well as
the human vocabulary of their subject matter. Thus,
while all androgynies share a binary resemblance, it is
dependent upon the sensibility of the artist to define and
formally control the reading of this physical ambiguity. In
McGinley’s case, it means exploiting the raw yet refined
feel of his technique in his rendering of youths who tend
to be just as savvy as he is in constructing a cool image
of themselves. Where Weber’s males tend to be beefy,
and almost unconscious of any gender vacillation in
their personae, belied by their robust athletic physiques;
McGinley’s boy and girl tribes share both an exuberance,
and an almost uniform lack of physical definition, closer to
the Bowie and Swinton models of beauty, while absent of
their hyperconscious gender-bending capacities.
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Fresh-faced Tom Sawyer types and slacker beauties such
as Cat Power bear a strong visual affinity with McGinley’s
youthful cast. Although often compared to the aesthetics
of Larry Clark, and Nan Goldin, McGinley’s pictures
seem fundamentally different in the emotional texture
they impart: spirited, silly, and almost innocent by
comparison. My point being that with a close reading of
the layers of feeling in his work, one can arguably make
a stronger case for comparisons to Nudist cultures, and
poets of pantheism such as Walt Whitman. To some, the
sight of a thin ungainly fresh-scrubbed beauty, is the
occasion for sensual contemplation of the highest order;
and for others, this same type is the morbid shallow
fixation of the fashion and advertising media; and for
others still, this type holds no fascination whatsoever, and
falls under their cultural libidinal radar. Nonetheless the
resurrection of this beguiling stereotype reflects a more
contemporary social awareness that desire comes in an
often devious, contradictory guise, which may have little
to do with conventional ideas of manliness, or mainstream
femininity. And that the tomboy, and the perpetually
eternal boyishness common to young men, are sites of
aesthetic and sensual ardor, and reflect the more tolerant
stylish tastes of both hipsters, and the wholesome alike.
“One of my favorite things about making photographs,
is that when you get back a roll, it’s like getting back a
little present, and if I knew what I was going to get every
time, photography would be so boring. So I think that
having people jump around, and run and taking that, and
adding some smoke into it, you never know what’s going to
happen, you know, the way that the light is going to hit the
person or the way that the light is going to hit the smoke,
and how it’s going to affect your composition,” he muses,
on his process, which vigorously embraces chance, and a
lack of control, that he still finds are essential elements in
the success of his photographs.
McGinley’s world, “a world,” in his words, “that doesn’t
exist,” does obtrude its persuasive fictions through his
artistry and the vital yet understated attractiveness of the
people who inhabit his improvised universe. In his world,
people don’t look so stunningly beautiful that it distances
the viewer from identifying with the high jinks in motion
in his work. Despite McGinley’s professed need to create
his world above all for himself, the viewer is afforded
ample room to dream in his playful constructed Eden.
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