
Dash Snow, New York Artist, Dies at 27

By Roberta Smith
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July 14, 2009

Dash Snow, a promising young New York artist, died Monday night at Lafayette House, a hotel in 
Lower Manhattan. He was 27 and lived in Manhattan. His death was confirmed by his grandmother, 
the art collector and philanthropist Christophe de Menil, who said that Mr. Snow had died of a drug 
overdose.

Mr. Snow gained prominence after being featured in an article titled “Warhol’s Children” that 
appeared in New York magazine in 2007. He worked in video and photography and also developed a 
distinctive collage style that fused and contrasted found images in fresh and suggestive ways. He 
exhibited in galleries and museums in New York, Los Angeles and Europe.

Ms. de Menil said that he had been in rehabilitation in March and had been off drugs until very 
recently.

***********

So read the “terse” and rather “word starved” obituary for a young artist who passed away 
suddenly last July.  For those not in the know, or simply outside the niche click of individuals 
knowledgeable in the ways of the cutting edge New York art world,  it appeared that yet another 
young artist died before his time, revolutionary talent silenced, sacrificed as so many others like him 
had been in the past, predictably on the altar of recreational drug use.

A statistic cold and simple, probably missed by most and forgotten quickly afterwards by those who 
even took the time to read it at all over their morning coffee. In fact, I would reckon, only a very few 
would have had an inkling as to the talent of this young man, his troubled life and that he was 
descended from one of the foremost supporters of Modern Art in the 20th and 21st centuries, 
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harbingers and champions of “progressive art” long before it was fashionable, the de Menil family.

Interestingly, over the course of the days that followed his death, the “copy” and subsequent words, 
seemed to flow a bit more freely, lauding not only the deceased and his “progressive talent”, but 
snaking back in time, with references to his avant-garde approach to his chosen medium, referencing, 
as if by the “six degrees of separation” mindset, just how uniquely placed this young man had 
been in life.  It was as if a collective editorial response was garnered, a “ta da” moment if you will, 
when the harsh arch light of scrutiny was thrown on the cold hard facts! Even Roberta Smith, the 
original writer of his July 14th obituary, felt it made sense to “beef it up a bit” and produced a 
more “wordy” tribute the following day.

In an effort to recreate the milieu from which he sprang, lived and the created for himself, the 
following stories have been collected to give insight into the life of a man who on the surface 
appeared to “have it all” and yet ended up dying along.  This is his story, and of those that touched 
his life.

NR

Dash Snow once said, “I’m not a businessman. [But] my business used to be and still is 
thievery, to some extent. I came across a camera, which I thieved when I was 16 and 
started taking pictures.”



Dash Snow, East Village Artistic Rebel, Dies at 27

By Roberta Smith
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The New York Times
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Dash Snow, who rebelled against his privileged and art-loving family to become a promising young 
New York artist in his own right, died Monday night at a hotel in the East Village. He was 27 and lived 
in Manhattan.

Lafayette House

His death, at Lafayette House, on East Fourth Street, was confirmed by his grandmother, the art 
collector and philanthropist Christophe de Menil. The cause was a drug overdose, she said.

Mr. Snow was known to be a heroin addict, but Ms. de Menil said he had been in rehab in March and 
had been off drugs until very recently.

Mr. Snow was a rebel as young as 13, when his parents — Taya Thurman, a daughter of Ms. de Menil’s, 
and Christopher Snow, a musician — sent him to a reformatory-like school in Georgia. He stayed there 
two years. After his release, he returned to New York and began living on his own. With no more than 
a ninth-grade education, he was largely self taught. His art would eventually include photography, 
drawing, collage, installation, zines, film and video. But he began, in his teens, as a graffiti artist 
known by the tag “Sace.”
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Handsome, heavily tattooed, with waist-length blond hair and a full beard, he soon became 
something of a downtown legend. He began taking Polaroids of the sex- and drug-fueled young 
bohemian circles in which he moved, recording his life and times in a style similar to that of his close 
friend Ryan McGinley and older artists like Nan Goldin and Larry Clark. Several of these images were 
included in the 2006 Whitney Biennial.

Mr. Snow had his first solo show in 2005, at Rivington Arms, a gallery on the 
Lower East Side. (His work is now represented by Peres Projects of Los Angeles 
and Berlin.) By then, Mr. Snow had become close with a group of artists that 
included Nate Lowman, Adam McEwen and Dan Colen, all of whom were 
experimenting with appropriation, or found-image, art in various mediums.

He began using newspapers in different ways, drawing in colored pencil, for example, on historic 
images, like a photograph of the shooting of President John F. Kennedy. He made large collages out 
of headlines and strange, delicate, sexually suggestive ones that evoked the medium’s Dada origins. 
He had also started making short Super 8 films and converting them to video.

Sexuality, violence and life’s fragility were frequent themes in Mr. Snow’s work, but there was also 
an air of exuberant misbehavior. A 2007 article in New York magazine, “Warhol’s Children,” 
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highlighted Mr. Snow’s art, antics and underground stature, bringing his notoriety to a wider 
audience. It mentioned that he and his friends liked to turn hotel rooms into “hamster nests” by 
littering them with torn-up telephone books.

"Nest"

That summer, Mr. Snow and Mr. Colen went public with this practice. In their installation “Nest,” 

they filled Deitch Projects, a SoHo gallery, with several feet of shredded phonebooks and invited 

visitors to hang out, party and add graffiti to the walls. Many cooperated.

Mr. Snow was born in Manhattan in 1981 to a family whose cultural contributions included the Menil 
Collection in Houston and the Dia Center for the Arts in Manhattan and Beacon, N.Y. When he was 18, 
he married Agathe Aparru, now the artist Agathe Snow. The marriage ended in divorce.

In addition to his grandmother and his parents, Mr. Snow is survived by a grandfather, Robert 
Thurman; his sister, Caroline Snow; his brother, Maxwell Snow; his companion, Jade Berreau, and 
their daughter, Secret, all of Manhattan.
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Terrible End for an Enfant Terrible

By Alan Feuer and Allen Salkin

The New York Times
July 24, 2009

WHEN the artist Dash Snow died of an overdose on July 13, stoned and alone at the Lafayette House 
in the East Village, detectives found the following items in his room: an empty can of Amstel Light, 
an empty can of Heineken, an empty bottle of Bacardi rum, three used syringes and 13 glassine 
envelopes emptied of heroin.

Mr. Snow, who would have turned 28 on Monday, had checked into the hotel that morning, the 
authorities say, booking a three-day stay. He spent the afternoon and a good part of the evening on a 
dedicated bender, but as the night drew on, he called his companion of several years, Jade Berreau, 
who was at a nearby restaurant with friends discussing his deteriorating state and a possible 
intervention. He was cheerless and dejected on the phone, ranting incoherently and hinting at a fast-
approaching death. As the conversation ended, he told Ms. Berreau, who was sitting with their 2-
year-old daughter, Secret: “Goodbye. I love you. I’ll see you in another world.”
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Jade Berreau & Secret Snow

Ms. Berreau, a dark-haired model, scrambled to find the hotel’s address and hurried over with a 
friend, the photographer Hanna Liden. The women burst into the lobby and asked the startled desk 
clerk for keys to Room 11, then rushed upstairs to find a bolted door.

They managed to get the lock undone but struggled with the chain, then finally kicked the door down 
to find Mr. Snow naked and submerged in the bathtub. They called 911 and started CPR. When the 
medics arrived, they, too, tried, banging on his chest for nearly 90 minutes.

But Mr. Snow’s heart had stopped. He was pronounced dead in the room at 12:24 a.m.

It was a gruesome end — a pathetic end — for an artist and provocateur who, at least according to his 
birthright, never should have been there to begin with. Dash Snow was, in no particular order, a 
jokester, a jailbird, a thief, a freak, a successful art-brut savage, a doting father, a connoisseur of 
various cocaine bathrooms, a retired writer of graffiti and the latest incarnation of that timeless New 
York species, the downtown Baudelaire. Two years ago, New York magazine anointed him one of 
“Warhol’s Children” in a skeptical but mostly glowing profile that served to intensify his celebrity 
if not elevate his artwork.
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Ryan McGinley (L) & Dash Snow (R)

But he was also East Side royalty, the discontented scion of the famous de Menil family, whose 
contributions to the American art world are vast. He met a junkie’s end but did so in a $325-a-night 
hotel room with an antique marble hearth. His death was not unlike his abbreviated life: a violent, 
jumbled collage of high and low.

As the days and weeks go by, that death and life are certain to be studied as a cautionary tale. But 
Mr. Snow’s demise could also be read as a story about New York and the tribal immobility that 
undercuts the city’s reputation as a celebrated home for self-invention.

“The facts are pretty simple,” said Javier Peres, Mr. Snow’s art dealer. “Dash, as a child, 
rebelled against his family. There was a lot of anger and unresolved baggage with the family 
— especially with his mother. There might have been a blanket there at times, but he 
thought about himself as basically being alone.”

Being alone, of course, is not the same as being free. And after the drugs, the sex, the squats, the 
art, the casual stance toward hygiene and formality, some basic questions linger: Did Mr. Snow ever 
escape the East Side pedigree that caused him so much anguish? How long does someone have to live 
their life before they fully possess it? Was he on an inevitable crash course from the start?
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Agathe Snow

IT was July 2007, and the myth of Dash Snow had ascended toward perhaps its steepest peak. He was 
married to Agathe Snow, another downtown artist, but Ms. Berreau — who declined to be interviewed 
for this article — was about to give birth to their child. It was during this period that two of Mr. 
Snow’s close friends died of heroin overdoses. His own career was on fire, but he had not yet been 
singed by the flames.

With the artist Dan Colen and others, Mr. Snow installed a Hamster’s Nest at Deitch Projects, a SoHo 
gallery. A Hamster’s Nest is what it sounds like, but with humans in the rodent roles: You shred a few 
hundred phone books, paint the walls, and then ingest enough intoxicants so that every scrap of 
sentience disappears.

“It was really intense,” recalled Ms. Snow, whose divorce from Dash was finalized this summer, 
though she remained close to him to the end. “We were all really high, and there were concerts. 
It was like a whole other world, an intense moment, all these people with paper, piles of 
Yellow Pages, no air or ventilation and fumes everywhere. We were already so drunk. The 
iPods kept getting lost in the paper.” Three days later — with no clue how it happened — she woke 
up in Berlin.

That weekend was the end of what looked in retrospect like the innocent phase of Mr. Snow’s 
rebellion. There was notoriety, youth and beauty in copious proportions, a big show at one of the 
city’s finest galleries. Six months earlier, the New York magazine profile had traced his journey into 
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prominence from his days as a mutinous graffiti tagger roaming the streets.

It was a story that is fairly well known by now: how at 15 he helped found Irak 
NY, a graffiti operation led in part by a man with the Dickensian name Earsnot; 
how as a teenager he stole a Polaroid and always documented his location so as 
to remember it when he sobered up; how Mr. Colen and the photographer Ryan 
McGinley took him on as a fellow blithe spirit and something of a muse. They 
encouraged Mr. Snow to exhibit his collages of newspaper headlines, many of 
them revealing his obsession with Saddam Hussein, and his photographs of oral 
sex, nude girls, lines of cocaine being snorted off body parts. It worked: His first 
solo show was in 2005, and his work was included in the 2006 Whitney Biennial.

The art world was not yet settled on whether Mr. Snow was an important artist, a young talent with 
promise or a reckless pretender. Well-known collectors including Charles Saatchi have bought his 
pieces, generally at five-figure prices; Benjamin Godsill, a curatorial associate at the New Museum, 
said Mr. Snow’s work “captures this period bracketed by the fall of the World Trade Center 
and the fall of the financial system.”

Jacob Lewis, the director of Pace Prints Chelsea, said, “Some people think of him as the Kurt 
Cobain of the art world. Other people think of him as the Paris Hilton.”

When you talk to those who knew Mr. Snow, certain phrases tend to recur: crazy, free-spirited, lived 
by his own rules. “Irresponsible, reckless, carefree, wild, rich — we were just kids doing drugs 
and being bad, out at bars every night,” Mr. McGinley wrote in an e-mail message circulated to 
friends after Mr. Snow’s overdose. “Sniffing coke off toilet seats. Doing bumps off each others’ 
fists. Driving down one-way streets in Milan at 100 miles an hour blasting ‘I Did It My Way’ 
in a white van.”
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For such a feral presence, though, Mr. Snow understood how to turn criticism into opportunity. New 
York magazine derided him for making art by ejaculating on copies of The New York Post; he blew up 
that section of the article, ejaculated on the copy and displayed it at an art show in Los Angeles.

His sadness and his money and his drugs were a powerful dynamic, said Jack Walls; a close friend of 
Mr. Snow’s who is a former lover of the photographer Robert Mapplethorpe: the sadness was abetted 
by the drugs, the drugs abetted by the money.

Mr. Walls distinguished Mr. Snow from working-class addicts like Herbert Huncke — and himself. “It 
was like his money never ran out,” Mr. Walls said. “When it came to doing drugs, he could do 
these marathons for days and days on end. In my day, in Huncke’s day, in Burroughs’s day, 
when we wanted a fix, we had to go work — we couldn’t just sit around getting high for 
three straight weeks.”

A HALF-BLOCK off Fifth Avenue, on East 81st Street, down the street from the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, a baroque town house rises like a monument to the 
Manhattan establishment. This is the familial home of the de Menils, the 
wealthy French-Texan clan to which Dashiell A. Snow was born.

His great-grandmother Dominique de Menil was an heiress of the Schlumberger oil fortune, an 
American grande dame who rode horse back in the Bois de Boulogne and married a French banker she 
had met in a ballroom at Versailles. One of their daughters, Philippa, co-founded the Dia Center for 
the Arts in Manhattan, while another, Christophe, married Robert Thurman, a famed scholar of 
Buddhism. Mr. Thurman eventually divorced her and remarried, fathering with his second wife, a 
German-Swedish model previously married to Timothy Leary, the actress Uma Thurman.

Reached in Italy while on vacation, Mr. Thurman — Mr. Snow’s grandfather — suggested that the 

family’s foundational conflict was between his ex-wife, Christophe, and their daughter — Dash’s 

mother — Taya Thurman. “The mother insisted she knew better — she interfered with the 

daughter,” Mr. Thurman said. “Taya realized at a certain point that Dash might end up going 
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a little out of control, so she tried to instill a bit of discipline. Dash, of course, resisted.”

That resistance took the form of teenage pranks: tire-slashing, truancy. And when Mr. Snow was 15, 
his parents (his father was Christopher Snow, a musician) sent him to the Hidden Lake Academy, a 
therapeutic boarding school in Georgia, “a little boot-campish,” Mr. Thurman said. Mr. Snow’s 
mother obtained a restraining order barring her own mother from seeing the boy until he was 18, but 
Mr. Thurman said the grandmother nonetheless set up expense accounts that Dash used to fuel his 
binges.

Robert Thurman

Christophe de Menil declined to be interviewed, as did Taya Thurman, who released a written 
statement.

“As a mother, watching Dash self-destruct through addiction has been the most devastating 
experience of my life,” she wrote. “My efforts seemed only to create a painful rift between 
us, a rift that adds to my sadness over his senseless death.”

Ms. de Menil grew up in a family whose sensibilities were such that they often had black guests at 
their home in Texas at the height of segregation. An artist, she is deeply involved with the family 
museum, the Menil Collection in Houston.

For Mr. Snow, the choice between an authoritarian mother and a creative, laissez-faire grandmother 
was no choice at all. At 18, he and Agathe, just married, moved in with Ms. de Menil, staying from 
1999 to 2003.

But his rebellious ways continued, even deepened, until it seemed that he was not only strung out on 
drugs, but strung up between the poles of a privileged East Side life and a gritty existence on the 
street — plagued, some friends have said, by a tortured-rich-kid syndrome in a way that never 
seemed to bother his brother, Maxwell, (socialite who once dated Mary-Kate Olsen, or his sister, 
Caroline, a writer.
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Maxwell Snow

Other friends, however, insisted that Mr. Snow’s outlaw nature was not concocted or tormented, but 
authentic and instinctive.

“When I first met him, he told me his name was Tropical Fantasy — I think he was 19,” said 
Jesse Pearson, the editor of Vice magazine. “Say what you will about his background, he put 
himself into a lifestyle that only the strong survive — to a point, as we see now. He was 
living the life you saw in his work. There was nothing that was a pose.”

THE one thing that truly did not care if Mr. Snow was posing or not was drugs.

He tried a rehab program in upstate New York, according to several friends, and attempted 
treatment with an experimental drug called Suboxone. In March, he checked into a private detox 
center in the Caribbean, having reached that stage of addiction where his problem was not his 
problems; his problem was the drugs.

“He could go a month clean,” Agathe Snow recalled, “but then if he had one glass of wine, it 
would become a bottle, then coke, then heroin. There was not a slow buildup. It was like a 
beast building up.”

The last time Mr. McGinley saw him was over the Memorial Day weekend at Mr. Walls’s property 
upstate. “We chilled all day, picking yellow flowers, watching ‘Sesame Street’ and petting 
cats and dogs,” Mr. McGinley wrote in his e-mail message. “Dash stayed in his room the entire 
time.”

After that weekend, Mr. Snow disappeared. “Instinctively, I knew he was strung out,” Mr. Walls 
said, “because if he wasn’t strung out, I would have heard from him.”

The weekend before his overdose, Mr. Snow, his girlfriend and their daughter went with friends to 
the home of a family friend of the Berreau’s in Bridgehampton, N.Y.
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“He spent about five days partying, not sleeping, and then went out to the Hamptons and 
slept for an entire day,” said a friend who spoke on the condition of anonymity because of a code 
of silence adopted by some after Mr. Snow’s death. “He wanted to be left alone and didn’t come 
down for a dinner party. He stayed asleep the entire time. Then he went back into the city, 
got his drugs and knew exactly what he was doing when he went to that hotel.”

MR. SNOW’s body spent the night of July 13 in a basement refrigerator at the New York City morgue, 
chilled to 32 to 40 degrees. The next day, it was sent to the Andrett Funeral Home, a few blocks 
away.

That night, friends gathered at Ms. de Menil’s house, where Ms. Snow, Ms. Berreau and others drank 
Prosecco, the hostess’s favorite wine. The next day, the family held a private viewing at the funeral 
home.

“We went there,” Ms. Snow said. “There was no actual funeral. Only his next of kin could go 
in and recognize his body. Jade went in and she wanted to take pictures of his tattoos. His 
parents didn’t think that was a good idea and didn’t let it happen.”

By the end of the viewing, there were dozens of mourners milling on the street — friends, admirers, 
pillars of a certain downtown scene. There were stories, reminiscences, tears, and then everyone 
went to eat at Lucien, a French bistro on First Street and First Avenue.

Mr. Snow’s body, meanwhile, was taken to New Jersey and cremated.
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“In His Own Words”
Dash SNOW

By Christopher Bollen
Interview Magazine

The cult of Dash Snow grew quickly in New York. His art was young, rebellious, and fast, like flashes 
into the darker corners of gleeful urban self-annihilation. But over the years, the 26-year-old artist 
has proven himself an extraordinarily astute chronicler of the cultural moment, detailing the vices, 
sins, and ironies of the everyday machine in much the same way the Dadaists took aim at the mores of 
wartime Europe. Snow is a mixed-media rambler, jumping from photography to collage to sculpture 
to films and even to the set of zines he composed last summer on a fax machine with his partner Jade 
Berreau (the two have a 15-month-old baby named Secret Aliester Ramirez Messenger Santa 
Creeper). It's just possible that Snow is one of the most authentic characters the art world has ever 
seen.

CHRISTOPHER BOLLEN: How has having a baby affected your work?

DASH SNOW: Before, we were living in my studio with the baby, and it was by no means up to par, 
cleanlinesswise. You know, like, razor blades, rats, and God knows what else all over the floor. She 
wasn't crawling yet, but I would work on things at night, and somehow she'd manage to destroy them 
by the time I'd wake up-rolling around on collages that weren't glued down or knocking things over. 
So, I got an apartment in the city. I've ended up just working there on the floor at night.

CB: Can Secret walk yet?

DS: She can if she holds onto my finger. It's awesome. 
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Secret & Dash

CB: You just made a book of all of the Polaroids you've shot since 1997. How many are there?

DS: I went to my lab and got every Polaroid that I'd ever scanned. There were maybe 180, maybe 
more. I got it down to about 150. It's weird because I hadn't looked at those pictures in so long, and I 
really wasn't into a lot of them. I just saw things differently at the time. I still think a lot of them are 
good pictures, but they're just not things I would do anymore.

‘PEOPLE SAY "THE ART WORLD" BUT THAT'S KIND OF GENERALIZING.
I'M NOT SO CONCERNED WITH IT.

I JUST WANT TO HANG OUT WITH MY BABY AND MAKE ART.’

DASH SNOW

CB: The title of your collage book is God Spoiled a Perfect Asshole When He Put Teeth in Year Mouth. 
What's the title for the Polaroid book?

DS: I had seven titles, and I couldn't figure out which one to use. So I put all seven titles on the cover. 
One of them is Revolt of Human Garbage. This book is going to be the hardest thing ever to 
catalogue.

CB: I know you spent the summer making a bunch of zines out in Long Island.

DS: That and some collage stuff-but mostly zines. I'm on zines number 40 and when I get to 50 I'm 
making a box set. They're all different stories and concepts. Some are just random images from going 
through my archives. But they are really long. The shortest one is 80 pages.

CB: Is making work different now that the whole art world is paying close attention to you?

DS: I've seen what this kind of attention can do to people-when they let it go to their heads. I'll only 
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go to an opening if I'm a big fan of the artist or to support a friend. People say "the art world" but 
that's kind of generalizing. I'm not so concerned with it. I just want to hang out with my baby and 
make art.

CB: And you have Jade, too, who is wonderful. You guys fell in love and had a baby so quickly.
DS: I got her pregnant in three days.

CB: I have a memory of you one night on a street on the Lower East Side holding a bunch of flowers 
and passing them out because you were so happy about it.

DS: I know now that I was never really in love like this before. It's amazing.

Chasing Dash Snow

By Ariel Levy

The New York Magazine
January 7, 2007

At 25, he is a growing downtown legend, a graffiti writer turned artist with a beautiful face and a De 
Menil pedigree, elusive even to the two friends who created his myth. What happens if he’s caught?

The artist Dash Snow rammed a screwdriver into his buzzer the other day. He has no phone. He 
doesn’t use e-mail. So now, if you want to speak to him, you have to go by his apartment on Bowery 
and yell up. Lora-like, he won’t come to the window to let you see that he sees you: He has a 
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periscope he puts up so he can check you out first.

Partly, it comes from his graffiti days, this elusiveness; the recent adolescence the 25-year-old Snow 

spent tagging the city and dodging the police. “He’s pretty paranoid about lots of things in 

general, and some of it was dished out to him, but others he’s created himself,” says Snow’s 

friend, the 27-year-old artist Dan Colen, who—like so many of their friends—has made significant 

artistic contributions to the ever-expanding mythology of Dash Snow. Colen and Snow went to London 

together this fall for the Saatchi show in which they both had work. (Saatchi had bought one of 

Colen’s sculptures for $500,000.) Saatchi got them a fancy hotel room on Piccadilly. They had to flee 

it in the middle of the night with their suitcases before it was discovered that they’d created one of 

their Hamster’s Nests, which they’ve done quite a few times before. To make a Hamster’s Nest, Snow 

and Colen shred up 30 to 50 phone books, yank around all the blankets and drapes, turn on the taps, 

take off their clothes, and do drugs—mushrooms, coke, ecstasy—until they feel like hamsters.

If you want to find Snow, you have to find Colen, or Snow’s other best friend, the 29-year-old 
photographer Ryan McGinley, who four years ago became the youngest person ever to have a solo 
show at the Whitney. That show, “The Kids Are Alright,” depicted a downtown neverland where 
people are thrilled and naked, leaping in front of graffiti on the street, sacked out in heaps of flannel 
shirts—everything very debauched and drug-addled and decadent, like Nan Goldin hit with a happy 
wand. Part of what made McGinley so famous (like Goldin before him) was that he offered not just an 
artist’s vision of a free and rebellious alternative life but also the promise that he was actually living 
it, through photos that looked spontaneous, stolen, of an intimate cast of characters, a family of 
friends, and in McGinley’s case, of Snow in particular. In some ways, Snow has been his muse.

“I guess I get obsessed with people, and I really became fascinated by Dash,” says McGinley, 
who shares a Chinatown loft a few blocks away from Snow’s apartment with Dan Colen, whom 
McGinley has known since they were teenage skateboarders in New Jersey. The apartment used to be 
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a brothel; for a long time, Chinese men would come to the door and be disappointed when McGinley 
or Colen answered it. McGinley shows me his photos of Snow over the years, dozens and dozens of 
them. Snow with cornrows, with a shaved head, with a black eye. There is one photo called Dash 
Bombing that was in the Whitney show: a shadowy shot of Snow out on a ledge, tagging a building in 
the night sky, Manhattan spread out below him. It’s an image of anarchic freedom, one that seems 
anachronistic and almost magical in this city of hermetically sealed glass-cocoon condo towers. It’s as 
if Snow were an animal—prevalent in the seventies, now thought to be extinct—that was spotted high 
over the city.

"Dash Bombing"

“I actually don’t like graffiti,” McGinley says. “I was just interested in the person that would 
write their name thousands and thousands and thousands of times. These kids that would 
go up on a rooftop, 40 stories up, and go out on a ledge to write their name—it’s just, like, 
the insanity of it all!” McGinley smiles his clean smile. “It’s funny to me that Dash has become 
like a rock star, but he’s so paranoid. That comes from graffiti culture—like, you want 
everybody to know who you are and you’re going to write your name all over the city, but 
you can’t let anyone know who you really are. It’s, like, this idea of being notorious.”

And because notoriety is crucial to something much larger than graffiti culture, Dash Snow is 
becoming a kind of sensation. Young people poured out onto Joey Ramone Place waiting to get into 
his last show at Rivington Arms gallery. He had a piece in the Whitney Biennial—a picture of a dog 
licking his lips in a pile of trash and several other Polaroids. You may not be able to find him, but 
you can hear his name, that zooming syllable—Dash!—punctuating conversations in Chelsea galleries 
and Lower East Side coke parties and Miami art fairs and the offices of underground newspapers in 
Copenhagen and Berlin, like a kind of supercool international Morse code. Because the art world loves 
infamy. Downtown New York City loves infamy—needs it, in fact, to exist.
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Colen, McGinley In Dash's Bed At Dash's Appartment

What makes the legend richer is that Dash Snow could very easily have lived a different kind of life, 
been a different kind of artist. Snow’s maternal grandmother is a De Menil, which is to say art-world 
royalty, the closest thing to the Medici’s in the United States. His mother made headlines a few years 
ago for charging what was then the highest rent ever asked on a house in the Hamptons: $750,000 a 
season. And his brother, Maxwell Snow, is a budding member of New York society who has dated 
Mary-Kate Olsen. But Snow has concocted something else for himself. He has been living as hard as a 
person can—in and out of jail, doing drugs, running from the police—for a decade. He’s unschooled, 
self-taught. And in much the same way that Andy Warhol used the life force of young artists and 
assorted beautiful people to keep himself inspired, sharing his own talents and imprimatur in return, 
McGinley and Colen have adopted Snow as the mascot of their message.

Ryan McGinley wasn’t an artsy sissy growing up; he was a jock, and his green-eyed confidence is 
working on all cylinders. McGinley is the youngest of eight children of a father who worked for Owens 
Corning and a mother who goes to church every single day, and he’ll give you an answer to anything 
you ask. McGinley is big on family, community, and he is his scene’s court hagiographer. Instead of 
Warhol’s test shoots, McGinley took Polaroids of every person who would walk into the apartment he 
and Colen used to share on East 7th Street, a place that became locally famous in the nineties as 
somewhere to hang out and get wasted and be bad. People fall in love with McGinley’s work because 
it tells a story about liberation and hedonism: Where Goldin and Larry Clark were saying something 
painful and anxiety-producing about Kids and what happens when they take drugs and have sex in an 
ungoverned urban underworld, McGinley started out announcing that “The Kids Are Alright,” 
fantastic, really, and suggested that a gleeful, unfettered subculture was just around the corner—still
—if only you knew where to look.

In actuality, McGinley is methodical, calculating, disciplined. He can barely drink anymore and 
follows a strict dairy- and sugar- and caffeine-free diet to reduce his tinnitus, a chronic ringing in the 
ears. One long wall of his apartment is lined with shelves on which he keeps his alphabetized 
collection of art books and binders cataloguing all of his work and Snow’s. “Because you never 
know what’s going to happen with Dash,”

McGinley says and gets up on a ladder to pull down some of Snow’s old Polaroids.
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McGinley

There is a shot of Snow’s bloodied face: a self-portrait. “I think he jumped through a window? 
I’m not sure what happened that night.” Next is a photograph of a glorious girl grinning in a hat 
on the boardwalk. “That’s Dash’s wife, Agathe.” They married when they were 18, and Agathe, 
who is Corsican, needed papers to stay in the country.

“But Dash was totally in love,” Dan Colen tells me later. “They were like husband and wife for 
a long time, and they still have a really strong bond, as much as either one of them likes to 
ignore it or pretend or whatever. They were like the coolest couple ever.”

There is a picture of someone snorting a line of coke off an erect penis, and then one of Snow naked 
with an Asian girl wearing red ski goggles. “She must be a hooker because he’s wearing a 
condom,” says McGinley. Many of the same people are pictured in Snow’s photos as in McGinley’s 
early work, doing the same kinds of things, but Snow sees something very different. “I’m into 
freedom and a celebration of life and Dash is more about the fall of humanity,” McGinley 
says. “Hells, yeah. He’s into some dark shit: S&M, crack, corrupt cops...”

McGinley and Colen met Snow when they were in art school (at Parsons and RISD, respectively) and 
Snow was 16 and living on 13th Street in Alphabet City and starting a graffiti crew called Irak (in 
graffiti slang, to “rak” is to steal, which they did) with a guy named Ace Boon Kunle, “a big, black 
homosexual,” as McGinley describes him, whose tag is Earsnot.

“Dash was like me, a polished derel”—a polished derelict, says Kunle. “He got that twinkle in 
the eye that lets you know. But Dash wasn’t like a lot of the derels I was hanging out with 
who would run out of stores with clothes in their hands. Dash would steal, but it’s the way 
you steal: I go in and I’m really friendly with the help and I’m smooth. I’ll make it sweet, so 
the next three or four times I come in the store, it’s all good with the help. Dash got really 
good at it. One of the things I always say is that a really good graffiti writer will make a good 
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shoplifter—someone who’s used to breaking the law fifteen or twenty times a day.”

 Not everyone in their circle was comfortable with Snow’s vespertine prowlings. “Ryan and Dan, I 
understand their success, but Dash, to me? As far as I was concerned, he was just a 
vandal,” says Jack Walls, an artist and writer whom Snow, McGinley, and Colen all refer to as a 
father figure and who was for many years the boyfriend and sometime subject of Robert 
Mapplethorpe. “There would be times I’d be hanging out with everybody drinking and Dash 
would go off into the night and I would be so worried about him falling off a bridge. I would 
just stand there watching until he was out of sight, wondering if I’d ever see him again.”

Walls met Snow one day when he was walking down Prince Street with Patti Smith’s son Jackson. “It 

was wintertime, and there’s this kid. He went out of his way to say hi to me. Jackson said, 

‘That’s Dash, I went to school with him.’ At the Little Red Schoolhouse. And then later I was 

at Ryan’s and I was looking at his Polaroids and I said, ‘Who is this? What’s his story?’ Ryan 

said, ‘That’s Dash; he does graft.’ ”

Snow and Irak crew were always pissing people off. They used to pay bums to let them tag their 
backs. Another crew member named Simon Curtis got his group into trouble with the police when he 
drunkenly stole a topless photograph of a girl he was obsessed with from a gallery opening in 
Williamsburg. Two of the gallery’s owners chased him, and depending on whom you ask, one of them 
either jumped or was yanked into the getaway car, and the other ended up clinging to the hood as the 
driver sped down the street and eventually got out to punch him. McGinley was in the passenger seat, 
taking photographs. Curtis went to jail. McGinley was arrested but wasn’t charged—as usual, he was 
near the center of the action, turning it into art, one step removed from the danger. “When it comes 
down to it,” says McGinley, “Dash is wild, a wild kid. I have my moments? But for me, it’s 
always sort of about creating a fantasy. It’s, like, the life I wish that I was living. For Dash, 
it’s really the life.”

Snow was sent to juvenile detention when he was 13, and since then he has lived on his own and 
shunned his wealthy family. His friends are the ones who encouraged him to make the transition from 
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thief to artist. Of course, rebelling against your famous art family by becoming a famous artist is a 
pretty interesting way to rebel.

“I think Ryan and I are blatantly ambitious, and we didn’t come from a place where we could 
coast by, by any means,” says Colen. “We had to make money for ourselves, and we had to 
figure out how to do it. And neither of us could really do anything except make art. The 
reason I’m not including Dash is that he more stumbled upon art, whereas Ryan and I 
pursued it.”

“Dash started doing some things that were kind of like art, and Ryan and I used to encourage 
him. I used to have these long talks with him because he grew up in this art family and he 
met a lot of crazy people, but he was a little ignorant about stuff. He had all these weird, 
really amazing opportunities, like he met Robert Rauschenberg when he was 5, but maybe 
he didn’t know who Matthew Barney was. Me and him spent like a lot of time really late at 
night just talking about it.”

Colen says he introduced Snow to his former gallerists Melissa Bent and Mirabelle Marden at Rivington 
Arms (Colen has since switched to Peres Projects) and urged them to take on Snow, “which was, 
like, a bit of a struggle.” (“I’m sure Dan probably thinks he started the whole fucking 
gallery,” says Bent.) In any case, Snow refused to call himself an artist for a long time. He used to 
boast that he’d been Polaroiding his night wanderings since he stole a camera at age 13, just so he’d 
know where he’d been when he sobered up. More recently Snow has been into collage, but either way 
some see in his work a kind of radical authenticity that parts of the art world are desperate for. 
“Whether it’s total bullshit and he’s running around trying to get in trouble with the police, 
it kind of doesn’t matter,” says art agent and consultant Molly Logan. “As a case study, here’s a 
creature who’s just reacting. I think that for the last five years or so, there is a larger desire 
for the personal: something that has the hand of a person in it. It’s not I’m going to do this 
so people will think I’m crazy. I am crazy! I think he’s genuinely and completely self-
destructive.” Which is, of course, what the art world has always wanted, especially in New York 
City, what Jackson Pollock or Willem de Kooning supplied, along with genius. That magic flash of 
insanity, framed and for sale. 

“Even if Dash doesn’t call it art, his stuff is just amazing and unique regardless,” says 
Colen. “It’s just like...him.”
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The first time I laid eyes on Dash Snow he was bearded but beautiful in a platinum wig and an off-
the-shoulder gold-and-purple-sequined sheath. It was Halloween, and everyone was smoking 
cigarettes at an underground bar near Washington Square Park at Courtney Love’s book party. Snow 
seemed cokey and amped up. Everyone who came up to greet him kissed him on the mouth, some of 
the girls with tongue. McGinley was wearing a homemade bear’s head and seemed eager to introduce 
me. “Hey,” said Snow, and became palpably paranoid. Soon thereafter he leaped out of his seat. 
“Okay. Let’s go back to my apartment. Just you and you and you and Dan,” he said, as Colen 
ambled up drunk as hell. Dan Colen is so tall the top of his head almost grazed the ceiling. His denim 
shirt was unbuttoned very low, and his eyes were bloodshot blue. “You can’t come,” Snow said to 
me. “I am not about trying to be rude. Do you smoke? Have a cigarette. I am not about being 
rude. But there may be illicit activity and you can’t be around. No, no. No, no, no. Maybe 
you can come by next week.”

But next week passed. And then another. Then one day the phone rang and it was McGinley, asking if 
I could be at an address in fifteen minutes. Snow and McGinley were waiting for me out on the fire 
escape in the gray sky above Bowery. Because of the butchered buzzer Snow had to come down to let 
me in. He greeted me with a hug and a kiss, as if it were his moral obligation to be affectionate even 
with someone who makes him feel edgy and on guard. Snow has long, greasy blond hair and a bum’s 
beard and, as always, he was wearing tight black jeans, a ripped T-shirt, and a black leather Martin 
Margiela vest he’d scored from a fashion shoot. He looked like the son of Jim Morrison and Jesus 
Christ.

Inside the apartment, there was no furniture but crap everywhere: an upturned chair, a mirror 

detached from a bureau, a broken guitar, scissors, a giant dollhouse. “It’s not a dollhouse, 

actually,” said Snow. “I liberated that from a community garden, stole it. It’s for birds.” On 

the wall were beautiful, ghostly amoebas on yellowed-paper backgrounds. “Those are spit 

circles,” said Snow. “I was sick, and I’d just wake up with a chest full of phlegm and spit all 
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over the paper and make circles, you know? I’m not quite sure what I’m gonna do with those 

yet, but I like the way they’re coming out.”

McGinley was lying on the floor next to stacks of the New York Post and the Daily News with words 
and pictures cut out of them. “I’ve always been a big fan of the Post, and I remember in 1992, 
or whenever the fuck it was, Desert Storm, the Gulf War? Remember? I’d always read the 
Post, and there’d be really rad headlines about it,” said Snow. “I was just down for it! I’m 
down with anyone, even if they’re bad people, if they’re just, like, anti-American, you 
know what I mean? This is a series I’m working on,” he pointed at some collages on the wall with 
lots of pictures of Saddam Hussein, whose likeness is also tattooed on Snow’s arm. “They’re old 
headlines, and they all have come on them. Yeah, mine.”

Snow has been working with his own ejaculate a lot lately; his contribution to the Saatchi show was a 
piece called Fuck the Police, which featured sprays of his sperm on a collage like installation of 
tabloid cutouts, headlines about corrupt cops.

McGinley and Snow shared a Budweiser and passed a cigarette back and forth. “Yo, look at that 

picture of Agathe over there,” said Snow. “This picture is completely rad. She doesn’t have 

her top teeth yet. The reason I fell in love with her is she was just like a pirate, you know? 

We’d go at night and walk through subway tunnels together. We’d be on the platform; I’d 

say, ‘Come on, let’s walk to the next station.’ We would come out covered in soot. She was 

just down!”

I asked where Snow spent his childhood.

“All over,” he told me. “Different places in Manhattan. But, uh, I don’t know, I got in a lot of 
trouble. I won’t get too deep into this one, but I was in a juvenile-detention center from 13 
to 15—like, two years?” He was guilty, he said, of being a free spirit. “And then I came out, and 
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from 15 on, I was just on my own.”

Rebelling against your famous art family by becoming a famous artist is a pretty interesting way to 
rebel.

I asked Snow if, instead of stealing, he could have gotten money to live from his grandmother 
Christophe De Menil, who lived in a magnificent carriage house she had redone by Frank Gehry and 
Douglas Wheeler, with a swimming pool on the ground floor. “Probably,” he said. “I never asked. I 
do my own thing.”

“But Dash’s grandmother is the best...” said McGinley.

“I see her here and there,” Snow interrupted.

“She’s always taking care of us...”

Dash & Christophe de Menil

“Getting us drunk,” said Snow. Snow said he has no contact with his parents. “Cut off. 
Scumbags.”

But as it happens, this isn’t quite true. There was a giant photograph on the wall of a man snorting 
cocaine, and it’s Chris Snow, Dash’s father; I recognized him from one of McGinley’s binders.

“Well, yeah, I like him, we just don’t talk that much,” Snow said when I asked about it.

“You do talk to your dad!” McGinley shouted. “We’ve all hung out with your dad!”

Snow thought for a minute, then revised. “Recently, my dad and I got back in touch,” he said. 
“He’s awesome. During the seventies, he was just on his own and then he joined a traveling 
medicine man on the West Coast doing peyote. He’s a weirdo. I remember at one point he 
was living with this Native American woman? And they had, like, white doves flying around 
their apartment shitting on everything. We got tattoos. He got Snowman 1 and I got 
Snowman 2,” he said, and showed me his arm. But he really doesn’t speak to his mother, Snow said. 
Ever.
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He picked up a human skull from the floor. “Look at how scary that is, man. I can’t believe that 
… it’s so creepy. I’m going to do a come-shot series on the faces of the skulls, but after I 
come on them, I’ll throw glitter on them to make it pretty. Hey, look, he’s missing the same 
tooth as you, Ryan,”said Snow, and poked his finger into the empty space in the skull’s mouth.

Then he told a long story about how eight cops chased him across Highway 101 in Los Angeles, and 
beat him up when they caught him. “They forced me to my knees; they’re slapping me and shit, 
saying, ‘Where are your friends? You long-haired faggot, you’re pretty manly for a bitch!’ ” 
He was sentenced to community service, cleaning up L.A.’s skid row. “It was such a fucked-up 
dope neighborhood, crack neighborhood, and people just take shits on the street, and I 
would have to power-hose it off. I would clean out all these fucking things with a bandanna 
over my face, and I would take my lunch break and come back and every spot, all the 
corners, were all filled with shit again. They’d be laughing at me because they knew; they’d 
go shit there again the second I fucking go to have some food.”

There were a lot of stories like this—Snow baiting and then evading the cops, cracking heads or 

getting his head cracked. He has made himself believe that he is pursued by the police, that they are 

obsessed with him, and not the other way around. Snow is an electric and funny storyteller, but there 
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can be something a little unpleasant about his relentless commitment to criminality: Dash Snow, 

Liberator of Birdcages.

Snow took us into his bedroom to try to find some Polaroids from California, and McGinley put on his 
parka and lay down on the mattress. There was very little white wall space; Snow covers almost every 
inch with clippings and posters and photographs and sketches. Snow had a girl named Jade over here 
the previous night, and he pointed out where she wrote her phone number on the bottom of one of his 
bookshelves. I asked him if he was in love.

“I kind of am, actually.”

“You’re in lust!” said McGinley.

“Whatever, man. I haven’t been psyched on someone in a long time. I met this lady, and I 
told her I wouldn’t leave the party without a kiss. She’s rad. Lemme use your phone?”

“Make it snappy, Happy,” said McGinley and passed it to him.

“There’s no feeling like that: when you’re psyched on somebody. Like this morning? I woke 
up smiling.” Snow left the room to make the call and returned triumphant. “She’s coming over, 
and we’re going to take a bath.”

He lay down next to McGinley and produced some photos of the London Hamster’s Nest, all of which 
featured Dan Colen’s impressive penis and two naked girls.

“Dan’s a grower and a shower,” said Snow, and got into the parka with McGinley so both of their 
heads were inside the hood. There is a physicality between these guys, in their photos and in life, 
that you usually only see among little kids. That McGinley is gay makes no difference to avidly 
straight Colen and Snow: They don’t care about sexual orientation, they care about sex.

“The point of the Hamster’s Nest...”

“It’s not like you break anything. It’s just really a task,” said Snow.

“Well, but then you do as many drugs as you can do within the Hamster’s Nest and you 
really try to be a hamster,” said the other head in the hood.

“It’s just about making your own world!” Snow declared. “And then you get naked.”

I pointed out that hamsters don’t do drugs.

“Hamsters,” said Snow, “are animals.”

Jade was on her way over, so we left. It was nighttime, and all the chandelier shops on Bowery 
sparkled in the dark. “Isn’t this amazing?” asked McGinley. “I mean, isn’t this, like, the most 
beautiful thing?” He started walking the short distance to his loft. “The thing is, it’s fun to be an 
outlaw and everything, but if I were a cop? And I had to chase some kid across the 101? I’d 
fucking beat the shit out of him, too.”

Dominique Schlumberger, a French heiress with fortunes in the textile and oil-field markets, met John 
De Menil at a ball at Versailles. They were married in 1931, when she was 22 and De Menil was 27. 
Upon returning from their Moroccan honeymoon, they commissioned Max Ernst to paint Dominique’s 
portrait and rode on horseback down the Bois de Boulogne. It was a grand life until the Nazis invaded 



France, at which point Dominique fled Paris for Cuba with her children; the eldest, Christophe, had 
chicken pox. Decades later, Christophe De Menil married the Buddhist scholar Robert Thurman long 
before his second wife gave birth to the actress Uma Thurman, and the couple had a daughter 
together, named Taya, who is the mother Dash Snow refers to as a scumbag.

John de Menil

But some important things in the art world happened along the way. The De Menils ended up in 
Houston, where they started collecting important works by Léger, Matisse, Cézanne, Braque, Picasso, 
which they kept in the vast home they had designed by Philip Johnson. The radical European 
collectors stood out in Texas, and they had the politics to match. The De Menils regularly invited 
black guests to dinner during the era of segregation. They attempted to give a sculpture called 
Broken Obelisk to the city, but Houston refused their condition that it be dedicated to Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. (It sits in front of the Rothko Chapel, also financed by the De Menils.) When John 
died, his funeral was attended by a local contingent from the Black Panther Party.

In her lifetime, Dominique was regularly listed in Forbes magazine as one of the 400 richest people in 
America. After the war, the family would return to France from time to time, to Val-Richer, the 
Schlumberger family estate in Normandy, a renovated eleventh-century abbey. “Each branch of the 
Schlumberger clan has a wing,” Dash Snow’s grandmother Christophe De Menil told a reporter in 
1986. “It gives us a strong family feeling.”

Chateau Val-Riche

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_dHMUkWjxiWM/TKKcpH2WiyI/AAAAAAAAG5c/laEx93DR4z8/s1600/jean.0.menu_de_menil.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_dHMUkWjxiWM/TKKn_PFmUkI/AAAAAAAAG50/pSWMyu0lnwA/s1600/ca_2865796_1_px_470_.jpg


In fact, it was Christophe who first became interested in modern art and encouraged her parents to 
become collectors. Over time, she and her four siblings would use their enormous wealth to promote 
the arts: Christophe’s sister Philipa De Menil concentrated the bulk of her inheritance in the Dia Art 
Foundation, which she founded with her husband in 1974. Dia funded, for example, Donald Judd’s 
majestic installation in Marfa, Texas, and Walter DeMaria’s Lightning Field in New Mexico.

Christophe De Menil still works with the family’s museum in Houston; in addition, she designs 
costumes for Robert Wilson and has supported many dance greats and performance artists, like 
Twyla Tharp, Philip Glass, and LaMonte Young. She loves art, but she does not love to speak about 
her oldest grandson. “It is very bad for Dash to be associated with the De Menils,” she says 
when I call her. “Because people feel, oh, he is leaning on it or that it is like putting a title to 
your name, like using baron.” I point out that if you are writing a story about an artist, you really 
have to mention that he comes from the single greatest art family in America. “You don’t have to! 
You want to!” she shrieks. All De Menil will admit about Snow is that “it’s true that we love art 
and we look at it together and we advise each other.”

Everyone is extremely secretive and confused when it comes to Snow’s relationship with his family, 
Snow most of all. (A good myth needs a little mystery.) Friends say they think Dash Snow reminds his 
mother of her wild former husband, Chris. They say she lies and lets him down. But nobody can 
produce a grand crime, a compelling explanation for Snow’s contempt. “It’s upsetting, but they 
don’t talk,” says Colen. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything. Dash actually told me he 
was really upset at you because you called his grandmother or something like this.” Snow 
wondered how I was able to find her, whether I had government connections. (I looked her up in the 
phone book.) “Yeah, he’s really crazy,” says Colen and offers to call Snow up so we can straighten 
it out. Colen finds him—at Christophe De Menil’s—but Snow won’t come to the phone.

Taya Thurman Snow (R) & Her Half-Sister Uma

Dan Colen grew up in Leonia, New Jersey, but his whole family is from Brownsville, in Brooklyn, and 
you can hear a little of it in his vowels—a Jewish Mickey Rourke. Colen’s first studio was in his 
grandfather’s abandoned junk shop near Coney Island; his grandmother was once arrested for using 
slugs to try to get through a subway turnstile. (She tried to convince everyone they were Puerto Rican 
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quarters.)

“When it comes down to it,” says McGinley, “Dash is wild, a wild kid. I have my moments. But 
for me, it’s always sort of about creating a fantasy. It’s like the life I wish that I was living. 
For Dash, it’s really the life.”

Colen’s most famous painting is called Secrets and Cymbals, Smoke and Scissors (My Friend Dash’s 
Wall in the Future), which is a three-dimensional painting of Snow’s wall with intricate renderings of 
all the headlines about police brutality and Saddam Hussein that Snow collects and tapes up, on a 
Styrofoam sculpture of a wall. When I am at his studio, Colen shows me one of his first art projects in 
high school: a series of magazine pictures of hip-hop stars on which he ejaculated. “I probably 
didn’t like the assignment,” he says and snorts. “Yeah, Dash stole jizzing from me, but I got to 
paint his wall.”

Dan Colen

Colen caused a massive controversy in Berlin in September, when he and his friends put up flyers all 
over the city to publicize his show “No Me,” picturing Colen from the neck down, a tallith (Jewish 
prayer shawl) hanging from his erect penis. “As I tried to interpret it and explore my son’s 
psyche,” says Colen’s father, Sy, who has spent a good part of his life raising money for Israeli 
groups, “it seemed to me certainly the Holocaust is an event that he knows about; he knows 
that our family lost 25 relatives, and in a country that killed 6 million Jews, what Dan was 
saying was that this is our future. The penis for him, it’s something sacred. It is the staff of 
life.”

Sy Colen says he’s very grateful for all that McGinley has done to promote his son’s career. “When I 
was a kid and I went from Brooklyn to Manhattan, it was a big trip: Theirs is a different 
world.”

Snow brought his new girlfriend, Jade, to Sy Colen’s house for Thanksgiving. “Dash has long hair, 
but I’m accustomed to that. But it’s difficult to know who Dash is. You really have to work at 
it.”

If you were going to hate these guys, here’s how you would do it: You could hate them for using the 
word artist so frequently and so shamelessly. Or you could hate Snow for coming from money—
mountains of it!—and being a cop-taunting, Saddam Hussein–fetishizing petty criminal. If you are an 
aging punk, you could hate Snow in particular for going over old ground and thinking it’s something 
new. (Iggy Pop puked on his audiences a long time ago.) Or you could hate all three of them for being 
so enamored with penises and what comes out of them. How much talent does it really take to come 
on the New York Post, anyway?

“But remember, they are at the phase in their career where they have to get people’s 
attention,” says Jack Walls. “I wouldn’t be surprised if in the next few years their work 
becomes shockingly sedate.” McGinley’s new show at TEAM gallery is all photographs of 
Morrissey concerts, for instance—fans’ faces hit with heavenly beams of stage light, aching 
with the orgasmic joy of idol worship. “See, that’s how Robert was able to get away with 
those flowers,” Walls continues, “because you’d see those and know all of what came 
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before.” So when you looked at Mapplethorpe’s tulips, some flaccid, some erect, in the back of your 
mind you saw all the genitals he’d photographed; a serene cloud of baby’s breath invoked a spray of 
pubic hair, and suddenly you were thinking about perversion and propriety and society and all the 
while looking at a harmless black-and-white photograph of a flower.

Still, hating them has more advantages than respecting them. Because if you were to get caught up in 
the insanity and the creativity and the ridiculousness of their world, it could mean certain things. It 
could mean, for example, that it isn’t just that you were born at the wrong time. That maybe this 
city has still got it going on, antiseptic as it can seem. That the wild life is still out there for the 
taking and the only difference between them and you is that they’re taking it and making something 
out of it.

But you can hate them if you want to: It’s easy. “I remember looking at the Whitney show and 
really resisting those photographs because of all the hype,” says McGinley’s gallerist, Jose 
Freire. “It would have been easy enough for him to continue what he was doing: I have my 
camera; I’m in this scene. But to see the work develop so much in such a short period of 
time … he seems so off-the-cuff, but it’s really surprising to discover he has incredible rigor. 
I don’t know if the scene he’s a part of is interested in that at all.”

Snow’s work, for instance, is regularly trashed for being slapdash: a salad of Dada and psychedelia 

with sperm dressing. But at their best, his collages have a special, specific feel; as if Snow pulled 

the papers and backgrounds out of a flophouse on Haight Street in 1969 and has somehow magically 
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updated the headlines. His compositions invoke a world you’ve seen pieces of but never all together. 

“I look at Dash’s work and I think of Joseph Cornell,” says Freire. “Not the ideas: I think the 

ideas behind the work are all fucked up. But there’s a handling of the materials that might 

mean that there’s a poet trapped within him.”

“There’s a Tinkerbell quality to him,” says Molly Logan. “You feel like his work is the only 
thing keeping him here. He’s just hanging on and … that’s it. If that’s not there, there is no 
Dash.”

At Art Basel Miami Beach, the hangover seemed to start before the party even began. It’s partly a 
function of where the art world is now, pumped full of cash, desperate for the next young thing to 
swallow whole. There were $13 drinks in plastic Dixie cups. Civilians feeling unworthy and asking 
dealers things like “Can I ask you—and if it’s too vulgar a question, just say so—how much is 
it?” ($90,000). Layers of hierarchy and constant status checks: whether you can get into the after-
party or the collectors’ lounge or the VIP collectors’ lounge, the Delano at 8 p.m. or the Delano at 1 
a.m., and on and on and on until you want to blow your own head off. An orgy of networking and 
commerce and cocktails.

It was a warm night and McGinley took me to a dinner that Mirabelle Marden and Melissa Bent were 
giving at the opulent home of one of their artists. Teeny-tiny sprinklers sent circles of waves across 
the aqua surface of the blue swimming pool. McGinley was squiring around Alexandre Melo, the 
cultural adviser to the government of Portugal and the chief curator of the Ellipse Foundation, who 
just acquired twelve of McGinley’s photographs. Melo had noticed Jay-Z and Beyoncé looking at the 
gallery booths that day. “It’s good for the artists,” he said.

“Not really,” said McGinley. “People will sell to him because he’s Jay-Z, but then he’ll get 
tired of art and flip everything at Sotheby’s.”

“No,” Melo replied. “It’s more interesting to have people from different backgrounds 
collecting, not just old rich people.”

“You’re right, you’re right. There’s just something about celebrity culture that freaks me 
out.”

Next, we went to an address on Michigan Avenue, where their friend, the artist Nate Lowman, had 
curated a show with pieces by Colen and McGinley and Snow. Lowman was ducking in a corner trying 
to avoid being spotted by someone. “Vonce Nate Lowman started to burn mark the ceiling ov 
ower gallery,” said Hans Ulrich Obrist, a director of London’s most prestigious gallery, the 
Serpentine. “It vas very exciting!”

And there was Dash, sitting by the bar in a black top hat, clinging to Jade, a lean girl with long, wavy 
hair. He was still mad at me for calling his grandmother, but he gave me a long hug. I asked him to 
point out which piece was his, and Snow said, “It’s fucked up. They were supposed to send 
something, but it never showed. I have a piece in the fair, though. Wherever those 
Rivington Arms girls have their thing.” He didn’t seem to care. From the looks of it, the only thing 
Snow did care about was staying in close physical proximity to Jade at every moment. Jade waved at 
Hope Atherton and rifled through her quilted Marc Jacobs bag, but mostly she just sat on the steps, 
holding Snow’s hand and looking dazed and foxy.

Though Snow had told me that they never speak, his sister, Caroline, was on hand, talking with 
Agathe, who seemed drunk and a little sad. Caroline had an Irak sticker on her leather jacket, and 
her face was covered in strange, sloppy yellow makeup and pink eye shadow. “I’m an actress, you 
know,” she said and kicked a long leg in the air, on which she wore black La Perla stockings that 



laced in tight X’s up the back of her calves. “But my brother is an artist.”

Kunle was there, too; a camera crew making a show about him for the Sundance Channel trailed his 
every move. A little white kid in a baseball hat came up to him and Kunle said, “You had a smart 
mouth, and that’s why you got smacked the other day. I’m Earsnot and you’re Naw: Don’t 
forget it.” Simon Curtis, out of jail and in a tie-dyed T-shirt, laughed at this.

The night went on and on for hours, from one club to the next to the next. At one point, someone 
yelled from a crowd in front of the Shore Club, “There goes Ryan McGinley, the famous artist. 
He gets more famous every day!” McGinley ran into one of his mentors, Jack Pierson, at a party in 
a penthouse staffed by topless men and women. He got a call from the Canadian filmmaker Bruce 
LaBruce, who wanted to meet up at a gay club. But McGinley was leaving for Japan in the morning, 
and at a certain point he’d had enough and wanted to get food.

McGinley sat in a red-leather booth drinking lemon tea, the 5 a.m. light on his pale cheeks. “So what 
do you think went down with Dash’s mother anyway?” he asks me. “He’s never told me. Who 
knows, maybe someday he’ll pull a My Own Private Idaho and go after the money. I doubt it, 
but you never know. Dash, you know … Dash Snow is a man of mystery.”

NR
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