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SEYDOU KEITA

portraits

Seydou Keita’s thousands of portraits are an exceptional witness to society in Mali between the late ’40s and the early ’60s. These are photographs which have become, beyond their sociological interest, an incontestable work of tricks, eccentricities and illusions giving them objective character and a timeless dimension.

Seydou Keita intuitively invented or reinvented the portrait through the search for extreme precision, naturally making a place for himself in the history of world photography.

The importance of Seydou Keita’s works is uncontestable in terms of the number – more than 3000 – and quality of the negatives he produced. He was a “mystic of photography” who rapidly assimilates all the photographic techniques, and this mysticism drove him to portray the people of Bamako with obstinacy and without changing his viewpoint. Young and old, rich and poor, soldiers and guardians of the republic, all posing solely in order to see their own image fixed in such a special form, the “photo”. Being photographed is for his subjects a way of affirming their own personality, but also a tool for identifying themselves with something or someone that is appreciated and taken into consideration: membership in a club, a party, an orchestra.

This is the reason for choice of a some of the outer signs: clothing, hairstyles, jewellery, bags, the Vespa, etc. which still allow us to date the shots and identify the events that characterised the age. Seydou took his photographs in the studio, statically, replacing his backdrops as the years went by:

between 1949 and 1952 his subjects posed against a fringed bedspread; from ’52 to ’55 he used flowered wallpaper; in ’56 a fabric with a leaf pattern; from ’57 to ’60 the background was arabesqued, while between ’60 and ’64 he used a grey curtain. It was Seydou who provided the objects: a round table with a single leg, a tablecloth, and a radio suggested to his clients the position they should take. All they had to do was pose. Rather than their historic value, what really counts in the eyes of the public – mostly women – in Bamako or Mali is Seydou’s “cultural and artistic” contribution, which still lies in his combination of exterior signs and human types, in his ability to reveal the soul of the people he portrays.

