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Galerie Nathalie Obadia is delighted to present its fourth exhibition devoted to Seydou Keïta (c. 1921-2001), who is considered to be 
one of West Africa’s most influential photographers. This exhibition brings together an exhaustive selection of works of this self-taught 
artist, whose rise to fame started off in a small studio in Bamako (Mali), which at the time was the capital of former French Sudan. The 
inventiveness of the mise en scene, the modernity of the photographs and the fresh approach to the subjects photographed, made 
Keïta a celebrity in his own country: thousands of Malians came to have their photographs taken by Seydou Keïta between 1948 and 
1962. Keïta retired in 1977 after having been the official photographer of Mali after its independence and in consequence, these 
photographs are an important record of post-colonial, Malian society. Even at first glance the eye can detect works of irrefutable 
beauty, yet Seydou Keïta’s photographs are also important testimonies of the colonial context. In other times, the subjects would have 
considered as anthropological exhibits, but here they have regained their identities, taking their rightful place at the heart of each work. 
These photographs have become archival documents and exceptional documentary sources concerning a period that marked a turning 
point in West African history.

In the 1950s, one could often hear in Bamako “anyone who has not been photographed by Seydou Keïta, has never had a photo taken”1. 
Yet, outside Sub-Saharan Africa, his work was little known in the West until 1991. It was that year, in New York on the occasion of the 
exhibition Africa Explores: Twentieth Century African Art, that André Magnin and the great collector of African art Jean Pigozzi discovered 
uncredited photographs of striking beauty. On behalf of the collector, André Magnin set out for Bamako where he finally met Seydou 
Keïta. He returned with several negatives of photographs shot by the artist, which immortalized a wide range of social classes from the 
population of Bamako. For the first time outside their country of origin, around forty of these photographs were exhibited at the Cartier 
Foundation in 1994. This personal exhibition was a huge success: more than 2000 visitors came on the opening day, celebrating a body 
of work that would soon gain international recognition.

No-one could have predicted that Seydou Keïta would become a photographer: as a child, he had started working with his father as a 
carpenter. His interest in photography began by chance in his teens, when his uncle gave him a Kodak Brownie with a flash. With no 
formal tuition, he started practicing by taking photographs of his family and friends and then passers-by in the street, experimenting 
fervently with the effects of natural light on his compositions. He then began to specialize in commissioned portraits and opened his 
own studio in 1948. He rapidly gained both fame and new clients. Alone or in groups, with friends or family, they began to queue up 
outside his studio, enchanted by the postcard-sized, stamped images they could send to their loved ones. Seydou Keïta was capable 
of producing up to 40 portraits a day, proudly exclaiming: “the whole Bamako has been to my studio to be photographed: civil servants, 
shopkeepers, politicians…” His studio was the place to go to be photographed, sometimes in celebration of a major event in the lives 
of his subjects, who were often posing in front of the lens for the very first time.

But what were people really seeking when they had themselves photographed by Seydou Keïta? Why were they so eager? Why did long 
queues form daily behind the central prison in Bamako-Coura (“New Bamako”) district? It is enough to simply look at his photographs 
to appreciate effect of natural light falling on the clasped or relaxed hands of his subjects; to let one’s eye explore the chiaroscuro on 
these oblique faces, whose gaze matches our own or turns away slightly with great elegance. In his quest for beauty or even perfection, 
Seydou Keïta seeks the most advantageous posture, and every detail had its own importance. His clients could choose from numerous 
accessories such as Vespa scooters, bicycles, transistor radios, jewelry and African or European clothing, all of which proliferated in his 

1 Seydou Keïta, Propos recueillis par André Magnin, Bamako, 1995-1996, Scalo Zueich, Berlin, 1997 
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studio as a testament to the artist’s economic success. Many of the men chose to pose in European clothing, like the four clients lined 
up with their hands casually in their pockets or the small boy with a beret, leaning against a bicycle. Many earlier photographs lined the 
walls of his studio to inspire the poses of future clients. These different attitudes combined with the various accessories were a way of 
achieving a certain economic or social status or of granting oneself privileges previously reserved for whites. In a nutshell, everything 
was arranged to match the image that each subject wished to convey. 

The sophisticated aesthetic of his photographs is due in part to the fabrics he used for his backgrounds. At first, between 1948 and 
1954, he used his own fringed bedspread as a backdrop, before acquiring more fashionable, often wax, fabrics which he changed 
on a regular basis. Chosen from cloth on sale in Bamako, the fabrics stretched across the adobe walls of his studio underlined the 
vitality of his work. Women adorned with jewelry and dressed in traditional Malian clothing came to his studio to be immortalized. Each 
person posed elegantly in front of the patterned backgrounds that were a perfect match for their outfits, in an interweaving of floral 
compositions and abstract motifs that draws in the viewer’s ever-roaming eye. Natural light and a particular focus on the subject’s pose, 
as well as the patterned backgrounds, were all elements that made Seydou Keïta’s photographs unique and instantly recognizable.

Although photography was long used as a tool of colonial expansion in the Sub-Saharan region - it served amongst other things to 
record the subjects of French colonial power and to reinforce a stereotypical vision of Malians - Seydou Keïta’s African clients became 
an active part of his artistic approach, taking control over their own image, of their very identity. These unpublished works by Seydou 
Keïta thus take the form of archival images: they represent an exceptional testimony to the emancipation of Malian society, by affirming 
its modernity.

For any further information, please contact  : Eva Ben Dhiab
evab@nathalieobadia.com / + 33 (0) 1 53 01 99 76

To stay informed about Galerie Nathalie Obadia :
Instagram (@galerieobadia), Facebook (@GalerieNathalieObadia), Twitter (@GalerieObadia) via le hashtag #galerieobadia
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Seydou Keïta was born in 1921 in Bamako (Mali) and died in 2001 in Paris (France).

Since 1991, the year he met André Magnin and Jean Pigozzi who both greatly contributed to the international recognition of African contemporary art, Seydou 
Keïta’s works has been showcased all throughout the world. The artist will have an exhibition at the Brooklyn Museum (New York) in 2024. Seydou Keïta’s work 
was recently featured in solo shows at Foam Fotografiemuseum in Amsterdam (Netherlands, 2018), at the Galerie Nathalie Obadia of Brussels (Belgium, 2016), 
the Grand Palais in Paris (France, 2016), the Tate Modern of London (United-Kingdom, 2008), Seydou Keita: Portraits from Mali (USA, 2007) at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Cleveland, the William Bennington Museum of Art, Mali Portraits by Seydou Keïta (USA, 2003) at The University of Connecticut in Storrs, the 
Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna in Rome (Italy, 2001), the Saint Louis Museum of Art (USA, 1998), the Museum of Modern Art of San Francisco (USA, 1997), 
the Pinacoteca o Estado de Sao Paulo (Brazil, 1997), the Minneapolis Institute of Art (USA, 1996), Seydou Keïta, Photographer : Portraits from Bamako at the 
National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian Institute in Washington (USA, 1996), the Espace Fernand Léger in Montreuil (France, 1995), the Centre National de 
la Photographie de Paris (France, 1995), Black Movie at the Musée d’Art et d’Histoire à La Chaux de fonds de Saint Gervais in Geneva (Switzerland, 1994), the 
Ginza Shiseido Art Space of Tokyo (Japan, 1994), the Fondation Cartier pour l’Art Contemporain in Paris (France, 1994).

His work has been showcased in major exhibitions held in prestigious institutions like Autophoto at the Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain in Paris (France, 
2017), AFRICA. Raccontare un mondo at the Padiglione d’Arte Contemporanea Milano in Milan (Italy, 2017), Trésors de l’islam en Afrique, De Tombouctou à Zan-
zibar at the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris (France, 2017), Art/Afrique, Le Nouvel atelier at the Fondation Louis Vuitton in Paris (France, 2017), Making Africa, 
A continent of Contemporary Design at the Centre de Cultura Contemporània de Barcelona in Barcelona (Spain, 2017), In and Out of the Studio: Photographic 
Portraits from West Africa at the Metropolitan Museum of Art of New York (USA, 2015), Après Eden, la Collection Walther at La Maison Rouge of Paris (France, 
2015), Look at Me! at the Tropenmuseum of Amsterdam (Netherland, 2014), Malian Portrait Photography at the Samuel Dorsky Museum of Art in New Paltz (USA, 
2013), Who, What, Wear. Selections from the Permanent Collection at the Studio Museum Harlem in New York (USA, 2012), Africa/ Africa at the Centre d’art 
contemporain in Meymac (France, 2012), África: Objetos y Sujetos, Teatro Fernán Gómez at the Centro de Arte in Madrid (Spain, 2011), Events of the Self: Por-
traiture and Social Identity at the Contemporary African Photography from the Walther Collection in Neu-Ulm (Germany, 2010), 100% Africa at the Guggenheim 
Museum of Bilbao (Spain, 2006), African Art Now: Masterpieces from the Jean Pigozzi Collection at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston (USA, 2005), Faces in 
the Crowd : Images of Modern Life from Manet to Today at the Whitechapel Art gallery in London (United Kingdom, 2004), Joy of Life – Two Photographers from 
Africa at the Hara Museum of Contemporary Art in Tokyo (Japan, 2004).

Seydou Keïta’s works are also featured in prestigious international public collections such as the Eileen Harris and Peter Norton Collection (Santa Monica), the 
MOMA (New York), the Metropolitan Museum Art (New York), the Bronx Museum of Art (New York), the LACMA (Los Angeles), the Detroit Institute of Arts Museum 
(Detroit), the Philadelphia Museum of Art (Philadelphia), the State Art Collection (Washington), the Akron Art Museum (Akron), the Fogg Art Museum - The Harvard 
University Art Museums (Cambridge), the Princeton University Art Museum (Princeton), The University of Chicago, the Samuel P. Harn Museum of Art - University 
of Florida (Gainesville), the Michael C. Carlos Museum - Emory University (Atlanta), the Saint Louis Museum of Art, the 21C Museum (Louisville), the William 
Benton Museum of Art - University of Connecticut (Storrs) in the United States ; the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, the Fonds National d’Art Contem-
porain and the Agnès B. Collection (Paris) in France ; The Walther Collection (Neu-Ulm) in Germany; the Moderna Museet (Stockholm) in Sweden; the Douglas 
Hyde Gallery (Dublin) in Ireland; the Collection Nationale du Crédit Suisse (Geneva), the Contemporary African Art Collection – The Pigozzi Collection (Geneva) 
in Switzerland and the Musée National du Mali (Bamako) in Africa.


