
Artist Profile – Malick Sidibé 
 
b. 1936 Soloba, Mali; d. 2016 Bamako, Mali  
 
 Sidibé attended a college for craftsmen, École des artisans Soudanais, studying painting 
and jewelry making after he was discovered in his youth by the French colonial administration 
for his talent in illustration. After graduating in 1955, became an apprentice to Gérard Guillat, a 
French photographer where he taught himself photography after watching Guillat work. In 
1958 Sidibé opened his own photography studio, focusing on portraiture, and his community 
was quick to begin using his services. In 2007, Sidibé won the Golden Lion Prize at the Venice 
Biennale, and later the ICP award for lifetime achievement.  

Sidibé’s photographs captured the local citizens of Bamako, Mali, dressed stylishly and 
in assertive poses. His black and white photographs are casual, personal, and spontaneous, 
telling the story of Bamako’s evolution. In 1960, Mali gained independence from France and 
became a socialist state with relative freedoms, in 1968 a military dictatorship took control, and 
then in 1974 Mali returned to a single-party state. Sidibé was there to capture the newfound 
liberation in 1960, taking images of the nightlife and the parties, although the leadership later 
changed, Sidibé still continued his portraiture even when the parties had stopped. His photos 
are about celebration and community, the influence of the West on Malian culture, and include 
themes of pop culture, joy, and awakening. 

Sidibé’s nightlife images are some of his most well-known, but his portraiture had been 
continued throughout his life. He captured Mali’s youth and the differences they displayed 
between themselves and the previous generations. Sidibé shot baby portraits as well, showing 
their authentic emotions and facial expressions, each baby sat in a chair draped with patterned 
fabric to represent Bamako’s youngest citizens reigning on tiny thrones that show tradition, 
craft, and local culture. For his portraits of adults, Sidibé gave a very theatrical style, his subjects 
were often performing some kind of action or in a dramatic stance giving off a sense of 
confidence and self-determination while also being playful.  

Along with his nightlife and portraiture images, Sidibé was also known for shooting 
weddings, baptisms, and picnics, along with images of the railroad, highway, and architectural 
construction. Included in his nightlife images are the photos of national, cultural, political, and 
artistic events Sidibé took, such as the Semaine nationale de la Jeunnesse (Youth Week) or the 
images he shot of Mali’s famous musicians. Later in his life, Sidibé was commissioned to take 
fashion photographs for magazines like Elle and Vogue, these photos were joyful, energetic, 
and mixed urban symbolism with bold patterns and theatrical compositions.  

Examples of Sidibé’s work include Nuit de Noël (Happy Club) (1), Une soirée à la 
chaussée (2), Child (3), and Mr. Cissé le pharmacien (4).  
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