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YOUTH IN REVOLT

Sory Sanlé’s potent portraits of West African youth culture in the 1970s captured Burkina Faso at a
pivotal moment of emergence. Now in his 7os, the photographer has been living in relative

obscurity, an unsung bastion of Voltaic photography’s golden age - until now
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Yarmaha de Nuit 1972

“The main streets of Bobo-Dioulasso were lined with trees, a heritage from
colonial times, reminisces Sory Sanlé. “We had gardens, markets, music kiosk,
open-air bars and dancing. Life was cheap and everyone could have a ball. You

could always go out and have some fun.

Ibrahima Sory Sanlé was born in 1943 in the rural Nianiagara district of Burkina

Faso - at that time Upper Volta, an French colony in West Africa.

As a teenager, Sanlé traveled to the nation’s capital, Haute-Volta, in search of
work, and found himself as the young apprentice of Ghanaian photographer
Kodjo Ademako. A youth from the sticks, Sanlé learned to process and print

photographs in the dark room, and how to use a Rolleiflex twin lens camera.

Burkina Faso’s independence from France took place in 1960. That same year, as
Sanlé approached his 18th birthday, he returned to his regional capital Bobo-
Dioulasso and, with the help of his cousin Idrissa Koné, launched Volta Studio -

Bobo’s first photography studio.
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Sanlé would take monochrome portraits using his Rolleiflex in 6 x 6 format. ‘I

charged 100 francs for a photograph of eight by 13 centimetres, Sanlé says. He
animated the studio with painted backdrops from artists in Ghana, Benin and
Ivory Coast. Music would play from records or a radio. ‘People didn’t know what
to expect, but soon my place became very busy. They came as they were, and 1

made them look nice: suits for men, make-up for women.

Seen now, Sanlé’s photographs have the potency and power of a nation of people
at a pivotal moment of emergence. The country was reinventing itself, joyfully
expressing a newfound and hard-earned freedom after 7o years of often brutal

French rule.

They called it Les yéyé - a term coined from Edgar Morin’s album Bobo Yéye. ‘It
was a boom time,’ Sanlé says. Bobo’s nightlife was exploding, while two
international cinemas opened, inspiring many of Sanlé’s youths to dress
themselves as cowboys, pirates and knights in his studio - or merely to pout

moodily at the camera in their most statement threads.
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