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According to Kwame Brathwaite, people refer to him as “keeper of the images.” Someone less 
modest than him might call themselves a cultural lynchpin. From the late 1950s and 
throughout the 1960s, the American photographer used his striking images - in one, his wife, 
Sikolo, wears a beaded headpiece designed by Carolee Prince; in another she’s in a floral dress 
with her hair styled in a loose Afro - to upend mainstream beauty standards that excluded 
women of colour, popularising the slogan “Black Is Beautiful” along the way. 
 

Brathwaite was the cofounder of the African Jazz-Art Society and Studios - a collective of 

artists, playwrights, designers and dancers - and a huge supporter of the Grandassa Models - a 

group of young female fashion activists who formed in the 1960s in New York to reclaim the 

African aesthetic in the most elevated way. The group designed, made and modelled their own 

clothes with sell-out success - and appeared in countless of Brathwaite’s shoots.  

To this day, Brathwaite’s influence can be felt in music (photos of legends like Bob Marley and 

Miles Davis are some of the most iconic), politics (see his seminal documentation of Nelson 

Mandela’s inauguration) and fashion - this week his photographs were published alongside the 

official photos of Rihanna’s first capsule for her LVMH-owned Fenty line. 
 

Ahead of the drop, in April, Black Is Beautiful, a major exhibition of Brathwaite’s photography 

opened at the Skirball Cultural Center in Los Angeles (until 1 September, 2019), accompanied 

by the first monograph dedicated to his work (published by Aperture in May). “My task has 

been to document creative powers throughout the diaspora,” Brathwaite, now aged 81, writes 

in the foreword. “Not only in our black artists, musicians, athletes, dancers, models and 

designers, but in all of us. It was my job to capture each moment of this creativity in its truest 

form.”  

 

Here, Vogue delves into Brathwaite’s archive to rediscover his stories of struggle, work and 

ultimately liberation. 

 

 
 



Philip Martin Gallery 
 

2712 S. La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034           philipmartingallery.com 310 559 0100 

 
 

 



Philip Martin Gallery 
 

2712 S. La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034           philipmartingallery.com 310 559 0100 

 

 



Philip Martin Gallery 
 

2712 S. La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034           philipmartingallery.com 310 559 0100 

 

 



Philip Martin Gallery 
 

2712 S. La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034           philipmartingallery.com 310 559 0100 

 

 



Philip Martin Gallery 
 

2712 S. La Cienega Blvd., Los Angeles, CA 90034           philipmartingallery.com 310 559 0100 

 


