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DAVID BAILEY

Rock and roll Heroes and the 60s

If I have to explain my photographs, this means the images have not achieved their “aim”. David Bailey

So says the most famous British fashion photographer of the desecrating ’60s, a witness to the birth of swinging London. 

Bailey has the charisma to establish a preferential relationship with the public that is still alive: his unmistakeable style – his fashion images are highly recognisable – and his many photographic publications, as if to underline that his work is changeable, like the clothes he shows in the book Goodbye Baby and Amen, a hymn to the Sixties, packed with portraits and with the impetuous spirit of the times, or his recent productions, more oriented toward reporting. But while the fashion photographers who went before him emphasised the static, stylised forms of starched glamour, Bailey always preferred the woman to the dress.

Not only as the biographers say – stormy flirtations, three wives married and abandoned – but because he raised fashion photographer to a broader context, rejecting its limits and leaving it up to the women to interpret the clothes, in multiple expressions of life. Bailey says: “I loved photography and I loved women, and I combined these two loves in fashion”.

His is a timeless love affair with the camera: on the other side of the lens is the photographer, looking out at the world, stopping it in stories that speak of gestures and portraits, which may be exaggerated, borderline, but are never ephemeral, that survive the years. Sometimes sweet and fun, but more often crude and brutal, Bailey’s photographs have still not lost any of their visual impact or aesthetic seductiveness.

They are impressed on our memory, and their totality represents one of the most interesting iconographies of our times.

The images shown in this exhibition cover the key themes of fashion and music: the former is a specialisation, the latter a true personal passion – Bailey loves rock and was overcome by nostalgia for the Stones and the Sixties – and together they became portraits. David provocatively combines people and symbols – Alice Cooper with a snake around his neck is one example – and plays with contrasting sentiments: restlessness or hieratic calm, sensuality or truculence, humour and nastiness, cynicism and sensibility, insolence and meekness. The semi-official photographer of the irreverent Rolling Stones, David Bailey chose the ambiguous Mick Jagger for the cover of Rock and Roll Heroes, his new book of photographs telling the story of almost forty years of music in 84 portraits.

Among the greatest icons of modern pop – his studies of the Beatles and the Rolling Stones in the ’60s are still among the most celebratory images of the decade that made them great – Bailey replaces the false, formal pop portrait that came down to him from traditional show-business of the day with fresh, unconscious images. His photographs are candid and revealing; at all times the photographer takes away rather than adding, leaving the true evocative power to the photograph.
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