Norman Seeff - The look of sound - by Roberto Croci
“To create is to shape our own destiny”, wrote Albert Camus. A principle that is the rule
of life for Norman Seeff, photographer extraordinaire, documentarian and amiable and
refined entertainer. His signature is on some of the most intense photographic portraits of
the great protagonists of the American scene - artistic and otherwise - from the seventies
onwards; the list includes them all, from the East to the West Coast - Andy Warhol,
Robert Mapplethorpe, Debbie Harry, Patti Smith, Martin Scorsese, Ray Charles, Frank
Zappa, John Belushi, Steve Jobs, John Huston, Joni Mitchell, Johnny Cash, Carly Simon,
The Rolling Stones, Ike & Tina Turner, Miles Davis... I see them all as I ring the doorbell
of Seeff’s studio in Burbank, Los Angeles. The lair of the wolf. There he is: thin, long
white hair, lively eyes, ready to catch even the smallest details and sensations. In
Johannesburg, where he was born in 1939, Norman had a passion for sports (at 17 he was
the youngest player in the national championship) and a natural aptitude for painting, but,
following in the footsteps of his father, he graduated in medicine and in fact managed the
emergency department in Soweto for three years. In 1969 came the turning point. “Many
of my friends had ended up in prison or had fled the country because of apartheid,” he
says as he shows me the photographs chosen for his first major European retrospective, at
the Zephyr Raum für Fotografie in Mannheim, running from 27/9 to 25/1. “But I didn’t
leave South Africa because of politics, I wanted to explore the infinite abyss of creativity.
So one morning I got up, quit my job and took the first plane to New York.” Without any
money, he wandered the city for a year and a half with a small camera around his neck,
capturing fragments of life, photographing the then obscure protagonists of the city’s
vibrant subcultures. Everything changed when, by chance, he met the famous graphic
designer and creative director of Columbia Records, Bob Cato, who offered him his first
real photographic assignment. “When I started, I didn’t know how to behave with the
people on the other side of the lens. I improvised, often creating absurd situations. In one
of the first shoots, I found Frank Zappa in front of me. I realized immediately that he was
annoyed, and it was clear that he was wondering who the hell I was. So, to challenge him,
I asked him how far he would follow me. “Anywhere you want,” he said. I threw a pie in
his face. It was not a great idea: Zappa got very angry, in part because a lot of cream got
in his ears. At that time, I learned from my mistakes, discovering how to guide artists to
let themselves go and trust me, which is what happened with the next photoshoot. I had to
portray John Travolta, who was still a television actor at the time. I covered him
completely with shaving foam and then threw a bucket of water on him.” Seeff lets out a
laugh, thinking back to the scene. “I got he best shots when John told me that he was
filming a movie, ‘Saturday Night Fever’, where he danced divinely. He set up in front of
the camera and click: he had just created the legendary pose of the poster”. It from the
experience acquired during the “sessions” (that’s what he calls his shoots) that Norman
has elaborated the seven dynamic rules of his creative process: hearing the call, fear &
resistance, resolution, the turning point, creation, manifestation and fulfillment . “All the
meetings, the assignments, the shots were equally important, because it helped me to
understand how to evolve and transform each session at a decisive moment that changes
the perspective of my work and helps my creative growth.” It’s natural to ask him which
is his favorite picture: “When I was in New York, I hung out at a downtown club, Max’s
Kansas City, a cool place beloved by artists, musicians, poets and politicians in the early

seventies. I met two young people, attractive, lean and in love, so I asked their permission
to photograph them. I didn’t know who they were, but they were magnetic, they had a
deep and intense relationship. It turns out they were Patti Smith and Robert
Mapplethorpe. The pictures I took are for me the most authentic testimonies of their love.
After the session, Robert asked me for one of my shots, because at that time he was
working with the airbrush. Two weeks later, he returned to my office to show me the
amazing touch-ups he had done. He told me that he wanted to become a photographer
and asked if he could come and watch me work. So, he began to follow my sessions,
becoming the photographer that we all know.” In 1972, Norman moved to Los Angeles,
where he became creative art director for two major labels, Blue Note and United Artists.
It was then that he started doing documentaries. The stars of the first movie, filmed in
’75, were Ike and Tina Turner: “Tina Turner was the perfect dancer for rock and roll, and
Ike was totally in love with her. Together were amazing, so intense... They
communicated at a level that was incomprehensible to anyone who saw them. It was then
that I began doing my sessions again; so far I have made 450 films.” Speaking of which,
among his upcoming projects is a documentary and a web-series that, through recordings
of his interviews, will explore the dynamics of creativity. “I own one of the largest
archives in the world. Absolutely incomparable.” Another decisive session in Norman’s
life was with Ray Charles. “It was the first time that I was doing advertising; until then I
had only worked for magazines and newspapers. Ray had no desire to be photographed,
he had only agreed because they gave him a ton of money. To get him to relax, I asked
him to sit at the piano, and thanks to the music we started talking about our childhoods,
our beginnings, our passions, confiding personal experiences and painful memories while
I snapped photos. He said, ‘If I write a happy song I become happy, if I write a sad song I
become sad’.” A simple concept that belies an absolute truth: “Emotional honesty always
leads to the deepest emotions, which in turn give rise to the creative process. Establishing
a dialogue with intellectually stimulating people, I not only learn things I didn’t know,
but at the same time it opens the door to a constructive synergy that makes its way into
the photos and documentaries. My sessions are an art form, a process of demiurgic
communication. My contribution is just one piece of a larger puzzle. And today, at
seventy, I discover that I’ve gone back to being a child, and I finally figured out what I
want out of life: to combine these elements to create something new. Unfortunately”, he
concludes, “only five per cent of people manage to stay creative after a certain age. The
majority gets lost on the way, convinced that paying a mortgage is more important that
living your life.”
“My every shot is different from others because the involvement with the subject is
always new. It’s not the picture that counts, it’s the experience”
“Tina Turner was the perfect dancer for rock and roll, and Ike was totally in love with
her. Together they were amazing, so intense... They communicated at a level that was
incomprehensible to anyone who saw them”
“Carly Simon was in jeans and T-shirt. “What are you wearing underneath?”, I asked.
She undressed, revealing a black lace teddy. The final shot was so sexy, she liked it very
much, because she’d just had a baby. ‘Not bad for a mama’,” she told me”

