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“Everything has to be mbalaxed!” ;Wanǌachhi,ϭϵϵϰ: ϮϬϮͿ
The development of a Senegalese Popular music. 

/f one thinks of the test �frican country of Senegal, one does not necessarily imagine hearing �fro-Cuban music. A few 
decades ago, especially from the ϭϵϰϬs unƟl the ϭϵϲϬs, music from Cuba and south �merica ǁas ubiƋuitous in Senegal, 
especially in the capital �akar. Dbalaǆ, the musical genre to be focused upon in this essay, ǁould be hard to imagine 
ǁithout any �fro-Cuban inŇuence. �ut hoǁ did it change from a straighƞorǁard adaptaƟon of �fro-Cuban music into
a ͞re-�fricaniǌed͟ musical genre͍

Dakar – a hybrid place

dhe capital of Senegal, �akar, is one of the most important harbor ciƟes in ǁestern �frica. 
�akar has also evolved into the poliƟcal and cultural center of Senegal since the Įrst decades of the ϮϬth Century, and 
has “always been a hybrid place, where African interact with European” ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϭͿ.
�t that Ɵme, one ǁould listen to ǁhat ǁas currently modern in �urope ;especially in &rance, ǁhich has been the colo-
nial poǁer of SenegalͿ and that ǁas mainly �fro-Cuban music, for eǆample Salsa or Cuban Son ;ibid: ϯϱͿ.
dhe Įrst records ǁith Cuban Dusic arrived in �akar someƟme around the ϭϵϮϬs. dhey ǁere brought mostly by sailors 
and marines ;ibid: ϯϲͿ. dhe Cuban Son El Manicero, for example, enjoyed a tremendous popularity, and not only in 
Cuba ;ibidͿ. dhe success of this Son led the record company HMV to produce and sell a ǁhole series of >aƟn �merican 
and primarily Cuban Dusic in Senegal ;ibidͿ. �lso, one could listen to Cuban Sounds on the radio programs broadcast 
by the &rench colonial poǁer ;ibid: ϯϴͿ.

Cuban Sounds in Dakar

One reason why the music of the distant Caribbean island of Cuba was so popular in Senegal was that this music more 
than any other ;especially the rhythmͿ ǁas oŌen perceived as “[…] something vaguely African” ;ibid: ϯϲͿ. This is hard-
ly surprising, since most of the music ǁas strongly inŇuenced by slaves ǁho had been dragged from �frica to Cuba. 
Cuban music gained in popularity unƟl the late ϭϵϱϬs, and gradually became the “modern music of choice for many 
Senegalese” ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϯϵͿ.
Senegalese �ands iniƟally adapted the sound of >aƟn �merican and Cuban �ands. dhey even sang in Spanish, even 
though they oŌen did not speak that language ;Stapleton and Day, ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϭϲͿ. � prominent eǆample is Laba Sosseh 
ǁho sang numerous Cuban Sons, including the above-menƟoned Son hit El Manicero or Guantanamo, a song about 
the corresponding Cuban province in the east of the island. �ut zoussou E͛�our, too, sang in Spanish at the beginning 
of his career and adapted �fro-Cuban sounds ;Wanǌachhi, ϭϵϵϲ: ϲϱͿ. Dany arƟsts learned Spanish and the Son or Salsa 
songs only by ear ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϱϱͿ.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sj7NfrrnaKE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Nsxqr7UpYAc
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“Re-senegalization” of the music

Eot unƟl the early ϭϵϳϬs, so ten years aŌer the declaraƟon of /ndependence of Senegal from &rance, did the oŌen 
Ƌuoted ͞ senegaliǌaƟon͟ of popular music begin ;ibid: ϯϱͿ. /ncreasingly, the audience in the �ance clubs in �akar agreed 
that the bands did not compose suĸciently ͞Senegalese͟ music, but only adapted >aƟn-�merican and Cuban sounds 
;ibidͿ. dhis change of percepƟon of many Senegalese is probably related to the poliƟcal process of /ndependence of 
Senegal. Furthermore, this was surely a music oriented toward the European taste, and therefore was considered a 
sound for more prosperous Senegalese people. �s a result of the cultural changes around ϭϵϲϲ, there ǁas a need for 
Senegalese people to return to their oǁn tradiƟons and no longer to conƟnue to reproduce an imported, merely ap-
propriated culture ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϭϲͿ. �t Įrst, the musical styles ǁere sƟll oriented toǁard Cuban and >aƟn 
�merican musical genres, but tolof ǁas subseƋuently established as a song language ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϱϰͿ. dhe tolof 
are the largest ethnic group in Senegal, and tolof is also considered a naƟonal language ;�echer,ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϬ et seƋ.Ϳ. dhe 
ǁell-knoǁn �and Krchestre du �aobab ǁas one of the Įrst �ands that ǁould sƟll compose in a very Cuban ǁay, but 
started to sing in tolof. � feǁ years later, Star �and de �akar, featuring zoussou E͚�our, took another musical step 
toǁards ͞SenegaliǌaƟon͟: dhey signed a dama Wlayer ǁho played some solos, but ǁas iniƟally mainly used in the back-
ground ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϭͿ. �lso, many �ands felt back on old griot tradiƟons. dhe singer zoussou E͛�our, for eǆample, 
calls himself a “modern griot͟ ;daylor, ϭϵϵϳ: ϭϯϭͿ. � griot is best knoǁn as an arƟst of the spoken ǁord, serving as an 
oral historian, genealogist, storyteller, and praise singer, mostly found in test �frican Countries ;dang, ϮϬϬϳ: ϭ et seƋ.Ϳ. 
&or many Senegalese, these ;neǁͿ aspects represented a decisive step in the development of Dbalaǆ, if not announ-
cing the hour of its birth ;�runner,ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϮͿ.

“This mix gives a special music that is not like any other, but certainly African and Senegalese͟ ;Wanǌachhi, ϭϵϵϲ: ϱϲͿ. 
dhis is mainly due to the use of the the dama, ǁhich is a small double-headed so-called ͞talking drum͟ ;dang, ϮϬϬϳ: 
ϭϴϬͿ.

Youssou N’Dour – “King of Mbalax“?

dhe already menƟoned Star �and de �akar, ǁhose singer ǁas the later ǁorld star zoussou E͛�our, Ƌuickly made Dba-
lax popular in the capital.
dhis ǁell-knoǁn singer, oŌen referred to as ͞<ing of the Dbalaǆ͟ ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϳϬͿ, is not only the most popular 
representaƟve of the genre but also one of the most important for its development and establishment. ,e greǁ up in 
one of the poorer Ƌuarters in �akar and, as his mother ǁas a griotte, he ǁas socialiǌed early on ǁith tradiƟonal sounds 
and music tradiƟons ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϱϲͿ. dhus, it is obvious that E͛�our ǁanted to establish a neǁ kind of po-
pular music, ǁhich ǁould integrate naƟve and tradiƟonal musical elements as ǁell as local languages like tolof ;dayler, 
ϭϵϵϳ: ϭϮϳͿ. dhis ǁas not only important because most of the musicians probably did not speak any Spanish, but also, 
and above all, because tolof alloǁed the musicians to make a musical impact on poliƟcal circumstances in Senegal 
and to make them, through the music, accessible and comprehensible to a broader public. ,enceforth, the musicians 
could also communicate ǁith the audience about socially relevant problems. dhis at Įrst glance inconspicuous aspect 
of the music certainly led to a neǁ and open vieǁ of the Senegalese audience s͛ oǁn culture ;Wanǌǌachi, ϭϵϵϲ: ϱϴͿ. The 
Senegalese diplomat Abdoulaye Kebe said of this: 

“People went mad when they heard it. Before that, bandleaders used to despise griots and players of traditional instru-
ments” ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϭϳͿ. dhe subtle use of tradiƟonal /nstruments Ƌuickly found enthusiasm and inspira-
Ɵon.

/t is also thanks to /bra <asse, the oǁner of the important and famous club for mbalaǆ called the Diami Club, that such 
innovaƟons ǁere promoted and that there eǆisted some plaƞorms for such bands ǁhich could spread this musical 
genre ;ibid.Ϳ. Dany of those bands, Krchestre �aobab or yalam for eǆample, eǆperimented ǁith the miǆ of �fro-Cuban 
and tradiƟonal Senegalese rhythms and instruments ;denaille, ϮϬϬϮ: ϮϮϵͿ. Some iniƟally failed to successfully incorpo-
rate those tǁo musical cultures ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϱϴͿ. ,oǁever, in some cases it took some Ɵme unƟl this reverberaƟon 
and use of tradiƟonal instruments came to harshness, ǁhile on the other hand some bands undertook ͞re-senegaliǌa-
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Ɵon͟ too Ƌuickly and intensively.
dhe already menƟoned Star �and de �akar, ǁith zoussou E͛�our s͛ concise singing, probably succeeded the most ǁith 
this return to tradiƟonal elements. dhe further development and establishment of Dbalaǆ, ǁhich means “the rhythm 
of the drum͟ ;Wanǌachhi, ϭϵϵϲ: ϭϮϵͿ in tolof, brought zoussou E͛�our to internaƟonal attenƟon and populariǌed the 
neǁ music from �akar in the test. /t is not eǆactly clear ǁhich rhythm is eǆplicitly meant. E͛�our even claimed to have 
established the word Mbalax himself:

“I took the word mbalax because it’s a beautiful and original word, it’s a purely Wolof word and I wanted to show that 
I had the courage to play purely Senegalese music͟ ;�uran, ϭϵϴϵ: ϮϳϳͿ. ,oǁever, it is diĸcult to reconstruct eǆactly 
when this music came to be called Mbalax ;�runner, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϬϰͿ.

The establishment of a new popular music

Eonetheless, E͛�our and his Star �and de �akar are oŌen credited ǁith having created and consƟtuted a neǁ genre 
of music through the successive reconsideraƟon of local ;tolofͿ rhythms.
�n important aspect of this ͞re-senegaliǌaƟon͟ ǁas surely the introducƟon of the dama, as ǁell as the detachment of 
this ͞talking drum͟ from the rhythm secƟon to become a virtuoso leading instrument, ǁhich became a characterisƟc 
of Dbalaǆ ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϭϳͿ. Dbalaǆ ͞΀͙΁ is the rhythm that the Wolof feel and love the most, above all it’s 
the rhythm of the griots͟ ;�uran,ϭϵϴϵ: ϮϳϳͿ.

zoussou E͛�our also added modern instruments such as the electric guitar to his sound.
/t is an interesƟng fact that the <ora, on the other hand, is rarely used in Dbalaǆ music. dhe <ora is a Ϯϭ-string test 
African harp. /t dates from at least the ϭϴth century and is today mainly knoǁn in the Gambia, Senegal, Guinea, and 
Dali ;<night,ϮϬϭϲ ΀online΁ retrieved from https://mgg-online.com/arƟcle͍idсmggϭϱϱϵϱΘvсϭ.ϬΘrsсmggϭϱϱϵϱͿ.
E͛�our believes that many of the old tradiƟonal instruments like the ǁest �frican Dandinka harp, the <ora, are re-
stricted in their sound ;Stapleton et al. ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϮϬͿ.

�y using modern instruments, Dbalaǆ received the progressive image and sound ǁe knoǁ today. Certainly also for this 
reason the audience greǁ conƟnuously, and not only in Senegal.
/nternaƟonally, listeners and arƟsts ǁere also increasingly attenƟve to this Senegalese popular music and in parƟcu-
lar to zoussou E͛�our. dhis led to collaboraƟons ǁith famous, testern arƟsts like Waul Simon and Weter Gabriel, ǁith 
ǁhom he ǁent on tour ;denaille, ϮϬϬϮ: ϮϯϭͿ. �specially the tour ǁith the latter in ϭϵϴϳ, turned out to be a complete 
success ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϮϮͿ. E͛�ourǭs album the Guide from ϭϵϵϰ even received a Grammy, and probably no 
other arƟst so embodies the rhythmic energy ǁhich comes through Dbalaǆ music ;Sadie, ϮϬϬϭ:ϮϬϬͿ.
Eoǁadays, Dbalaǆ seems to have established itself. �specially thanks to zoussou E͛�our and his internaƟonal success, 
it sƟll eǆhilarates a broad audience ʹ even if the ͞Senerapper͟ Simon �isbiclan disagrees ǁith this and provocaƟvely 
declares Mbalax dead in his song Mbalax Déna.

dhe music producer Dark �rnestus disagrees ǁith this, and said in an intervieǁ in the German neǁspaper TAZ:
 “Senegalese hip hop is certainly popular with people under 25, but across the society with all age groups, I think Mba-
lax is still the most widespread“ (Weber, 2013. “Musikalisch auf einen Nenner” [online] retrieved from http://taǌ.de/
Dark-�rnestus-ueber-den-Senegal-Sound/͊ϭϭϳϵϬϰ/ ΀Ϯϰ.Ϭϯ.ϮϬϭϳ΁Ϳ.

Dbalaǆ ;and above all zoussou E͛�ourͿ sƟll plays a signiĮcant role in Senegal, as attested to by the abundance of cur-
rent Dbalaǆ music videos one can Įnd in diverse video-sharing ǁebsites on the /nternet. Simultaneously, a dance has 
been established to this music called ͞Edaga͟ ;Stapleton et al., ϭϵϴϳ: ϭϮϬͿ. /n addiƟon, the style is constantly evolving, 
combined ǁith neǁ styles and changed by younger arƟsts. �n eǆample of this is the song Samba Mbalax by the Sene-
galese singer �diouǌa. /n this song, as the Ɵtle already suggests, �raǌilian samba is miǆed ǁith the Senegalese Dbalaǆ 
music. 

http://taz.de/Mark-Ernestus-ueber-den-Senegal-Sound/!117904/
http://taz.de/Mark-Ernestus-ueber-den-Senegal-Sound/!117904/
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So this Senegalese pop music, called Dbalaǆ, has developed from a purely adapƟve ;�fro->aƟnͿ style into an indepen-
dent, innovaƟve, and disƟncƟve musical genre ;DbalaǆͿ. �nd this Senegalese pop music genre can hardly be described 
more precisely than by the “King of the Mbalax” himself:
                            “You’ll never hear a sound like Mbalax” ;ibid: ϭϮϭͿ.
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