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“Everything has to be mbalaxed!” (panzachhi,1994: 202)
The development of a Senegalese Popular music.

If one thinks of the West African country of Senegal, one does not necessarily imagine hearing Afro-Cuban music. A few
decades ago, especially from the 1940s until the 1960s, music from Cuba and south America was ubiquitous in Senegal,
especially in the capital Dakar. Mbalax, the musical genre to be focused upon in this essay, would be hard to imagine
without any Afro-Cuban influence. But how did it change from a straightforward adaptation of Afro-Cuban music into
a “re-Africanized” musical genre?

Dakar — a hybrid place

The capital of Senegal, Dakar, is one of the most important harbor cities in western Africa.

Dakar has also evolved into the political and cultural center of Senegal since the first decades of the 20* Century, and
has “always been a hybrid place, where African interact with European” (Brunner, 2010: 11).

At that time, one would listen to what was currently modern in Europe (especially in France, which has been the colo-
nial power of Senegal) and that was mainly Afro-Cuban music, for example Salsa or Cuban Son (ibid: 35).

The first records with Cuban Music arrived in Dakar sometime around the 1920s. They were brought mostly by sailors
and marines (ibid: 36). The Cuban Son El Manicero, for example, enjoyed a tremendous popularity, and not only in
Cuba (ibid). The success of this Son led the record company HMV to produce and sell a whole series of Latin American
and primarily Cuban Music in Senegal (ibid). Also, one could listen to Cuban Sounds on the radio programs broadcast
by the French colonial power (ibid: 38).

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 rhythm) was often perceived as “[...] something vaguely African” (ibid: 36). This is hard-
ly surprising, since most of the music was strongly influenced by slaves who had been dragged from Africa to Cuba.
Cuban music gained in popularity until the late 1950s, and gradually became the “modern music of choice for many
Senegalese” (Brunner, 2010: 39).

Senegalese Bands initially adapted the sound of Latin American and Cuban Bands. They even sang in Spanish, even
though they often did not speak that language (Stapleton and May, 1987: 116). A prominent example is Laba Sosseh
who sang numerous Cuban Sons, including the above-mentioned Son hit £/ Manicero or Guantanamo, a song about
the corresponding Cuban province in the east of the island. But Youssou N’Dour, too, sang in Spanish at the beginning
of his career and adapted Afro-Cuban sounds (Panzachhi, 1996: 65). Many artists learned Spanish and the Son or Salsa
songs only by ear (Brunner, 2010: 55).
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“Re-senegalization” of the music

Not until the early 1970s, so ten years after the declaration of Independence of Senegal from France, did the often
quoted “senegalization” of popular music begin (ibid: 35). Increasingly, the audience in the Dance clubs in Dakar agreed
that the bands did not compose sufficiently “Senegalese” music, but only adapted Latin-American and Cuban sounds
(ibid). This change of perception of many Senegalese is probably related to the political process of Independence of
Senegal. Furthermore, this was surely a music oriented toward the European taste, and therefore was considered a
sound for more prosperous Senegalese people. As a result of the cultural changes around 1966, there was a need for
Senegalese people to return to their own traditions and no longer to continue to reproduce an imported, merely ap-
propriated culture (Stapleton et al., 1987: 116). At first, the musical styles were still oriented toward Cuban and Latin
American musical genres, but Wolof was subsequently established as a song language (Brunner, 2010: 54). The Wolof
are the largest ethnic group in Senegal, and Wolof is also considered a national language (Becher,2010: 10 et seq.). The
well-known Band Orchestre du Baobab was one of the first Bands that would still compose in a very Cuban way, but
started to sing in Wolof. A few years later, Star Band de Dakar, featuring Youssou N‘Dour, took another musical step
towards “Senegalization”: They signed a Tama Player who played some solos, but was initially mainly used in the back-
ground (Brunner, 2010: 71). Also, many Bands felt back on old griot traditions. The singer Youssou N’Dour, for example,
calls himself a “modern griot” (Taylor, 1997: 131). A griot is best known as an artist of the spoken word, serving as an
oral historian, genealogist, storyteller, and praise singer, mostly found in West African Countries (Tang, 2007: 1 et seq.).
For many Senegalese, these (new) aspects represented a decisive step in the development of Mbalax, if not announ-
cing the hour of its birth (Brunner,2010: 72).

“This mix gives a special music that is not like any other, but certainly African and Senegalese” (Panzachhi, 1996: 56).
This is mainly due to the use of the the Tama, which is a small double-headed so-called “talking drum” (Tang, 2007:
180).

Youssou N’Dour - “King of Mbalax“?

The already mentioned Star Band de Dakar, whose singer was the later world star Youssou N’Dour, quickly made Mba-
lax popular in the capital.

This well-known singer, often referred to as “King of the Mbalax” (Brunner, 2010: 70), is not only the most popular
representative of the genre but also one of the most important for its development and establishment. He grew up in
one of the poorer quarters in Dakar and, as his mother was a griotte, he was socialized early on with traditional sounds
and music traditions (Stapleton et al., 1987: 56). Thus, it is obvious that N'Dour wanted to establish a new kind of po-
pular music, which would integrate native and traditional musical elements as well as local languages like Wolof (Tayler,
1997: 127). This was not only important because most of the musicians probably did not speak any Spanish, but also,
and above all, because Wolof allowed the musicians to make a musical impact on political circumstances in Senegal
and to make them, through the music, accessible and comprehensible to a broader public. Henceforth, the musicians
could also communicate with the audience about socially relevant problems. This at first glance inconspicuous aspect
of the music certainly led to a new and open view of the Senegalese audience’s own culture (Panzzachi, 1996: 58). 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., 1987: 117). The subtle use of traditional Instruments quickly found enthusiasm and inspira-
tion.

It is also thanks to Ibra Kasse, the owner of the important and famous club for mbalax called the Miami Club, that such
innovations were promoted and that there existed some platforms for such bands which could spread this musical
genre (ibid.). Many of those bands, Orchestre Baobab or Xalam for example, experimented with the mix of Afro-Cuban
and traditional Senegalese rhythms and instruments (Tenaille, 2002: 229). Some initially failed to successfully incorpo-
rate those two musical cultures (Brunner, 2010: 58). However, in some cases it took some time until this reverberation
and use of traditional instruments came to harshness, while on the other hand some bands undertook “re-senegaliza-
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tion” too quickly and intensively.

The already mentioned Star Band de Dakar, with Youssou N’Dour’s concise singing, probably succeeded the most with
this return to traditional elements. The further development and establishment of Mbalax, which means “the rhythm
of the drum” (Panzachhi, 1996: 129) in Wolof, brought Youssou N’Dour to international attention and popularized the
new music from Dakar in the West. It is not exactly clear which rhythm is explicitly meant. N’'Dour 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 | wanted to show that
I had the courage to play purely Senegalese music” (Duran, 1989: 277). However, it is difficult to reconstruct exactly
when this music came to be called Mbalax (Brunner, 2010: 104).

The establishment of a new popular music

Nonetheless, N'Dour and his Star Band de Dakar are often credited with having created and constituted a new genre
of music through the successive reconsideration of local (Wolof) rhythms.

An important aspect of this “re-senegalization” was surely the introduction of the Tama, as well as the detachment of
this “talking drum” from the rhythm section to become a virtuoso leading instrument, which became a characteristic
of Mbalax (Stapleton et al., 1987: 117). Mbalax “[...] is the rhythm that the Wolof feel and love the most, above all it’s
the rhythm of the griots” (Duran,1989: 277).

Youssou N’Dour also added modern instruments such as the electric guitar to his sound.

It is an interesting fact that the Kora, on the other hand, is rarely used in Mbalax music. The Kora is a 21-string West
African harp. It dates from at least the 18th century and is today mainly known in the Gambia, Senegal, Guinea, and
Mali (Knight,2016 [online] retrieved from https://mgg-online.com/article?id=mgg15595&v=1.0&rs=mgg15595).
N’Dour believes that many of the old traditional instruments like the west African Mandinka harp, the Kora, are re-
stricted in their sound (Stapleton et al. 1987: 120).

By using modern instruments, Mbalax received the progressive image and sound we know today. Certainly also for this
reason the audience grew continuously, and not only in Senegal.

Internationally, listeners and artists were also increasingly attentive to this Senegalese popular music and in particu-
lar to Youssou N’Dour. This led to collaborations with famous, Western artists like Paul Simon and Peter Gabriel, with
whom he went on tour (Tenaille, 2002: 231). Especially the tour with the latter in 1987, turned out to be a complete
success (Stapleton et al., 1987: 122). N'Dour’s album the Guide from 1994 even received a Grammy, and probably no
other artist so embodies the rhythmic energy which comes through Mbalax music (Sadie, 2001:200).

Nowadays, Mbalax seems to have established itself. Especially thanks to Youssou N’Dour and his international success,
it still exhilarates a broad audience — even if the “Senerapper” Simon Bisbiclan disagrees with this and provocatively
declares Mbalax dead in his song Mbalax Déna.

The music producer Mark Ernestus disagrees with this, and said in an interview in the German newspaper TAZ:
“Senegalese hip hop is certainly popular with people under 25, but across the society with all age groups, | think Mba-
lax is still the most widespread” (Weber, 2013. “Musikalisch auf einen Nenner” [online] retrieved from http://taz.de/
Mark-Ernestus-ueber-den-Senegal-Sound/!117904/ [24.03.2017]).

Mbalax (and above all Youssou N’Dour) still plays a significant role in Senegal, as attested to by the abundance of cur-
rent Mbalax music videos one can find in diverse video-sharing websites on the Internet. Simultaneously, a dance has
been established to this music called “Ndaga” (Stapleton et al., 1987: 120). In addition, the style is constantly evolving,
combined with new styles and changed by younger artists. An example of this is the song Samba Mbalax by the Sene-
galese singer Adiouza. In this song, as the title already suggests, Brazilian samba is mixed with the Senegalese Mbalax
music.
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So this Senegalese pop music, called Mbalax, has developed from a purely adaptive (Afro-Latin) style into an indepen-
dent, innovative, and distinctive musical genre (Mbalax). And 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: 121).
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