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ANNC AND SIG TUNE: 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Welcome to Arts and Africa. This is A lex Tetteh-Lartey and 
today we talk with the leader of a well-known dance band 
from Zaire. 

SIG. TU:NE: 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Congolese music is one of the most popular kinds of music 
in Africa. I am sure that you will be familiar with the 
music, say, of the OK Jazz Band. 

Mekanisi Zemba Gabnisa is the leader of the much loved, 
much danced-to "AFRISA INTERNATIONALa. Known uhtil 1970 as 
the African Fiesta Band, it was started fifteen years ago. 

Mekanisi recently passed through London where I talked to him. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How long have you been in charge of this band? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

For about three years now. But I have been in that band 
for seven years. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You are the leader of the band and you also play in it. 

MEKANISI ZEJv1BA GABNISA 

Yes, right now, I am the leader of the band. I'm the 
producer. I am myself a musician. I play sax. 

P'IUSIC 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Would it be fair if I said you dictate the style of play? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Yes. You know in the French, we call that artistic 
Director. Like Band leader, at the head of all manage
ment or musical arra ngements. 

ALEX TE'j!"TEH-LA'B.TEY 

And do you compose for the band? 

~KANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Yes, I have composed some 
have not brought some of my 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

songs but I am sorry tha t I 
songs to London. 

.. 

Now, people talk about Congolese music. I su:wose you call 
yours" Zairian"music? 

r1EKANISI ZEMBA GABtITSA 

Yes, we call it Zairian music. Our country is the Republic 
of Zaire. Our music is Zairian music! 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How about the rest of the Congo? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

That's t he Popular Republic of Congo, that's something 
else. It is not the Republic of Zaire. Most of the musicians 
from the Popular Republic of the Congo, they come to Zaire, 
they learn t he music, they play in our bands, and then they 
go back. Right now, things are different . They can follow 
exactly what we a r e doing, they can do the same. You 
know, we are keeping our own style of playing, you see. 
Zairian music is only played by Zairian musicians and even 
the friends of the Republic of Zaire or from elsewhere, who 
come to Zaire to learn music, sometimes they go back into 
their countries a nd in one, two, three years, they can play 
the same. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What sort of tunes do you play? Rcmantic t unes? Traditional 
tunes? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GAB1"ISA 

No, I can't call it traditional music. We call it "Zairian 
modern music". It's a mixing of some modern sounds, of 
West African music, authentic folf, Zairian folk music and 

we introduce some modern sounds with modern instruments. So 
we are trying to get our own style of playing. 

MUSIC 



- 3 -

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What sort of themes do you play about? Do you play ·romantic · 
tunes? Do you talk about love? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Everything. About politics, romance, and, you know, sometimes 
we talk about nature. 

A LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

One song which was a great success when · performed in 
Tafawa Balewa Square, Lagos, Juring FESTAC,was this called 
"The Cry of Soweto"? 

MUSIC 
' . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A powerful piece of music. Now, many musical groups spend 
more time in the recordin,.o- studios than giving live perfor
mances. Is this true of AFRISA INTERNATIONAL? 

MEK!uHSI ZEMBA GABNISA 

No, I think we play more performances. Every two or three 
months, we organise a show in big·halls like Palodiwn Cinemn, 
Kinshasa, and every Thursday and Saturday we play for dance. 

Right now, we make records about every five or six months. 
So we play more for people to dance and to see the s2ow 
than to make records. But, when we go to make records, 
we make many at the same time. 

A LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

People like me have certain romantic id~as about Congolese, 
or what you call Zairian musiq. When .L listen to Congolese 
songs, I imagine groups sitting in the open air playing to 
the public under trees and relaxing. Is that the sort 
of thing you do or do you only play in urban centres, 
in music halls and in theatres? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

It depends on the band. Like ou~ band, sometimes we play 
in theatres, like when we do a show. I told you about 
the Palodium Cinema which is a big hall. When we organise 
a show there, it's not to make dance. We dance ourselves. 
We give the show for the people to entice the people. But 
most bands play only to make dance. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Do they play in the open-air? 

MEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Yes, most of our bars are in the open-air. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And who can resist the rhythm of this music on a cool Saturday 
night in Kinshasa, or elsewhere, for that matt~r! 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I also notice that your songs a re very fluid, very smooth, 
and the language you use seems to blend with the music. I 
don ' t know how it ha~pen~. Is it the language that dictates 
the fluidity of the rhythms or is it the other way round? 

]iEKANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Well, it depends, maybe, on the style of the language. Our 
languages may be good for ruusic , like English. I consider 
that English is better for music than French. When we play 
our music, when we compose our songs, we try to marry the 
music and the song. That ' s maybe the reason why we· succeed 
in this way . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And how did the Congo come to have this kind of tune, 
this k~nd of sound? It is surely not traditional to the 
place? It sound like Latin American music. 

}rnKAN1SI ZEMBA GABNISA 

I think most of Latin American people are maybe from Africa . 
After many years, many centuries, they are still playing 
music ·which we can identify as African. The first Zairian 
musicians were trying to copy L~tin American music, but 
after twenty or t hirty years, musicians decided it was better 
to play our uwn music. So they started to play some mixing 
of typical music and Latin American music and some ligh-life 
music. Maybe, that ' w that reason why Zairian music has some 
sounds close to Latin American music. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You can certainly detect something of the cha- cha-cha in the 
next piece of music. 

~1JSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Somebody has said that the best Zairian music can be heard 
outside Zaire i n places like, say , Tanzania. Would you agree 
with that? 

MEKANISI Zfil1BA GABNISA 

Ho, No . I don't think so because most of the musicians 
who a re playing in Tanzania, they are Zairian musicians . 
They ' re from Zaire. Some went there more than ten years 
q~o. So the music they are making on records is the music 
we played about five or six years ago. 
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MEKANISI ZI)MBA GA:ONISA 

When the records are sold there, they try to copy them and 
try to make the same music? nut by th,:. t time, we are doing 
somethine else, more than what they are doing. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So they are behind the times? 

MEK.ANISI ZEMBA GABNISA 

Well, they try to, interest the people. For us, it's a profit 
and publicity. But what we are doing now in Zaire, that's 
not the same .. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So is the music of AFRISA INTERNATIONAL representative of 
Zairian music? 

MEKANISI ZEME.A GABNISA 

you know, I think our band is very representative, because 
every time there is. some competition abroad , the Bovernment 
sends our band. In ten years, we have participated in all 
the competitions. Four years ago we went to the African 
Arts Festival, in Tunis . Last time in Lagos, it was our 
band which was chosen to go there. I tfiink that Rochereau 
himself is the mi~hty star singer in Zaire and Zairian musi c 
has been represented by t , e song officially. When you have 
got good son~s, you make good musi c. I think our band is 
well sitnatcd to rep.roseut the Republic of Zaire everywhere. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Who could have put it better? The success of AFRISA 
INTERNATIONAL certainly shows that they are a band to listen 
to. 

My thanks to Mekanisi Zemba Gabnisa. 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And as we come to the end of this programme, this is 
Alex Tetteh- Lartey saying 'good- bye' until the same time 
next week, leaving you with the music of ~:ekanisi and hi s 
AFRISA INTERNATIONAL of Zaire. 

PLAYOUT l½USIC 


