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Welcome to "Arts and Africa". This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And in my 
welcome I'm including our studio guest - someone who paid us a visit 
at the beginning of the year to give us a personal account of a 
musical journey through The Gambia. 

I am talking about Lucy Duran, of the British National Sound Archives, 
who has been to Mali and I'm looking forward now to hearing the music 
you ' ve brought back with you Lucy. In the past, you ' ve brought along 
recordings of that grand, twenty-one stringed instrument, the kora 
and I know you're a fan of the kora. Is that why you were in Mali? 

LUCY DURAN 

Yes basically, because I think anybody who is interested in the kora 
ultimately has to go to Mali. That is where the music originally comes 
from - the ancestral homeland not of the instrument itself but of the musi · 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

So the kora comes from The Gambia and the music comes from Mali, so you 
have the interchange of the cultures? 

LUCY DURAN 

That is exactly what happened. The kora itself originates either in 
The Gambia or in Guinea Bissau, not further to the east where Mali is 
and this was about 200 to 300 years ago. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But has Mali its own traditional instrument? 

LUCY DURAN 

Oh yes. Mali itself has two instruments one of which is called nguni -
it is a small, plucked lute with three strings. It was mentioned by 
Ibn Battuta back in the 14th century so it is a very old instrument. 
Then, of course, there is the bale - the zylophone. 
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When the Mandinka people moved from Mali in the 19th century to settle 
in the kingdoms along the Gambia river area they translated their own 
music and the kinds of styles and techniques they used on the other 
instruments, the kora, and that is how you get this fascinating mixture. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what parts of Mali did you travel to? 

LUCY DURAN 

Well what I did was this. The man who plays your signature tune who is 
called Amadu Bansang Jobarteh was my teacher in the Gambia. Now his 
parents came from Kita which is in Mali, north west of Bamako the 

, 

capital of Mali. This was back in the 19th century because Amadu himself 
is over 70 and his father was 70 when he was born. Amadu's father left 
Mali and travelled about fifteen hundred kilometres by foot, if you can 
imagine, and settled in the upper river area of The Gambia. So Amadu 
Basang originally comes from Mali and we had for many years talked 
about him wanting to see for himself the place where his father was from 
and where the music that he plays comes from. So when I had the 
opportunity to travel to Mali with an English friend who is a 
journalist we took Amadu Basang along with us plus a young kora player 
called Demba Konte and we travelled overland from The Gambia up to 
Tambakunda where we picked up a train. We were about 15 hours in the 
train because there are no roads into Mali so the only means of travel 
is by rail and there is only one train a day; so there we were, standing 
up in order to make this pilgrimage into Mali with these two musicians. 
In Kayes we were looking for a specific musician who is very well 
known in Mali called Ousmane Sacko. The reason why he is famous is, 
as you will hear, because he has this extraordinary, very high-pitched 
voice. He was one of the musicians I was going to see and hoping to 
record . We arrived in Kayes and we went straight to his compound and 
although he had never heard of us or met us before, he received us with 
great warmth and hospitality. Then we spent three or four days staying 
with him in his compound, during which time we heard this remarkable music. 

MUSIC 

Ousmane Sacko from Kayes singing Miriam Makeba's song. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That sounds very familiar to me, that sound! 

LUCY DURAN 

Yes it is. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Can you tell listeners where you heard it before? 

LUCY DURAN 

Well it is one of Miriam Makeba's famous songs . Ousmane Sacko has onl y 
been twice to Europe but on his first trip to Europe he was at a congress 
in Helsinki where he met Miriam Makeba and where he heard this s ong 
for the first time. To her amazement, at least this is the way he te lls 
it, he instantly started singing the song in a translation in h i s own 
language which is Bambara. 



ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What instrument was he using? 

LUCY DURAN 
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Just the ordinary six-string Spanish guitar. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Did you record him playing in public? 

LUCY DURAN 

I actually recorded this in his compound. He was really playing for us. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

There was nobody in the background at all. There was very little noise , 
I couldn ' t hear anything. 

LUCY DURAN 

Have you ever been to a compound where there is nobody there? 
{laughter} 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I was just surprised that there was no noise in the background on this 
recording. 

LUCY DURAN 

Well at that point,- you see, everybody was being very quiet, but towards 
the end of this absolutely marvellous evening everyone started clapping 
and dancing. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes, I was going to say that I should give credit to the spirit of 
restraint which the people have exercised in the compound. 

LUCY DURAN 

Yes, well there is not too much restraint here. {laughter} 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I could hear music punctuated by ripples of laughter here and there. 
Was it part of the singing or was it a sign of enjoyment from the people? 

LUCY DURAN 

Oh goodness it was a sign of great enjoyment from all of us. What happened 
was that as Ousmane Sacko was singing, my friend the journalist who is 
called James suddenly rose to his feet and started dancing; he did what 
he called the ' Lagos Shuffle', the likes of which I'm sure has never 
been seen in Lagos. (laughter) It certainly had never been seen in Kayes 



and it reduced everyone to absolute hysterics. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I remember when you were in The Gambia you gave us some fascinating 
accounts of the life in the compound which you enjoyed tremendously . 
Would you compare what you enjoyed there on the same level, were there 
any differences? 

LUCY DURAN 

In terms of hospitality the level was quite extraordinary. Ousmane Sacko's 
compound was a very interesting one because he believes in teaching his 
children to play music right from a very , very early age and they have 
these practice sessions which I found quite unusual as I hadn't seen 
them anywhere else. He is a very well known singer in Mali . He ' s 
reasonably well off in comparison with some other musicians that I had 
stayed with so everyone was well dressed and well fed, all the children 
went to school, he himself works at the post-office . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You didn ' t see any of the harrowing signs of drought? 

LUCY DURAN 

Well this was the interesting thing. I had expected Mali to be flat 
and dry and dusty and sandy and to my amazement it is the most beautiful 
countryside - at least the bit from Kayes in the north west down to 
Bamako the capital. I think it is just this north- west part of Mali 
which has a lot of rivers , that is one of the reasons , I think, why 
there is quite a lot of rich agric ulture in that area. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Did you hear music which you would call perculiarly Malian as opposed 
to , say, music frotn The Gambia? 

LUCY DURAN 

The differenc e between the Manding style of Mali and of The Gambia is first 
of all, that nor mally it is the women who sing . The second difference 
is the way of singing - they have these long, long melodic lines 
whereas in The Gambia it i s much shorter and mor e rapid. The people 
that we went t o stay with in Bamako were, in fact, related to 
Arnadu Bansang Jobarteh with whom I was travelling. It was 
Sidiki Diebate who is the most famous kora playe r in Mali and who himself 
was born in The Gambia. He plays in the Gambian style , the Gambian 
style is described as being ' hot ' - Kandita, which means that their 
hands play very, ver y quickly whereas the Malian style is described 
as being 'cool' . So here you have a Gambian kora player accompanying 
his wife, Mariama Kouyat~, who is a typical Malian singer. 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I heard Arnadu Bansang Jobarteh's name mentioned. Was this song 
improvised on the spot? 



LUCY DURAN 

Yes, more or less on the spot. The first night that we were there they 
were all so moved to see Amadu there , you know Amadu being over 70 
and having travelled all that way - three whole days by train and car. 
So there was this terrifically emotional meeting and people wept. That 
night the whole family sat down and they played for him and in that 
song Mariama Kouyate is praising him and welcoming him. She also 
sings about the different members of the family and how they have all 
separated , having all been separated for two or three generations over 
a distance of 2,000 kilometres and yet they are so close. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

It makes nonsense of all these colonial boundaries , doesn ' t it? 

LUCY DURAN 

Complete nonsense. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Lucy Duran thank you for giving us the chance to hear some of the music 
of Mali. In "Arts and Africa" next week at this time I'll be 
introducing the arts of another part of the continent. But for now 
from Alex Tetteh-Lartey and from 17 year old Jalimusa Sissokho on 
the kora, it's goodbye. 


