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Salif Keita
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Keita has always striven to build new bridges between Africa and
the rest of the world. Today he works towards the emancipation
of African music so that it will no longer be conceived essentially
in Europe and America, but in its land of origin.
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orn in Mali, West Africa in 1949, Salif
B Keita comes from a noble family. An
albino with limited eyesight, his
mother had to hide him to avoid the attacks

of the superstitious crowds who called for
his death.

Shunned by everyone, Keita had a solitary
childhood, centred on study and music.
Against the tradition of nobility and his
family’s wishes he wanted to become a
singer. In 1968 he left home to pursue his
chosen path initially living on the streets of
the capital, Bamako, while he sang in cafes
and markets. With his unusual, high pitched
yet powerful voice he was invited to join
the Rail Band of Bamako. He soon became
the star singer, with a repertoire comprised
principally of traditional songs sung and
arranged in a modern way.

By 1973, Keita had left the Rail Band for
another hotel band The Ambassadors,
which toured successfully all over West

Africa. In 1984, the European
public discovered him at the
Musiques Metisses Festival
in Angouleme, where his
performance was hailed as a
revelation. Following this
success, he moved to Paris, a
place he had dreamed of for its
fusion of music and cultures.

Keita has always striven to
build new bridges between
Africa and the rest of the world.
Today he works towards the
emancipation of African music
so that it will no longer be
conceived essentially in Europe
and America, but in its land of
origin.

At a time when Africa seems assailed by
vile ills (tribal, ethnic and border wars,
famine, natural disasters and illiteracy
among others things), Keita obstinately
refuses to join the fatalists. He proclaims,
“Happiness is not for tomorrow. It’s not
hypothetical, it starts here and now. Down
with violence, egoism and despair, stop
pessimism. Let’s pick ourselves up. Nature
has given us extraordinary things. It’s not
over yet, nothing’s decided. Let’s take
advantage of the wonders of this continent
at last. Let’s build the country for our
children. And stop taking pity on
ourselves. Africa is also the joy of living,
optimism, beauty, elegance, grace, poetry,
softness, the sun, and nature. Let’s be
happy to be its sons, and fight to build
our happiness.”

This discourse was adapted for the lyrics
in his last album Moffou, sung in Malinké
and in Bambara, which call for joy and love,
and evoke the sweetness of life.
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Music .o Spirituality

The cultural and musical diversity of Mali is a product of its

ancient histor

and the influences of Islam and French

colonialism. Salif Keita has undertaken the inordinate task of
translating this legacy into a musical style that is accessible to the

rest of the world.

by Lee Watkins

alif Keita is the bearer of an oral

tradition passed down for centuries,

and may well be considered the
modern equivalent of a griot. The griot is a
West African poet, praise singer and
wandering musician. Keita’s music blends
together the traditional griot music of his
childhood with other West African
influences, along with those from Cuba,
Spain and Portugal. The proximity of Mali
to the Arab world accounts for an
unmistakable Arabic influence in his music.

Keita has a reputation of not repeatedly
using the same musical formula and for
always attempting new ideas. He has
developed and taken a syncretic form of
popular music from his homeland to the
west where it was amalgamated with
western music styles, such as jazz and
rock. This is due in no small measure to his
mentors such as Carlos Santana and
Wayne Shorter. The musical blending may
be heard on Amen, where translucent
textures emerge from Mandinka melodies
woven with rock sounds and horn riffs. For
enhancement, he uses traditional music

instruments, such as the kora and balo,
along with western instruments. His
innovations, evident on his debut album,
Soro, set a standard for Mandinka pop that
West African musicians still emulate.

Keita strives towards being spiritual.
Spirituality is evident in his performance
style, at times when he closes his eyes
while singing and inclines his head
upwards. This recall to the spiritual realm
is an integral part of traditional music in
Mali. Spirituality is captured in the sound
itself, where ancient incantations are fused
with an Arabic tonality (the irony is that
spirituality is packaged as a musical
product by an industry that seeks to market
its artists as ‘authentic’). In contrast to his
more subdued and spiritually imbued
performances, his livelier songs, where
gestures and dance movements are
evocative of traditional African dance, are
blended, much like his music, with the
performance styles of western pop artists.

His music appeals to an audience who is
generally not familiar with the traditional
music of West Africa. Issues affecting
women are recounted in his songs, thereby



appealing to an audience presumably
aware of gender struggles. Even though the
language may be obscure to non-Mali
audiences, his music has a locally derived
style with global influences and a global
message. His music style and presentation
on stage conform to the interest of music
publishers in marketing the exotic to the
consumer from the developed world.
Where borders between countries are
subject to rigorous control, music is able
to cross borders, and Keita is a veritable
fount of cross-cultural exchange.

By infusing his style with a jazz/rock
element, and in his choice of producers,
critics observe that he has surrendered to
modern market forces. Malian guitarist, Ali
Farka Toure, for instance, has criticised
him for producing music that is not really
African because of his reliance on
technology and the infusion of multiple
influences. While there is a return to an
acoustic and introspective sound in the

album called Moffou, the
comment denies the reality that
music is invigorated through
contact and time. The music
reveals that while many Africans
continue their lives in the village,
their imagination is stimulated by
events in the outside world. This
has an influence on local popular
music styles in many parts of
Africa, and Keita’s music
presents a good argument for
organic transformation and
cultural contact. He believes
furthermore that his style of
music has changed because it is
normal to change.

Change is influenced by his life
experiences and by listening to other
musicians. Keita’s primary site of business
in Paris has contributed to his musical
growth, since this is where many artists
from West Africa and former French
colonies, like the Zouk band, Kassav, are
based. Although he lives for Africa,
Europe offers more possibilities for the
business of music. The business factor
is a concern but he believes the best way
forward is to help people through music,
such as providing young musicians with
opportunities and lobbying for the de-
stigmatisation of albinos. In this respect he
differs from those musicians in the west,
who have taken it upon themselves to sing
for the marginalised in Africa. Salif Keita’s
involvement in Africa is not circumscribed
by western neo-liberalism, but by a
profound commitment to his roots. This is
the spirituality he aspires to and music is
the language he uses to articulate this
sensibility.
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