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islamic pop

Youssou N’Dour, Cheikh Lô – they’re just the tip of the
iceberg. Senegal shakes to the sounds of spiritual pop. But,
Rose Skelton asks, is it business or belief?
n January of this year, Senegalese singer N’dongo Lô died at the
age of 30. The album he had just recorded shot to the top of
Senegal’s charts and you couldn’t get a taxi in Dakar without
hearing his soulful songs set to hard mbalax rhythms rattling out
of the cassette player. Seven months after his death, his album is still
the nation’s number one and its popularity shows no sign of waning.
“He is going directement to paradise,” laughs a young Senegalese
friend as we sit at his home in Dakar. “Because just before he died he
recorded this album and sang about everyone: his sister, his mother,
his childhood friends, his marabout (spiritual guide) Serigne Fallou
Mbacké, the Prophet.”
N’dongo Lô’s album Aduna indeed pays
homage to many people but especially to the
great religious leader Serigne Fallou, son of
Cheikh Amadou Bamba, the founder of
Senegal’s most influential Islamic
brotherhood, the Mourides. The album is a
mixture of deeply spiritual vocals that owe
more to religious chant than what we might
think of in the West as ‘popular’ music, and
the rolling rhythm of mbalax, with its hard and fast sabar and tama
drums driving the music on. Above all, people say, it’s a serious
album, an expression of Lô’s love for his spiritual guide.
Lô’s death prompted national mourning. Youssou N’Dour didn’t
perform at his club for a month and when Lô’s funeral was held in
Touba, the spiritual home of the Mourides, Serigne Fallou’s son, now
the leader of the Mourides, prayed over the body. Certainly, if Lô
hadn’t recorded such an emotional, spiritually charged album about
Senegal’s favourite marabout just before his death, he wouldn’t have
had such a send-off. He connected with the hearts of the people in
a nation distracted by their love of the country’s spiritual leaders,
obsessed with artistic dedications to their chosen guide.
Senegal is a nation buzzing with spirituality. The country is 95%
Muslim and most of these align themselves to Sufism, a form of
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marabout (spiritual guides) depicted on the wall of a Dakar house

BELOW: graffiti in praise of Cheikh Amadou Bamba
RIGHT: Youssou N’Dour performing Egypt
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mystical Islam that developed many centuries ago. Sufis belong to
brotherhoods, which have their own practices and are headed by
marabout. Many use music as one way of accessing the spiritual grace
transmitted from Allah down through the marabout to the follower.
The most economically, culturally and politically powerful
brotherhood in Senegal today is the Mourides. The brotherhood was
started by Cheikh Amadou Bamba in the late 19th century just as the
French colonialists were doing their best to break down the structures
that held Senegalese cultural and spiritual practices in place.
Bamba’s French-imposed exiles and subsequent returns only served
to boost his popularity to what must have been – to the French –
terrifying levels, and around him grew tales of the miracles he had
performed. This peaceful man became a people’s hero, a prophet sent
to alleviate the suffering of a struggling nation, a conduit through
which the grace of God could be received.
Affiliation to the brotherhoods, of which Mouridism is just one, has
grown from strength to strength in the past decades. The marabout
have got a nation of young, strong, eager men and women, who often
have little else to place their faith in, ready to give their lives to the
brotherhood. The aim is that through hard work and devotion the
whole world will know of the greatness of Cheikh Amadou Bamba.
And if spreading the word is paramount to success, then music in an
oral culture is the way to go. Lô was just the latest in a long line of
musicians to have created an album for this very purpose.
Youssou N’Dour brought Senegalese religious pop music to
international recognition in 2004. Despite falling on relatively secular
ears in Europe, his album Egypt – called Sant Allah (Thanks to Allah)
in Senegal – a fusion of Egyptian and Senegalese musical traditions
with devotional lyrics about his country’s spiritual leaders, was one of
the most talked about albums of the year. Perhaps it was this blending
of the sacred with the popular that struck Western audiences: the idea
of bringing religious
chant and song into the
realm of popular music.
But in Senegal this is
nothing new. Cheikh Lô
has built a major career
in Senegal as the leading
spiritual singer and has
won a large Western
following. It’s an oral
culture, with roughly
60% of the population
illiterate, and there has
been a strong tradition of
music and spoken word
as the conveyor of
information. Today the
radio acts as the griot
(the historian/praise
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