FANGA & MAÂLEM ABDALLAH GUINÉA - FANGNAWA EXPERIENCE

Biographies and background information

FANGNAWA by YVES KHOURY aka KORBO, FANGA
“We met Florian Olivières, Artistic Director of the festival Détours du Monde during a concert for les nuits d’O in Montpelier. After the gig, he approached us to propose an artistic residency based around a fusion of Afrobeat and Gnawa music. The project appealed to us as an opportunity to unite these two styles, especially the trance aspect of both forms.

“Our objective from the sessions was not so much to create an entirely new flow but more to bring the real Gnawa sound to some of our songs – we wanted to make the songs work so neither group’s sound was compromised. For us, it was also a human and cultural meeting. We represent two continents but also two ways of thinking and two completely different styles of life.”
-----------------

“Afro-New Orleans culture and Gnawa culture have similarities. We have similar roots, similar outcomes and the rhythms are the same, it’s just different accents.”
Donald Harrison

For seven seasons, the Détours du Monde festival in Montpellier, France, has brought an open-minded, vibrant approach to world culture, breaking down social and ethnic barriers and supporting a host of groundbreaking projects. In 2011, the festival invited musicians to be involved in a soundclash between Moroccan Gnawa music and Nigerian Afrobeat, two music forms with similar roots but never previously considered as natural bedfellows. The project revolved around a residency to write and create an entirely original piece for the grand opening of the Détours du Monde festival in front of 1500 people and to extend the run to other festivals in the Languedoc-Roussillon region of France & in Algeria. 

FANGA
Now running for 10 years, the Fanga collective has progressed their own fusion of Afrobeat, jazz and funk, playing a deep, spiritual music form. The name Fanga means ‘force of conviction’ in dioula. A meeting of complementary personalities and cross-cultural energy, Fanga began to take shape in 1998. Returning from a trip to Africa, Serge Amiano brought back a selection of vinyl LPs from West African artists - Fela, CS Crew, C.K. Mann and more - and brought them to the attention of Burkina Fasso-born rapper Korbo. Amiano had been a hip hop producer. Now he became the artistic director of a nascent band.

The discovery of this urban African music from the 1970s inspired a communal passion within the band. In 2000, their work on Tony Allen’s album ‘Black Voices’ definitively sealed the direction of Fanga and its Afrobeat roots with a solid dancefloor direction and an obvious rapport between the eight musicians.

Fanga released its debut recordings as a full band in 2001, a self-released CD featuring six stripped down Afro workouts. Adding bassist Rajaneesh Dwivedi and drummer Samuel Deyauchelle to their line-up, the new collective recorded ‘Afrokalyptik’, their first full length album, in 2003. The follow-up, ‘Natural Juice’, followed in 2007 to international acclaim as tastemakers like Gilles Peterson and Wax Poetics magazine jumped on board. 

Since their formation, Fanga have consistently been a dynamite live proposition, developing a phenomenal following in France and regularly touring the UK, Holland, Spain and Italy. Having played with Antibalas, Seun Kuti, Kokolo and more, Fanga maintains a solid standing in the international Afrobeat network. In the studio too, their work has varied immensely, from recording with Africa 70 mainstays Tony Allen and Segun Damisa (RIP) to sessions with leftfield hip hop jazz enigma Mike Ladd.

Although anchored in the solid musical traditions of Nigeria and Ghana and the structures of ’70s Afrobeat and highlife, Fanga have proved themselves a versatile collective, bringing in samples, hip hop and electro influences to their music as well as rap and sung vocals in dioula, French and English. Hard-hitting horn lines and analogue keyboards cement the sound of the band while Korbo freely expresses his mandingo roots. Fluid and organic, hypnotic and melodic, Fanga exert a spirituality and a powerful energy through their grooves.

For Fanga, the message is most definitely in the music with revolutionary lyrics and sentiments which speak directly in response to the issues and questions of today. Out front, Korbo sets in motion many thoughts for reflection - the right to be different and promoting more harmony between man and nature. He denounces the social injustices that result from a global economic system out of control and designed to benefit the few. Newspaper headlines often inspire the songs of Fanga.

Nourished by the energy of hip hop, the collective defend certain values that we can no longer find outside of Africa delivered with a candour and instinctive sense of rhythm which makes the Fanga sound unique. This desire to react with raw emotion and their will to seize a moment has driven their musical direction since the 2000s.

MAÂLEM ABDALLAH GUINÉA (Essaouira, Morocco)
“Descendant from a line of brilliant maâlems, Abdallah was crucially brought up on “tagnaouite”. At 12 years old, he accompanied his father, Boubker, in nocturnal ceremonies, where his prodigious talents became apparent, which he refined by learning from the masters.” Liberation

His fascination for music with a humanist and revolutionary edge has never softened but it is to the music of the Gnawas that he has always devoted his heart and soul.” Liberation

This gembri master is descended from a renowned family of artists – his father, Boubker Genia, is considered as one of Morocco’s greatest of all maâlems. A member of the École Tagnaouite, Abdallah Genia began playing guembri aged 12 and became a full maâlem and master musician aged 16.

He quickly developed his own musical style, somewhere between traditional and modern.  It is these echoes from another era in his music that have elevated him to one of the greatest Gnawa musicians of Essaouira. He devotes all of his energies to protecting and perpetuating the traditional musical repertoire of the Gnawas, these unique musicians who heal people through trance whilst creating new, progressive sounds known as ‘Fusion Transe’.

As well as guembri, he plays guitar, banjo and mandolin and brings these instruments into his music, collaborating with many over recent years including Belgian guitarist, composer and arranger Quentin Dujardin, Axel, Fred and Vera, even the sounds of South America with Minino Garay. 

His band, Nasse Ejadba (which translates as ‘Gnawa Transe’), performs across Morocco but also internationally, developing a following in France, Belgium, Portugal and Japan. He has continued the progression of his music by introducing Western sounds into the mix, effortlessly building a cultural bridge between different musical styles. Numerous young Gnawa musicians come to him to learn his art. The values taught by the École Tagnaouite remain highly sought after.

----------------

GNAWA – A BRIEF SUMMARY

Some Gnawas are descendants of ancient slaves from across Africa, from Senegal and Ghana to Sudan. The term specifically identifies Moroccan communities and the name was drawn from the ancient manuscripts of Maghreb. Gnawas were employed by the ancient dynasties who toiled for Morocco’s  history, beginning with the Almohade empire, as they worked tirelessly to build palaces and reinforce the nation’s armies (the “black guard”, who would feature prominently under the Moroccan dynasties that followed).

The constitution of brotherhood among Gnawas across Morocco revolves heavily around master musicians (the maâlems) and ritual. Groups of musicians will always include the qraqab (heavy iron castanets) and the guembri (three-string lute) within their line-up. Gnawas perform a complicated liturgy, called derdeba. Ceremonies re-create the genesis of the universe by evoking the seven main manifestations of the divine demiurgic activity. It calls the seven saints and supernatural entities, represented by seven colours, as a prismatic decomposition of the original light / energy. The derdeba is jointly led by a maâlem (master musician) at the head of his troop and by moqadma or shuwafa (clairvoyant) who is in charge of the accessories and clothing necessary to the ritual.

During the ceremony, the maâlem, using the guembri and by burning incense, calls the saints and the supernatural entities to present themselves in order to take possession of the followers, who devote themselves to ecstatic dancing.

These rituals carry their own mystery with healing evenings kept as closed sessions for those attending. 

Primarily for financial reasons, Moroccan Gnawas (who are not all maâlems like Abdallah Guinea, ie. master ceremonial musicians) often leave their ceremonial circles to perform for the wider Moroccan public. They often work with and inspire troupes of acrobats (whom Moroccans feel possess unique powers) and perform in the Jemmaa el Fna square in Marrakesh or in les Moussem, annual regional festivals across Morocco.
Gnawa music mixes classical Islamic Sufism with pre-Islamic African traditions, both local or sub-Saharan. In Morocco, the first Gnawa recordings surfaced on cassette around 1975. Since then, it has enriched different contemporary music forms within the country from homegrown rap to fusions with blues, reggae and jazz. In Maghreb, forward-thinking franco-phonic collectives like L’Orchestre National de Barbès and Gnawa Diffusion also feature Gnawa heavily in their sound – standards like ‘Allah Allah Moulana’ often appear in contemporary compositions.

As a music form, Gnawa also enjoys an international audience through artists like Bill Laswell, Adam Rudolph and Randy Weston who have often used Gnawa musicians within their compositions since the 1980s. 

AFROBEAT
Afrobeat, created in Lagos by Fela Anikulapo Kuti during the late ‘60s, originates from traditional Yoruba rhythms fused with funk, jazz and highlife, a music form which first surfaced in Ghana during the early 1900s. Fela had forged his early highlife jazz sound with his Koola Lobitos band during the early ‘60s. Thanks to the charisma of its creator, the quality of his satirical and topical compositions and a motherlode of fresh, dynamite rhythms from drummer Tony Allen, Afrobeat quickly became massively popular among young Nigerians. It was also very different in sound and culture to other popular music forms in Nigeria like juju, fuji or apala.

Afrobeat, featuring irresistible rhythms underpinning minor chords played on guitars and keyboards, offset by powerful horn riffs and melodies, is inextricably linked to the political and urban context within which it was created. It was used as a form of protest against heavy-handed, corrupt politicians, the nepotism of the ruling oligarchy, the mistrust of a population and the will for social change. Fela Kuti recorded many great albums, most now reissued by New York label Knitting Factory, and his name and message echoes through the succession of tyrannical regimes that have followed since his 1970s heyday.

-----------------
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