


 





CD reviews: New sounds, stories from Africa

STEWART OKSENHORN
THE ASPEN TIMES
ASPEN, CO COLORADO,

Lionel Loueke, “Mwaliko,” produced by Loueke (Blue Note)
Lionel Loueke, a 30-something guitarist from the West African country of Benin,
crosses American jazz and African rhythms and sounds on his second album for Blue
Note. It is an ear-catching blend, sophisticated but rootsy. Loueke's musical
personality is soft-spoken; there is a hushed nature that runs throughout “Mwaliko,”
especially on the solo guitar piece “Intro to L.L.,” and the early part of “L.L.,” which
features the rhythm section of bassist Massimo Biolcati and drummer Ferenc Nemeth,
whom Loueke met while a student at Boston's Berklee College of Music. “Mwaliko”
gets a dynamic quality from three guest vocalists — Loueke's countrymate Angélique
Kidjo; Richard Bona, from Cameroon; and American Esperanza Spalding — as well as
the occasional forays into more explosive forms of jazz. Not for nothing was Loueke
featured in Herbie Hancock's band.

Bassekou Kouyate & Ngnoni Ba, “I Speak Fula”; produced by Lucy Doran and Jerry
Boys (Sub Pop!/Next Ambiance)

Bassekou Kouyate descends from a line of griots — musicians who carry on the Malian tradition of telling ancient stories
through song. The title refers to a traditional ethnic group spread across West Africa, and the language they speak. But
there is nothing musty-sounding about the album; instead, it sounds as if it is built on the significance of a centuries-
old history. Kouyate plays the ngoni, an ancestor of the banjo, and his picking is fabulous; check out the solo on
“Musow — For Our Women.” Kouyate is joined by some of the best-known West African musicians, including Toumani
Diabate and Vieux Farka Touré, as well as Amy Sacko, Kouyate's wife, as the primary vocalist.

Bassekou Kouyate and members of Ngoni Ba are featured in the Béla Fleck Africa Project concert Friday at Aspen's
Wheeler Opera House.

Fela Kuti, “The Best of the Black President” (Knitting Factory)
Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, the Nigerian musician and political agitator, is big news these days, 13 years after his death.
“FELA!” the musical is a smash on Broadway. Now Knitting Factory Records is in the process of re-releasing all 45 of
the singer-saxophonist's album, beginning with this greatest-hits package that includes two CDs and a DVD that
features concert footage from the Berlin Jazz Festival, a segment from the film “Music is the Weapon,” and an
interview with Bill T. Jones, choreographer and director of “FELA!” It's notably generous treatment of the catalogue
given the state of album sales, but Fela's music — a mix of American groove-jazz and Nigerian highlife — was a force in
Africa during his lifetime, and deserves to be heard.
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Cesaria Evora, “Nha Sentimento,” produced by José da Silva (Lusafrica)
Cesaria Evora, a singer from the island nation of Cape Verde, has been likened to Billie Holiday. But Evora is proving to

- Stewart Oksenhorn/The Aspen Times 

mailto:stewart@aspentimes.com
mailto:stewart@aspentimes.com


have a far stronger constitution and survival instinct than Holiday, who died at the age of 44, in decrepit shape, from
the effects of booze and drugs. The 68-year-old Evora suffered a stroke in 2008, but comes back with this pleasing
effort, her deep, almost masculine voice in strong shape. Cape Verde is off the coast of Senegal, but was a Portuguese
colony, and the influence shows. “Nha Sentimento” has much in common with sounds from Brazil (another Portuguese-
speaking former colony), even though the album was recorded in Cairo, with Egyptian musicians.
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Exclusive First Listen: Lionel Loueke
Hear 'Mwaliko' In Its Entirety A Week Before Its Release

by Patrick Jarenwattananon

Hear Lionel Loueke's 'Mwaliko'
[49 min 17 sec]

add to playlist

Listen To Individual Tracks From The Album

February 1, 2010 - Lionel Loueke is a jazz
guitarist and vocalist. But if you've never heard
him, his music sounds nothing like the work of
the crooning strummer that description conjures.

His is a dialect that speaks for the diversity and
globalization that is 21st-century jazz. Its raw
sound was forged in years of tweaking a low-
tuned, nylon-string electric guitar; its vocabulary
owes as much to jazz as it does to the traditional
music of West Africa, where he was born and
lived for 21 years. And then there's Loueke's
singing style: plain and deep, soft and gentle.
That is, when he actually sings, as his vocal art
also incorporates mouth noises: pops, clicks,
wet smacks, wordless solo-doubling and

spasmodic speaking-in-tongues exhortations. All done in perfect time, of course.

It's a style capable of ravishing things, especially in spare settings. Loueke seems to know this:
His new album, Mwaliko, is a record of duos and trios. The duos are all-star collaborations,
albeit the sorts that actually match musical personalities. Singer Angelique Kidjo and Loueke's
mothers know each other from back in Benin; they take on a West African anthem in "Ami O,"
as well as another traditional song called "Vi Ma Yon." Bassist and singer Richard Bona is from
Cameroon; he harmonizes with Loueke in "Wishes" and "Hide Life," the latter of which is a play
(on words and in music) on West African high life music. The exuberant, chirpy Esperanza
Spalding is a perfect foil on acoustic bass and voice in the Loueke tunes "Twins" and "Flying."
And drummer Marcus Gilmore is a natural sparring partner in "Nefertiti," a rhythmic duel
disguised under Wayne Shorter's classic melody.

Mwaliko, Loueke's fourth album as a leader (and second for Blue Note Records) was originally
scheduled to be a duet album. But that shortchanged the rapport Loueke has built with his jazz
trio, an active unit since all three members met years ago at Berklee College of Music.
Loueke's compositions emerge from trio workouts, and both bassist Massimo Biolcati and
drummer Ferenc Nemeth contribute tunes to the album. (In fact, when it's not operating as the
Lionel Loueke trio, it's made two recordings under the more democratic name Gilfema.) So it's
fitting that three trio cuts made the final track list, too.

Especially when the trio revs up to full steam, there's no mistaking Mwaliko as pulsing, modern
jazz. But its language feels practiced, like a garment broken in over years; at its best, it strips
exotic sounds of their alienating weirdness to reveal something intimate and fascinating
underneath. Try it on for yourself: You can hear the whole album below for the week leading
up to Mwaliko's release on Feb. 9. And please let us know what you think of the album in the
comments section below.

EXCLUSIVE FIRST LISTEN: LIONEL LOUEKE

Ami O (feat. Angelique Kidjo) Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

Song: Ami O
 

Enlarge Jimmy Katz

The title of Lionel Loueke's new album, Mwaliko,  is Swahili
for "invitation."
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Griot (Lionel Loueke Trio) Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

 

 

Twins (feat. Esperanza Spalding) Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

 

 

Wishes (feat. Richard Bona) Artist: Lionel Loueke
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Flying (feat. Esperanza Spalding) Artist: Lionel Loueke
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Intro to L.L. Artist: Lionel Loueke
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L.L. (Lionel Loueke Trio) Artist: Lionel Loueke
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Nefertiti (feat. Marcus Gilmore) Artist: Lionel Loueke
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Vi Ma Yon (feat. Angelique Kidjo) Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

 

 

Shazoo (Lionel Loueke Trio) Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

 

 

Dangbe Artist: Lionel Loueke

Album: Mwaliko

 

 

Hide Life (feat. Richard Bona) Artist: Lionel Loueke
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Album: Mwaliko

 

 

RELATED NPR STORIES
Lionel Loueke Fusing Jazz, African Sounds
In Lionel Loueke, African Pop Meets Jazz
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Please note that all  comments must adhere to the NPR.org discussion rules and terms of use. See also the Community FAQ.
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and letters that we receive. We may edit them for clarity or brevity and identify authors by name and location. For additional
information, please consult our Terms of Use.
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