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Toumani Diabate

Toumani was born in 1965 in Bamako, Mali into a family of griots, most notably his father, Sidiki Diabate (c. 1922-96), a kora player of legendary fame in West Africa. Dubbed “King of the kora” at the prestigious international Black Arts Festival Festac in 1977, Sidiki is a continuing inspiration to all kora players to this day. Born in the Gambia of Malian parents, Sidiki settled in Mali after the Second World War and became famous for his virtuoso ‘hot’ and idiosyncratic style of playing (echoes of which can be heard in Toumani’s style – as in his “Alla L’aa Ke”). After Mali became independent in 1960, Sidiki was invited to join the Ensemble Instrumental National, along with his first wife, Toumani’s mother, the singer Nene Koita. Sidiki and Nene were much favoured by the first president, Modibo Keita – who gave them the land on which the family house now stands, underneath the presidential palace in Bamako. This was the musical environment in which Toumani was raised - though in fact, he was self-taught, never learning directly from his father except by listening.

Toumani began playing the kora at the age of 4, and at school in Bamako would often be asked to play. At that time, Mali was engaged in an active programme of encouraging regional ensembles to represent local folklore. Toumani was recruited to the ensemble from Koulikoro (some 60km east of Bamako), where he made his public debut at the age of 13 to great local acclaim. In 1984 Toumani joined the group of brilliant young musicians who accompanied the great diva Kandia Kouyate, the best known and most powerful female griot singer in Mali, with whom he toured Africa extensively, still only 19 years old.
 

It wasn’t just his virtuosity – and no one can match Toumani for sheer dexterity – it was the incredible soulfulness, a lyricism he brought to the music, which he has subsequently captured so beautifully on his albums, especially "New Ancient Strings".

Toumani first came to the UK in 1986 to accompany another Malian singer, Ousmane Sacko, and came back in 1987, staying in London for seven months. During this period, at the age of 21, he recorded his first solo album – "Kaira". This was a groundbreaking album – it was the first instrumental album featuring one kora, and he recorded it effortlessly without retakes in a single afternoon in a London studio. It remains a best seller and one of the finest albums of kora music to date.

While in the UK Toumani met and worked informally with many different musicians from different fields of music and encountered traditions that he had not previously known, such as Indian classical music, from which he derived the ‘jugalbandi’ idea (musical dialogue between two instruments) that has since become one of his hallmarks. 

His first major collaboration, with the Spanish flamenco group Ketama, came about largely by coincidence. Toumani had been invited to play at a party in London in 1988, and Ketama were also there. Immediately they began doing ‘palmas’ (interlocked flamenco clapping) to his music. Toumani was amazed – he couldn’t believe that that they could have such an understanding of the rhythmic complexities of his music. 

 
In the early 1990s, now back in Bamako, Toumani began to gather around him a number of exceptionally talented young musicians such as the brilliant Bassekou Kouyate on the ngoni, and cultivating a certain sound and approach to his music – with a type of jazz-jugalbandi-griot instrumental ensemble which can be heard on his album "Djelika" (as in the piece “Kandjoura”). This was a period in Mali when synthesizers, electric guitars and drum programmes were all the rage, but Toumani steadfastedly held out for an all- acoustic sound, finding other ways of modernizing the tradition. 

Over the past decade he has gradually built up his audience in Mali and abroad. At home he has been one of the most influential musicians, showing the way forward to the new generation. This is the spirit that he brought to the project "Kulanjan", a wonderful, uplifting and deep collaboration with bluesman Taj Mahal, whom he nicknamed ‘Daddy Kouyate’. 

Together Taj, Toumani and six other Malian musicians, including the singers Kassemady and Ramata Diakite, explored the common ground between the blues and the great musical traditions of Western Mali. The connections between the blues and West African music are well known. Taj Mahal had listened to, and played with, many great kora players,and what most struck him as bearing an uncanny resemblance with the blues was the plucking techniques of the kora and other Malian string instruments. One piece of music in particular stuck in his mind: Kulanjan – an ancient song that Taj had first heard recorded by Sidiki accompanied by Ballake Sissoko’s father on Ancient Strings – the antecedent of New Ancient Strings. ‘They say that blues and jazz came from Africa,’ says Toumani. ‘The kora and ngoni, they’re very old, many centuries old. So maybe the blues were once being played on these instruments. Making an album with Taj is like bringing the old and new together.’

This is indeed what Toumani is so good at – bringing together the old and new in timeless beautiful music, the very best that Africa has.
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