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The voicemail from my editor was enticing: “Hey, I've gotablind dateforyou witha gorgeous young
African woman who sings like an angel. It’s set for next week. Call back for details.”

Naive optimist that | am, I fell for it. “I'll be there,” | replied, also via voicemail. “Just tell me when
and where.”

“OK, yoirre on,” came the reply. “Her name is Sally, and she’s kicking off a tour in San Francisco,
rightnear your house. Just one catch, though. You have to interview herand write it up for us.” Parn.
Tricked again. But a deal’s a deal, so | dutifully trudged down to the Justice League, currently the
hottest club in town (the former Kennel Club and site of veteran Beat-ster Doug Wendt's late
lamented world vee-jay Sunday nights). This relatively new spot has been adventurously booking all
sorts of sounds, and actually F was pleased to be able to return and meet one of the best African divas
on the world music scene: Sally Nyolo.

“Sally is expecting you,” | was told when | entered the club, “But it takes her about an hour to
prepare herself for a show. Do you mind talking with her while she’s getting ready?”

I'd seen her likeness on the cover of her new sophomore solo cd, Multiculti. Amazingly, especially
given that she was only halfway made-up and costumed, she looked even more striking in person:
Green-wrapped super-thick and super-Jong braid/dreads, a vivid multicolored African dress, flashing
eyes with glitter applied to her dark skin, and—go figure—a leather tool belt of the kind worn by
construction workers. As they say in the fashion magazines, she made it all work.

Born ina small village in Cameroon, Nyolo's formative years were spend near or in the rainforest
which has been the home of Baka and other Pygmy tribes, perhaps since the very first dawn of our
species. Her contact with mystery and nature there has stayed with her and infuses her music to this
day; her songs include not only stories of plant medicines and ecological warnings, but the songs of
birds and other jungle creatures can be heard in her singing.

Nyolo moved with her family to France as a child and first came to the attention of the music world
with the fledgling Zap Mama female vocal ensemble, which she joined in 1993. Prior to that she was
a session backup singer, primarily for French musical stars but also with such African acts as Toure
Kunda. With the increased visibility of Zap Mama, she toured Europe and the U.S. repeatedly, and
contributed compositions to that group’s second cd. Since going solo, she has released two albums
of her own, with the new Multiculti garnering particularly positive responses, and her live shows are
known for a powerful effect that is both musical and visual. ]

In person, Nyolo is effusive, warm, quick to laugh. She clearly is enjoying the role of frontperson,
joking with her band members and the visiting journalist while she “put herself together.” Eventually
we managed to boot the other musicians and entourage from the dressing room and | was able to
ask a few questions before her concert set, which indeed proved to be a real treat.

Steve Heilig: Let’s start at the very beginning. When and where were you born, and how oid are
you now?
Sally Nyolo: Oh! wouldn’t know that! [Laughter] You should ask my mother—she told me that if
: : : a woman tells a man how old she is, he won’t marry you!

3 5D ? i ? Q: Well then—never mind, next question! Let’s start with the present time and move backwards.
Tell me about the new record Multiculti. How is it different from your earlier music?
A: Well, it’s still the same bikutsi rhythm base—but this time | tried to mix in other rhythms—reggae,
jazz—and other languages. 'm very happy with it all, you know— bet all musicians tell you that, but .
| mean it!
b ecause o4t Q: Were these new languages for you to sing, or ones you'd known since childhood?

. A:Some of these were new ones for me. | used to sing in French, in addition to my African languages,
especially Eton, when 1 was in Zap Mama. Now | tried English and Spanish. Inthe new song “Multiculti”
I sangin five languages. This was my second record and it was important to me to reach outin as many
languages as | could.
Q: Where do you live now, and how did you get there?
A: I've lived in Paris for many years now-—| don’t know exactly how long, but ever since I've lived
by myself. | moved to France when | was 13 years old because my father went there for his job. He
You wa k e ? . was working for the embassy for a long time, but has moved a couple times since and now moved

back to Cameroon to the village where | was born. | stayed in Paris with my mother.

. S Q: As a teenager, were you already aware that you would be a professional musician?
in the mormin g A: No, | didn’t know | wanted to do music for my life then. But | was singing since birth, because our

~ Eton culture is based upon music. You wake up in the morning to music and it is there all day. And
bikutsi is not only a rhythm, but also a language. One of our traditional instruments, the nkoule, is a
trunk of wood played with two sticks. It’s just rhythms, but it’s like a language—we can say to people
. far away in the forest anything we need to say—"send some help,” “we need this or that,” “we’re
is there all d% y. making a party,” “somebody died,” or anything, and everybody is able to understand it.
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