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Mbalax rules the airwaves and dominates the clubs
here in Senegal, as it has for many years. For a non-
native music lover, it's disheartening to find that in a
land renowned for superb music and innovation, the
scene is actually a bit monotonous. There are brilliant
exceptions, of course, such as the amazing Baaba Maal,
but one has to be alert to discover concerts and new
releases by artists outside the mbalax genre.

It is always a revelation to experience a live perform-
ance of a musician one has known only by recordings.
There's a sweetness to Cheikh Lo's sound even when he's
at his funkiest. He veers from cool, jazzy vocal riffs to
the ethereal purity of “Guiss-Guiss” (written for his
young son and appearing on Ne /a Thiass, his first inter-
national cd). He performs with a superb, finely honed en-
semble of musicians. Accompanying himself on guitar
and occasional percussion, he creates an atmosphere
both joyous and relaxed.

It was after this rare concert at the Centre Cultural
Frangais in Dakar that | approached Cheikh for another
interview. Always gracious, he invited me and my pho-
tographer friend to his home for a meal, tea and conver-
sation. At his home in the peaceful town of Keur Massar,
an hour's taxi ride from Dakar, we enjoyed a typical
Senegalese afternoon—thiebou dieun (rice and fish), the
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Ironically, for a man with such an exquisite voice, he began his musical career as a per-
cussionist, although he sang and experimented with theater as well. From his earliest
youth, Cheikh displayed the characteristic behavior of a true percussionist. “I was always
getting in trouble at school for tapping on my desk,” he says. “The teachers would get
angry and ask me to leave.”

In the late 1980s, Cheikh was the percussionist for a Senegalese group playing the typ-
ical mbalax-Afropop blend of the times. When the band wanted to include some salsa
material, they discovered the shortcomings of their lead vocalist. L6 volunteered to sing,
and dubiously, the group gave him his chance. From that moment, he was the acknowleged
salsa vocalist for the band.

Earlier, in the mid-'80s, he had lived for several years in Paris, where he had worked as
a session musician, often for the Zairean and Cameroonian bands he admired. When he re-
corded his first Senegalese cassette in 1990, the title, Doxandeme, reflected his experi-
ences in Paris. Doxandeme refers to an expatriate, one who works far from home. While
the cassette was well received in Senegal, Cheikh himself was dissatisfied with the record-
ing's “unprofessional” sound.

This assiduous, painstaking artist spent several years assembling the compositions to
create his first major recording, Ne La Thiass in 1996. That release led to his first European
tour in 1997. The same year, L6 was awarded “Best Newcomer" at the prestigious Kora All-
African Awards. After his American debut in the Africa Féte tour of 1998, Cheikh released
his second cd, Bambay Gueej.

In contrast to the cool, airy ambience of Ne La Thiass, Bambay Gueej has a funky core,
churned by contributions from Pee Wee Ellis (horn player for James Brown and Van
Morrison), and from Bigga Morrison of Aswad on Hammond organ. Oumou Sangare duets
with L6 on the song “Bobo Dioulasso” sung in Bambara and dedicated to his home town in
Burkina Faso.

2001 marked another milestone in Cheikh Lo's career. He performed before a sold out
crowd at New York's Lincoln Center. 2002 found him back in New York for a major anti-AIDS
project, the cd compilation Red Hot and Riot. The cd is a collection of Fela Kuti songs per-
formed by a host of international artists, which earned over seven million dollars for AIDS
research and services. L0 contributed two tracks, a salsa version of “Shakara” followed by a
reprise of the song performed with Manu Dibango and Les Nubians.
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