It’s Sunday afternoon in Miami and
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you’re feeling homesick. You miss Africa’s
earthy smells, the colours of the open marketplaces and its fiery sunsets. You walk to the
beat of a different drum and that is exactly
what the syndicated radio show Afropop
Worldwide understands.
This show broadcasts to some 108 stations
in the US (in Miami tune into WDNA 88.9 FM
Sundays at 6 pm), and can also be heard in
Africa and Europe or even streamed from its
website, afropop.org. It’s been around for
more than two decades and is hosted by
veteran Cameroonian broadcaster Georges
Collinet (or Maxi Voom Voom as he’s fondly
called by his fans).
When it launched, Afropop Worldwide
was the first of its kind and for producer
Sean Barlow, it was his vision of connecting
the African diaspora to the Americas and
Europe through music. He had found a niche
and unleashed the continent’s original sounds
to a broad international audience.
Award-winning South African performer
Johnny Clegg believes: ‘International recognition comes with touring and the realisation
that, as African musicians, we always start off
as alternative and marginal in the international
arena. But as touring develops we capture our
own market. Our fans are loyal, interested in
the sounds and combination of local and
international hybridisation but also in the
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For centuries Africans have been expressing themselves
through their unique and inspiring music. Whether you
understand the words matters not – you get the message
and so does the rest of the world. By Kerry Dimmer

deep traditional sounds.’
What makes African music so different,
so infectious is that it truly reflects the life
and struggles of Africans: it’s storytelling
with a heartbeat.
Diane Thram, ethnomusicologist at the
International Library of African Music (ILAM)
at Rhodes University in South Africa, explains
its appeal: ‘It has a complexity that is so different from Western music. Fifty-six years ago
people were listening to Cuban and American
jazz that, with its mix of chords and vocals, was
very interesting harmonically. The introduction
of indigenous African music took this sound
to another dimension way beyond what was
known to the rest of the world at the time.
‘It introduced elaborate instruments that
were completely foreign, like the multiplestringed kor from Mali, which takes great
expertise to play well; the Zimbabwe mbira
(thumb piano) is another; and generally all
the xylophone traditions that are complex
and elaborate.’
Thram credits ILAM’s founder Hugh Tracey’s
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recordings of Shona mbira music, released in
the early 70s, for playing an important role
in promoting African music to the rest of the
world. ‘As the industry began to release more
recordings of African music, it just escalated
the interest,’ she says.
Today that interest is almost cultish and very
difficult to measure economically. No in-depth
studies seem to exist other than the one undertaken by Unesco in 2004 called Take Note!
The Renaissance of the Music Industry in SubSaharan Africa. Unesco determined that there
was no evidence of a music industry. Instead,
a range of economic practices existed, relating
to the production and consumption of music.
The study was frustrated by the lack of
key economic indicators such as the number
of people employed in the music industry,
its contribution to GDP and export markets.
At the time, Africa’s music market was the
world’s smallest, representing 0.6% of total

Members of the Kenyan Boys Choir in a
Nairobi studio recording their newest album

global sales with an annual average growth
of 5%. What that is today is anyone’s guess

Festivals have been very important for the
promotion of African artists since the world
music craze of the 1980s

but if South Africa is a measure then the

Exact figures on the economic value that Africa’s music
industry adds to its GDP are not known

latest statistics issued by the International
Federation of the Phonographic Industry



for 2010 may be interesting.
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voices of authority

in so doing catapulted the continent’s musical

Hauke Dorsch of the African Music Archives

‘Especially the Womad festival that actually

in sustaining it.’

example is Paul Simon’s collaboration in the

Without any definitive measure we are

has its own African music/culture festival. The

left to wonder at what this industry is really

point is that the demand for African music is

African music but it has actually been going

worth to the continent. But even if the value

immense, you just have to look at the World

on for years, as Mahmoud points out: ‘The

does not impact significantly in economic

Music Charts Europe to confirm this.’

rhythms and melodies of Africa have had a

terms, you have only to look at the quality

One of the most popular festivals, Sauti

This type of fusion may have popularised

major influence on the evolution of popular

of some of the many African performers
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music be that blues, jazz, soul, funk, hip hop

who have gained international fame and

proves the point that there is far more value

or reggae.’
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