The paper I am presenting today is based on my current PhD research. The title of my project is “Self–representation, host countries and musical change: the music of the Senegalese communities in the United Kingdom”. I am interested in the changes Senegalese music undergoes when it is performed in the United Kingdom and in what occasions it is performed. My focus is mainly on the musical activity of Senegalese immigrant musicians and the way they decide to represent themselves to the British audience. What aspects of their music culture and tradition they decide to preserve and transmit here in Britain both through performance and through teaching activities. My interest in Senegalese immigrant music dates back to my BA graduation thesis at the University of Rome where I carried out a research within the Senegalese musical community based there. The reflections of this paper are also referred to this previous experience. My current research project is mainly based in London, but I decided to spend part of my fieldwork also in Senegal in order to understand better how the musical scene is there and what are the changes if there are any.  

It was in Senegal that my attention was captured by the interesting world of dance workshops. I came across those, also in Rome, but in Senegal I realized how deep is the impact of this phenomenon in the economical life of the musicians and their families and also how fast it is growing carrying important cultural implications. I also would like to highlight a few points, three in particular, that rose during my fieldwork and that I am still researching.

​1) I consider the current Senegalese migration as a transnational movement and I would like to point out how suitable is the example of the dance workshop as a transnational enterprise.

 2) The experience of the workshop is developing in Senegal as a new way of cultural tourism linked to a double aim: supporting and developing tourist industry and keeping traditions alive by training new teachers and professional among the younger generation.

 3) In the process of selling the tradition how much of it is deliberately changed in order to better appeal the customer? Can we still talk of traditional music and dance or has it been transformed in a commercial product for European audiences and taste? Why has it become so important to sell it?  And what of its original function is lost through the process? 

I argue that Senegalese migration perfectly fits with Nina Glick Schiller’s definition of transnationalism: “A new concept of transnational migration is emerging, however, that questions this long-held conceptualization of immigrants, suggesting that in both the U.S. and Europe, increasing numbers of immigrants are best understood as "transmigrants." Transmigrants are immigrants whose daily lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international borders and whose public identities are configured in relationship to more than one nation-state (Glick Schiller et al. 1992a; Basch et al. 1994). They are not sojourners because they settle and become incorporated in the economy and political institutions, localities, and patterns of daily life of the country in which they reside. However, at the very same time, they are engaged elsewhere in the sense that they maintain connections, build institutions, conduct transactions, and influence local and national events in the countries from which they emigrated. (1995). I consider the rising importance of dance and drumming workshops both in the host countries and in Senegal as transnational enterprises: transnational for their nature of being organized across national boundaries, and for not being an exclusive British phenomenon; enterprises because they are intended as a commercial activity. As Riccio has explained “most Senegalese I worked with stated explicitly that their ideal organization is a transnational one. They do not use this term but they mean “living part of the year in Italy and part in Senegal making the best of the two countries (2002).

Traditional dance workshops are developing as one of the most important ways of money making for Senegalese musicians at home and abroad. The way dance classes are arranged can differ and depends on the country in which the musician is settled and the legislation of that specific country regarding music teaching. From my research three different types of workshops or, more in general, dance teaching methods have emerged:

1) Dance classes held in schools, or in private associations and gyms, as part of a more general fitness program (especially in Italy).

2) Workshop of one or few days in the host country, for which most of the time a “foreign” teacher is involved as a “guest teacher”.

3) Workshop arranged from the host country to be held in Senegal as a wider form of cultural tourism. 

Some of these types can be combined in the activity of an immigrant musician. I have witnessed in Italy the preliminary phases of arranging the trip, from the flights booking to the leaflets distribution. It is considered by the musicians as part of their job. From an outsider point of view it seems like a travel agency or tour operator strategy. The immigrant musician involves his family and other musicians at different levels and stages of the project. For this reason the workshop is not only an important form of income for him but it also creates job opportunities for who lives in Senegal.  There can be different level of advertising the trip in order to obtain participants. There can be leaflets about the trip with prices, a schedule, and generic tourist information about Senegal. I came across several of these in Italy, and the language and technique used is the same of a travel agency brochure. I quote from one of the leaflet used in Rome from Sakou Kande and his group “The Tambours de Goreé”: “The journey we are proposing, is a real immersion in the heart of Africa. The Senegalese landscape will give you strong emotions. An opportunity to gain practical insights and knowledge into the fascinating arts, soul and culture of this country through two of the most powerful means of expressions: dance and percussions”.

 Usually the main form of gaining participants is by spreading word and, more recently, e-mail chains. Usually the workshop is considered as a culmination of the teaching activity in the host country and most of the people that will participate have been involved at some stages with the classes held during the year. The workshop takes place in the village of origin of the musicians or in Dakar if his family is living there. This is because the compound or the family house will be the accommodation for the participants reducing the costs for the organizer and keeping the money into a family circle, in this way all the components of the family can beneficiate of the activity and can be involved in different roles, the women preparing the meals, brothers and sisters carrying out different duties during the day. It is a remarkable way to help the village economy bringing tourists willing to spend in local handcraft such as wood carved objects or clothes, and it is also an occasion to sell professional hand-made musical instruments such as djembe or kora. The concept sold is of a full immersion for the participants in the real life of the village but at the same time maintaining a status of tourists. The fee paid is not calculated on the basis of life expenses in Senegal but as a normal 15 days trip anywhere in Europe. Basically they will participate to an adventurous holiday where the cultural shock will be mitigated by their status of tourists.

There is very few written about Senegal cultural tourism and I believe that dance workshops can be considered as a part of a new tourism form linked to what can be considered intangible heritage, its preservation and transmission. What is the intangible heritage we are referring to in the specific case of Senegalese dance workshops? 

The UNESCO web site defines intangible heritage as: “embracing all forms of traditional and popular or folk culture, i.e. collective works originating in a given community and based on tradition. These creations are transmitted orally or by gesture, and are modified over a period of time through a process of collective recreation. They include oral traditions, customs, languages, music, dance, ritual, festivals, traditional medicine and pharmacopoeia, the culinary arts, and all kinds of special skills connected with the material aspects of culture such as tools and the habitat”.

What it is sold by the Senegalese musicians is part of their traditional music culture, and in doing so also part of their identity. At the same time selling what is considered part of their identity means also to reinforce every time such identity. As Gary Edson has outlined in his article “Assuming that heritage is something delineating the psychology, customs, or ideals of society, and that it is passed down from preceding generations in a tangible or intangible form, then it is […] those activities and events that establish or symbolise social cohesion or the membership of groups, real or artificial communities” (2004:334).

During my fieldwork in Senegal I personally participated to one of the workshops arranged by one of the musicians based in London: Landing Mane. He is a professional musician and his activity in London is prevalently focused on teaching than on performing. I think that would be useful to give an overview of it. The workshop took place in the village of Thionck-Essyl, in the north of Casamance, the southern region of Senegal. This part of the country is mainly inhabited by the Djola ethnic group. I have been hosted in Landing Mane father’s compound, with his family. The Mane family also belongs to the Djola ethnic group and is held in great esteem by the rest of the village. Landing’s father: Lamine Mane, today 68 years old, is the founder of the “Bakalama” company, a group of dancers and musicians based in Dakar, whose first aim was to preserve Djola music and dance traditions. The compound is one of the biggest of the village and Lamine Mane, is so much involved in its cultural activities that it seems to be is full time occupation, now that he is retired. The workshop perfectly fitted in the more general description that I have outlined before. Tuitions took place every day both in the morning and in the afternoon with a session of drumming and one of dancing. The workshop was run by Landing Mane and the other members of the company “Bakalama” of which Landing was artistic director before moving to London and that today is led by his brother Fode Mane. The company is based in Dakar but it stayed in the village for the workshop. The female dancers were in charge of the dance classes; with Landing’s help especially for the translation (none of them speak English).

The drum classes were Landing’s duty with the support of the male members of the group.

The aim of each class was to study and explain the whole system of a rhythm with its different accompaniments, dance steps and songs. Attention was paid to the memorization of the rhythms through singing. I was expecting to learn specifically Djola dancing style and rhythms while the repertoire thought was not focused on Djola or Senegalese music but on a more general West African music repertoire, comprehensive of rhythms from Mali and Guinea. This is a feature that I found with almost every immigrant musicians that I have met. I think that in terms of identity and self-representation it is important neither to stress that it seems not important for them nor to assert their ethnic origin neither their Senegalese citizenship but mainly the fact they belong to a wider West African cultural tradition.

When I decided to participate to the workshop I thought that the main reason was to obtain elements to compare with the situation discovered in the United Kingdom and in Italy. I started being more interested in the way these workshops are arranged and on the level of intangible repercussions they have on the artistic production and transmissions. During my stay, Landing Mane had also arranged a small Music Festival to take place in the village the last three days, inviting other dance companies from Dakar. My participation to this workshop has given me the chance to observe three levels of dance performance and of such levels I will show some video samples.

1) Dance as a part of everyday life, by the women of the village as a way of asserting their presence and role, where the social implications are more important than the performance itself.

2) Dance lessons.

3) Dance performed on stage. 

From the interviews held with some of my informants, both in London and in Senegal, it was quite evident that what they are trying to do is to sell African culture “because European and Americans love it”. I don’t think that it is deprecating but what remains of the original social function to which that kind of practise was linked? All my informants have stressed that the kind of dance they teach is modified for their European audience, Djola dance is considered too complicated for foreign students; and it is adapted to its taste and to its rules such as performing time and stage. From the interviews done with the leaders of the dance companies that participated to the Music Festival emerged that part of their normal activity is to arrange and hold tailor-made dance workshop for tourists, diplomats and international workers in Dakar. I argue that part of the original social function is lost, but at the same time this is part of the artistic creation process. I would also consider that in order to fulfil the demands of such travel and tuitions a new generation of musicians is rising and, not only it is more than ever influenced by Americans and European styles as rap or hip-hop dance but is also not linked to the family caste system of griot that held the role of professional musicians before. Most of the Senegalese musicians and dancers in London have stated in their interviews that they need to go back to Senegal to learn more and grow as performers, because the creativity process there is quicker than in Europe for an African artist. An African dancer can’t create only in Europe but he  has to go back where his roots are. I also experienced a discrepancy in the way emigrant musicians are seen by the musicians who remain in Senegal, some of them think that they lose the real meaning of their traditions, influenced by European styles and culture, and this is the reason why they come back to Senegal just to feel “African” again, almost as a loss of identity and a need to reaffirm such identity going back. 

