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Faithfuls in traditional outfits wait for the arrival of Pope Francis at the John Paul II International airport in Krakow-Balice yesterday.  Pope Francis heads to Poland for an international Catholic youth festival with a mission to encourage openness to
migrants. — AFP

Now in his 60s with a greying goatee, electric organ
maestro Mamman Sani long ago turned local legend,
but it took decades for his dreamy hypnotic sounds to

travel beyond dusty Niger. Until very recently the self-taught
musician’s only commercial recording was a cassette tape dat-
ing back to 1981. But nowadays he spends his time between
his house in Niamey and a recording studio in Ghana, where
he aims to produce dozens of albums.

At home, where he made a living as a teacher then worked
for the UN’s cultural agency UNESCO, Sani’s music has long
featured on national radio and television, most often as inter-
lude music between programs. In a quirk of fate, however, it
was the original decades-old cassette that brought interna-
tional renown, when in 2013 young US musician-cum-ethno-
musicologist Christopher Kirkley stumbled on it in Niger’s
national museum while exploring West African sounds. “The
space was overflowing with dusty CDs, cassettes, and reels,
and hunkering down from the insufferable heat outside, I pre-
pared to spend a long week in research,” he said.

“Mamman’s cassette was the first I pulled from the shelf,
and I almost passed over it. But I was captured by the photo-
graph-a black and white picture of a young man with a goatee
and a knit cap, hands on what appeared to be an organ.”

‘Pixelized sand’ 
“The music proved equally intriguing. The instrumental

compositions were simple but dreamy, repetitive but hypnot-
ic. It was esoteric and bizarre, unlike anything I had ever
heard-the imaginary audio track to an arcade game of desert
caravans trekking through a pastoral landscape of pixelized
sand.” In the same way that Ry Cooder propelled Mali’s Ali
Farka Toure to world fame, along with the musicians of Cuba’s
Buena Vista Social Club, Kirkley set out to launch Sani in
France and Europe with three  vinyls, including “Taarit”, and a
2013-2015 tour. “Mamman is one of the first people to create
this hybridization of folk music with modern synth,” Kirkley
said.

“I think that Mamman’s music would have been very inter-
esting to a lot of electronic musicians at the time he was
recording, but the barriers of connectivity kept Niger rather
isolated.” “Either way, Mamman’s music remains avant-garde
and very personal, uncompromising even,” Kirkley added. “I’m
just happy that we’ve had a chance for his music to finally be
heard.”

‘Love at first sight’
Born in 1952 in Ghana’s capital Accra to a Nigerien father

and Ghanaian mother, Sani moved to Niger in the late 1950s
but began playing music only in his late teens while studying
to be a teacher. “A builder used to lend me his harmonica at
weekends and I’d play French hit tunes on Saturday nights,” he
said. He refused to study biology, taking English instead
because he was afraid of algorithms “though musical improvi-
sation often is algorithms!” he joked. After the harmonica he
learnt to play guitar, using bicycle brake cables for some of the
strings.

He listened to black American stars Otis Redding, James
Brown and Percy Sledge, composing his first tunes and play-
ing at night in public. It was only in the 1970s that he came
upon his first organ thanks to a musician from Burundi who
was then on tour. “It was love at first sight,” he says. In 1979 he
saw an ad for a second-hand Orla electric organ going for 400
euros. Strapped for cash, he sold his motorbike to buy it. After
teaching himself the keyboard he quickly became prolific and
was soon to start composing theme music and interludes for
national television while working for UNESCO. But three
decades later, despite becoming a houehold name he still
finds it hard to make ends meet and this year had to sell one
of his two prized organs. — AFP

From Jakarta to Bali and Yogyakarta, the Indonesian art
world is flourishing.  Buoyed by a growing, affluent middle
class at home as well as interest from international buyers,

numerous boutique galleries and artists’ communities have
sprung up, while events such as the Jakarta Biennale, the annual
ArtJog fair, and Bazaar Art Jakarta have fuelled interest. But crit-
ics warn a lack of government funding and high-quality art
museums means many Indonesians are missing out. 

Businessman Haryanto Adikoesoemo is determined to
change that: next year he will open the Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art in Nusantara (Museum MACAN). “The
Indonesian art (scene) now is one of the biggest and the best in
Southeast Asia but we are lacking institutions to support this,” he
told AFP. He added that while the country was home to a
“vibrant” arts industry, it was “lacking very nice museums that
are open to the public”. Thomas Berghuis, the former curator of
Chinese art at New York’s Guggenheim Museum, has been
appointed director at MACAN, and the first exhibition is set to
include works from Adikoesoemo’s collection of about 800
pieces by Indonesian, Asian and Western artists.

It has been a decade since he first had the idea to use his per-
sonal collection to help create a world-class art museum open to
the public, but feels now is the best time to open such a space in
Indonesia.  When it comes to art, he believes “more and more
people around the world are looking at Southeast Asia.” The
4,000 square meter (43,000 square foot) venue will have an
indoor sculpture garden and a special education zone. It is part
of a bigger development in Jakarta, still under construction, that
will include restaurants, cafes, offices and residences.
Adikoesoemo’s collection, built up over a quarter of a century,
includes works by S Sudjojono, considered the father of
Indonesian modernism and the expressionist painter Affandi, as
well as pieces by well-known Western artists such as Andy
Warhol, Frank Stella, Jeff Koons, and Gerhard Richter. 

Art lovers 
Adikoesoemo, who is funding the venture, also wants it to be

a space for emerging artists to showcase their work. There are
hopes too of collaborations with galleries abroad. “We want to
create a platform for cultural exchanges-for Indonesian art to be
brought to the world, and for world art to be brought to
Indonesia,” said Adikoesoemo, who is head of logistics company
AKR Corporindo. The opening of MACAN is hotly anticipated in a
country where many private collections are shut away from the
public, existing museums are fairly basic, and government-run
institutions are mostly of a low standard.

ArtJog organiser Heri Pemad said the museum was “the
answer that many contemporary art lovers have been waiting
for”. “Currently the museum scene in Indonesia is beyond sad.
Public taste in art is developing faster than the museums, where
time seems to just stand still.” Berghuis also hopes MACAN will
encourage young professionals keen on a career in the arts by
offering opportunities in areas such as exhibition management,
art curation and conservation, and legal affairs. “The vision is
about us being part of and helping to foster a healthy art ecolo-
gy for Indonesia,” he said.

The launch comes at a time when the Southeast Asian art
scene is rapidly developing. Singapore, which launched an
annual art week in 2013, last year opened a $376-million
National Gallery that boasts the world’s biggest public collection
of Southeast Asian modern art. It houses more than 8,000 works
from the 19th and 20th centuries.  The city-state’s popular fair,
Art Stage, will next week open its inaugural event in Jakarta
showing contemporary works from more than 50 galleries.
Adikoesoemo hopes MACAN can boost the region’s position as
an art hub, and bring something fresh to Indonesia’s cultural
landscape. He added: “I believe that by appreciating and under-
standing art we can improve our quality of life.” — AFP

This file photo shows Niger’s self-taught legendary musi-
cian Mamman Sani posing with his first and second
albums. — AFP photos

Niger’s self-taught legendary musician Mamman Sani pos-
es in Niamey.

Mamman Sani’s electric sound 
finally travels beyond Niger

This undated artistic photo illustration released by the Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art in Nusantara
(Museum MACAN) shows the exterior design for a major museum billed as Indonesia’Ωs first dedicated to international
modern and contemporary art. — AFP

Museum sketches bright
future for art in Indonesia


