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The Rebel Music of

Desert Rockers Tinariwen

BY TAD HENDHRICESON

e FIrsT TIME | heard of Tinariwen was
o when a news story about the first Festival

au Desert appeared in 2001 The band
was one of the local hosts and when pirates
hijacked the festivals PA in the desert, members
of the band wasted no time in finding the culprits
and reminding them they knew where all their
families lived. The PA. was returned and the festi-
val went onas planned.

These threats were hardly idle. The members
of Tinariwen are part of the Touareg warrior tradi-
tion of the Sahara Desert. Hailing from the town of
Tessalit, part of the Kidal region of eastern Mall.
band members and many others fought for
Touareg freedom in Mali and Niger (Touaregs also
live in Niger, Algeria. Libya and Burkina Faso).

The band members fled to Libya and lived in
camps off and on under the control of Muammar
al-Gaddati, before they were able to return to Mali
in peace in 1991. Although they began playing
together in 1982, the peace allowed the band to

become full-time musicians versus clandestinely
recording illegal cassettes, which theyd secretly
distribute.

Tinariwens music is a kind of desert rock blues
that features spiraling guitar lines over clattering
hand percussion and hagdclaps that seemtobe
inspired by the sound of a camel walking across
a hard deserlt floor Vocals are call-and-response
intheir native language of Tamashek, complete
with eerie desert wails. Whereas past material
was politically motivated, newer songs deal
with a wider variety of material It all adds up to
a lonesome desert sound of hypnotic power and
beauly that has even been embraced by such
notabies as Santana, Coldplay and Robert Plant
(check out the YouTube clip of him sitting in with
the band on “Whale Latta Love”)

Since the 2001 debut. The Radio Tisdas
Sessions which the band cut al a local radio sta
tion when electricity was still available. it has
toured the world. Instead of carrying guns they
now carry guitars, though they still olten dress in
traditional garb that includes head wraps for the
men (instead of the women). I's a sight to see as
the band 1s even more raw aned visceral live as
they move toward ecstalic musical peaks, often
inciting the audience o rock out as it they are ata
sweaty biues show or rock concert

Now, the band returns with frmcliwan
Companitons,a CL/DVD package that includes a
60 minute album and a 30-minute documentary

about how the musicians live record and make
music when they are not on the road
The 14-song alburm. the first to be recordec at
home since Raclio Tisclas, opens with the title cul,
which instantly recalls the classic Tinariwen
sound: asimple, mid lempo, one chord riff
pouncled out with interlocking electric guitar fili
gree around the edges On other numbers like
“Tenhert” and “Tamoderazl Assis” direct connec
tions to the blues, one can casily draw compar
isons to John Lee Hooker and others
While the amazing [brahim Ag Alhabib contin
ues to lead the band and write most of the mater
al. the new record features contributions from five
different songwriters, With relatively straightfor
ward arrangements, the varied songwrilers give
the album nuance throughoul, as this type of
hypnotic, drone-laden music could hecome
tedious for the listener While the group has arex
ognizable sound, there’s a tremendous variety
withinit
One suspects that Tinariwen doesnt si
around the campfire every night playing guitars
as the film depicts, but theres no queshon that
these types of natural gather
ings are integral lo the groups
sound While the rest of the:
lilm consists of interviews
with band members anc shiots
of them recording in an ol
adobe, the lilms linale shows
the band setting up ina sonc
sweet spol to record In arocky
glen in the desert that serves
tointractably connect the
music toils geography For
those who aren't farmiliar with
this desert culture-Touaregs
have been wandering the
Sahara for at least two millen-
ma=youlllearn as much frem
Inidiwan as you would [rom
any travel guide,

Imidiwan: Companions s
the perfect place to start your
musical journey with
Tinariwen Whether you
play the album or watch the
mavie, youre sure to feel the
desert wind in your face
and the: grit of sand on your
skin @



