
I'll Sing for You (Je Chanterai Pour Toi)

In Brief

In the sixties, the people of Mali awoke each morning to the sound of Boubacar "KarKar" Traoré's
voice on the radio, singing of independence.

Everyone in Mali remembers having danced to his hits. But since his music was only played on the
radio, he didn't earn enough money to live on and he had to stop playing music to work as a tailor
and a salesman to feed his family.

A few years later, he is dealt a cruel blow: his beloved wife, Pierrette dies. Disoriented, KarKar
leaves for France, working in construction, and singing at weekends in the Parisian immigrant
shelters that are now his home. In Mali, everybody thinks that KarKar is dead. Years later, a music
producer discovers an old recording of his..
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'I'll Sing' strikes a tender, revealing note

By Ty Burr,  Boston Globe Staff

The old man sits in a modest living room, playing his guitar. He doesn't seem to put much
thought into it, yet the notes flow out like translucent strands of pearls, and his soft,
high-pitched singing has an ageless grace. If you listen carefully, you can hear where the
Delta blues might have branched off from this music, generations ago. On the walls are
pictures of the old man in his youth, when he was a star: album covers, publicity shots,
surrounded by fans. In one, he looks like Mali's very own Elvis.

"I'll Sing for You" is an Afro-pop version of "Behind the Music" that focuses on Boubacar
Traore, the great Malian guitarist and singer better known to his countrymen as KarKar.
Directed by France's Jacques Sarasin, and with filmmaker Jonathan Demme lending his
name as presenter, the documentary is rolling, discursive, and lacking in urgency -- all
positive qualities that contribute to the film's spell. For fans of African music, "Sing" is a
rich archeological dig; for newcomers with open ears, it might be a revelation.

Traore was once the musical man of the moment, the sound of the euphoria that swept
Mali in the wake of the country's 1960 independence from France. His hits, "Kar Kar
Madison" and "Mali Twist," were the rage among the idealistic young socialists partying
at the "grins," or nightclubs, in city and country.

But Traore was also from a noble family in a culture deeply founded on caste; by contrast, almost all Mali musicians are from the griot
class, with world-music superstar Salif Keita being another rare exception. Traore eventually deemed his pop success inappropriate and
retired to raise a family with his wife, Pierrette; after she died in childbirth in 1987, he moved to Paris and worked odd jobs. Most
Malians assumed he was dead until a British label coaxed him into recording again in the early 1990s.

The Traore we see today does, in fact, have the evanescence of a premature ghost. Around 60 when "I'll Sing for You" was videotaped
in 2001, he plays acoustic guitar now rather than electric, and his songs are bluesy lattices of plucked notes whose lyrics return
obsessively to his dead wife. He never speaks to the camera, whether out of shyness, modesty, or religious scruple, but prefers to let
his fingers do the talking.

Enough of Traore's old friends are on hand to narrate his story, and the music fills in the rest, with two particularly spine-tingling duets
in the film's back half. One is with kora player Ballake Sissoko, the other with Ali Farka
Toure, a Traore disciple whose solo albums and work with Ry Cooder have brought Malian
guitar music to a new generation of Western listeners.

Most of "I'll Sing for You" leisurely follows the singer as he journeys from the capital city,
Bamako, to his home village of Kayes, playing softly to curious and enraptured passersby
on trains and ferryboats. The tension between his Muslim beliefs and Bambara spiritual
roots are touched on and left to simmer as the filmmakers capture the distant call of the
muezzin at sunset. Toward the end, Traore heads further into the backcountry to
Pierrette's grave, where he plays a song in which he promises to sing her name all over the
world. A few scenes later, we see him on a concert stage in Paris, an old man keeping his
promise. 
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