
Africa is drenched in music – it flows out of car windows, floods through open 
doorways and drowns out the gossip in bars and clubs. By far the best way to enjoy 
it, of course, is live. To dip a toe in the water, time your African travels to coincide 
with one of the continent’s signature festivals, where you’ll be guaranteed 
some prime performances. Better still, plan an extended trip encompassing 
several events, and just dive right in. Where to start? Here, Emma Gregg 
provides you with the lowdown on the best music festivals in Africa.

GROOVE
Finding your
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The Sahara: the world’s most 
stunning concert bowl? Join 
the Tuareg at Mali’s Festival 
au DésertMORITZ STEIGER
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NORTH AFRICA

FESTIVAL DE FÈS DES MUSIQUES 
SACRÉES DU MONDE
Where: Fez
When: 29 May–6 June 2009
Website: www.fesfestival.com

MOROCCO

BEST FOR…
  Remoteness and adventure Festival au Désert, Essakane, Mali

  North African tradition Festival Gnaoua et Musiques du Monde, 
Essaouira, Morocco

  Authentic atmosphere Thousand Stars Music Festival, Arba 
Minch, Ethiopia

  West African jazz Festival International de Jazz de Saint-Louis, Senegal

  The classics National Arts Festival, Grahamstown, South Africa

  South African jazz Cape Town International Jazz Festival, Cape 
Town, South Africa

 Gay culture Mother City Queer Project, Cape Town, South Africa

The Festival de Fès des 
Musiques Sacrées du Monde 

styles itself as “a beacon of peace 
from the Islamic world”

SUSANNA WYATT / JOHN WARBURTON-LEE
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The World Sacred Music Festival allows 
visitors to tap into Fez’ rich culture
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Music festivals

FESTIVAL GNAOUA ET 
MUSIQUES DU MONDE
Where: Essaouira
When: June 2009
Website: www.festival-gnaoua.net

“The most important single element of Morocco’s folk 
culture is its music,” wrote the author and musicologist 
Paul Bowles, who loved the place. “The entire history 
and mythology of the people is clothed in song.”

Morocco is home to more than 25 different 
types of music – from Andalusian, Sephardic and 
rock to chaabi, rai and rap – and an ever-growing 
list of music festivals reflecting both its history 
and diversity. There’s the Mawazin Festival in 
Rabat. The Alegría Festival in Chefchaouen. The I 
Love Hip Hop Festival in Casablanca. And more: 
the new Dakhla Festival boasts a live music 
programme alongside kite-surfing competitions.

The best top and tail June – both very different, 
both equally compelling. The World Sacred Music 
Festival in Fès el Bali (‘Fez the Old’) is a beautifully 
mannered celebration of music from all the main world 
religions, particularly Sufism – a gentle, mystical form 
of Islam with millions of followers around the world. 
In the old city, a UNESCO-listed World Heritage site 
of dense, medieval streets and castellated mud brick 
walls, Jews, Christians and Muslims live amicably, enjoying an inter-faith 
dialogue underlined by the past and heightened by music.

Here, in venues that include a museum and a disused quarry, opera 
singers rub shoulders with gospel choirs; West African praise singers with 
Whirling Dervishes. Morocco’s Sufi brotherhoods whip up a late-night 
frenzy in the Dar Tazi gardens, spurring crowds on with chants, flutes, 
trumpets and hand-drums.

Two weeks later, in a gloriously windswept coastal town of white-
washed cubes and fairytale fortifications, you may find 400,000 
Moroccan youths crowd-surfing to a furious set by British-Asian outfit 
Asian Dub Foundation. In past years, percussionist Yaya Ouattara 
from Burkina Faso and Moroccan-Senegalese drummer Mokhtar 
Samba have sent things skywards. Down near the ramparts that 
overlook the harbour (the same ramparts where Orson Welles shot 
scenes for his film version of Othello), men in tunics and tasselled 
hats clack their enormous iron castanets (qaraqeb), pound their 
bass side-drums and sing out chants while doing acrobatic, Cossack-
style knee bends and spinning their tassels like corkscrews.

This is the Essaouira Gnawa festival, a sizeable event with nine stages 
and some 400 artists (250 of them local). The descendants of West African 
slaves, the Gnawa brotherhood are not only musicians but healers and 
mystics who communicate with the spirit world in all-night trance-inducing 
ceremonies called lilas.

Gnawa maålems – masters of the ubiquitous guimbri-lute – invite 
international jazz and blues musicians to play with them, to find a way in 
to their deceptively simple polyrhythms and pentatonic scale. The visiting 
artists who cram onstage with the Gnawa do so in a spirit of adventure. 
They follow in the footsteps of transatlantic jazzmen such as Don Cherry, 
Bill Laswell and Pharoah Sanders, all of whom have explored Gnawa fusion 
in a series of projects; 2007’s tenth anniversary festival saw Loy Erlich, 
Essaouira’s artistic co-founder, give Seventies psychedelic rock classics a 
North African spin with his one-off project, Band of Gnawa.

And just as the Sufi Nights series in Fez had locals and even the odd 
Glyndebourne fan dancing themselves into a trance, so Essaouira’s late-
night lilas send their audiences into other dimensions.

By Jane Cornwell

Moroccan nights The coastal city of Essaouira ignites 
with activitiy during the Festival 
Gnaoua et Musiques du Monde
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There are many highlights 
to music festivals: one 

of them being dance



36  Travel Africa  Autumn 2008

FESTIVAL NATIONAL DES ARTS POPULAIRES
Where: Marrakech   When: July 2009   Website: www.marrakechfestival.com

MOROCCO

FESTIVAL INTERNATIONAL DU SAHARA DE DOUZ
Where: Douz   When: Late December 2008
Website: www.festivaldouz.org.tn

TUNISIANorth African festivals: 
getting there

MOROCCO
Visas
Not required by tourists from the UK, Ireland, USA, 
Canada, Australia or New Zealand. South Africans need 
to obtain a visa.

Flights
Atlas Blue (www.atlasblue.com), Easyjet (www.easyjet.
com), Royal Air Maroc (www.royalairmaroc.com) and 
Thomson (www.thomsonfly.com) between them offer 
flights from London to Marrakech, Rabat, Casablanca 
or Agadir; Royal Air Maroc (www.royalairmaroc.com) fly 
from Paris to Fez.

Overland to Essaouira
Bus or grand taxi (shared taxi) from Marrakech (167km) 
or Agadir (175km).

Overland to Fez
Train, bus or grand taxi from Rabat (170km), Casablanca 
(248km) or Marrakech (389km).

TUNISIA
Visas
Not required by tourists from the UK, Ireland, USA or 
Canada. Australians and South Africans can buy a visa 
on arrival.

Flights
British Airways (www.ba.com) and Tunis Air (www.
tunisair.com) fly direct from London to Tunis.

Overland to Douz 
Bus from Tunis (8 hours).
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Top: Alive day and night – Marrakech’s 
famous Jemaa El Fna square

Bottom: Plenty to fall head over heels 
for – horse racing as part of the Festival 

International du Sahara de Douz
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WEST AFRICA

FESTIVAL AU DÉSERT
Where: Essakane
When: 8–10 January 2009
Website: www.festival-au-desert.org

MALI

Music festivals

Festival au Désert: top tips
   Network before you set off. Look out for online notice boards set up by festival-
goers looking for like-minded travel companions.

   Brush up your French: you’ll need at least a smattering to get by.

   Independent travellers can hook up with tour companies, drivers and boat captains 
once they’re in Mali. Touts offer transport by vehicle or pinasse (boat) from Djenné 
and Mopti to Timbuktu, and by vehicle from Timbuktu to Essakane. Be prepared to 
haggle hard. The truly adventurous can opt for travelling the desert leg to Essakane 
by camel – an arduous three-day trek.

   Security at the festival is reasonably good, but if you’re sleeping in a shared, 
open-sided Tuareg tent (the standard option) you’ll have nowhere to secure your 
belongings. Consider taking your own tent instead.

   Take windproof clothing – nights are very cold - and a headscarf against the dust 
and sand.

   Seal all your electronic gear in dustproof bags.

   The festival organisers provide drinking water and basic Malian food such as fish, 
chicken or goat stews, all of which inevitably get a bit gritty from sand. If you can’t 
manage without comfort foods such as muesli bars, biscuits or bananas, take your 
own. You can buy beer on site.

   Take more money than you think you’ll need. Transport in Mali is expensive, banks 
are very few and arranging a transfer from your home account can be difficult.
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The main stage at 
Essakaane is set 
up on the dunes

African cultures collide in 
Essakane’s Festival au Désert
EFFIE FOTAKI



FESTIVAL INTERNATIONAL DE JAZZ DE 
SAINT-LOUIS
Where: Saint-Louis  When: 28–31 May 2009
Website: www.saintlouisjazz.com

SENEGAL

CAPE VERDE

CARNAVAL DA SÃO VICENTE
Where: Mindelo  When: 21–24 February 2009

FESTIVAL SUR LE NIGER
Where: Ségou  When: 29 January–1 February 2009  Website: www.festivalsegou.org

MALI
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There’s plenty of glitz at 
Cape Verde’s Carnival 
da São Vicente

It’s all jazz jazz 
jazz at Saint-Louis
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Music festivals

THE GAMBIA

ROOTS FESTIVAL
Where: Banjul, Juffureh, Janjanbureh & Kanilai
When: June 2010  Website: www.rootsgambia.gm

GHANA

PANAFEST
Where: Tamale, Kumasi & Cape Coast
When: July 2009
Website: www.panafest.org

WEST African festivals: 
getting there

MALI
Visas
Apply in advance. There are consulates in Paris, 
Brussels, Geneva and Washington DC.

Flights
Royal Air Maroc (www.royalairmaroc.com) fly from Paris 
to Bamako.

Overland to Ségou
Bus from Bamako, 3.5 hours.

Overland to Essakane
Tour companies offering Festival au Désert trips with 
transport, camping and catering include Balanzan 
Tours (www.balanzantours.com) and Saga Tours (www.
sagatours.com); others are listed on the festival 
website. To travel independently, start by heading for 
Timbuktu (by plane from Bamako, or by road and/or 
river via Mopti), then hire a 4WD.

SENEGAL
Visas
Not required by UK, USA, Canada or South Africa 
nationals. Australians and New Zealanders require 
visas.

Flights
Air France (www.airfrance.com) fly from Paris to Dakar.

Overland to Saint-Louis 
Bush taxi from Dakar (3.5hours).

THE GAMBIA
Visas
Not required by UK or Commonwealth nationals. US 
citizens can apply via the embassy in Washington 
(www.gambiaembassy.us).

Flights
The Gambia Experience (www.gambiaflights.co.uk) 
offer direct flights from London, Bristol, East Midlands 
and Manchester to Banjul.

CAPE VERDE
Visas
Issued on arrival on Sal. To save time at passport 
control, make an advance application through your 
airline or tour operator.

Flights
The Cape Verde Experience (www.capeverdeexperience.
co.uk) offer direct flights from London and Manchester 
to Sal. TACV (www.flytacv.com) fly from Sal to São 
Vicente.

GHANA
Visas
Apply in advance. There are consulates in London, 
Ottawa, Washington DC and Pretoria.

Flights
British Airways (www.ba.com) fly form London to Accra; 
Air France fly from Paris.
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Things can reach 
a feverish pitch at 
the Roots Festival

Friends of Africa 
unite at Panafest
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KENYA

MAULIDI, LAMU
Where: Lamu  
When: Early March 2009

EAST AND 
SOUTHERN AFRICA

SAUTI ZA BUSARA, ZANZIBAR
Where: Stone Town  When: 12–17 February 2009
Website: www.busaramusic.org

TANZANIA

LAKE OF STARS
Where: Senga Bay  When: 10–12 October 2008
Website: www.lakeofstars.co.uk

MALAWI

Music festivals

The Sauti Za Busara breathes 
even more life into Zanzibar
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Donkey races during Maulidi 

LAKE O
F STARS FESTIVAL

Malawi’s Lake of Stars 
festival takes low-key 
to a new level. The 
results? Fantastic
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Music festivals

SOUTH AFRICA

CAPE TOWN INTERNATIONAL 
JAZZ FESTIVAL
Where:  International Convention Centre & 

Greenmarket Square, Cape Town
When: 3–4 April 2009
Website: www.capetownjazzfest.com

East and southern African 
festivals: getting there

KENYA
Visas Available on arrival.

Flights
British Airways (www.ba.com), Kenya Airways (www.
kenya-airways.com) and Virgin Atlantic (www.virgin-
atlantic.com) fly direct from London to Nairobi. Air Kenya 
(www.airkenya.com) fly from Nairobi to Lamu, daily.

TANZANIA
Visas Available on arrival.

Flights
Kenya Airways fly from London to Zanzibar via Nairobi.

MALAWI
Visas Tourist permits issued on arrival (free).

Flights
Kenya Airways fly from London to Lilongwe via Nairobi.

Overland to Senga Bay
Bus from Lilongwe (4-5 hours).

SOUTH AFRICA
Visas Tourist permits issued on arrival (free).

Flights
BMI (www.flybmi.com), British Airways and South 
African Airways (www.flysaa.com) fly direct from 
London to Cape Town.

CAPE TOWN MINSTREL CARNIVAL
Where: Athlone Stadium, Cape Town  When: From 1 January 2009
Website: www.capetownminstrels.co.za
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at the Cape Town 

International Jazz Festival
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Music is woven so tightly into the fabric of African culture that 
just about every public event is marked by some kind of musical 
performance, from impromptu jamming sessions to full-blown 
multi-stage concert programmes. Here’s a complete calendar of 
the biggest and best to rock the continent.

A YEAR OF CELEBRATIONS

JANUARY

SOUTH AFRICA Cape Town Minstrel Carnival See page 
43. From 1 January. www.capetownminstrels.co.za

MALI Festival au Desert See page 37. Essakane, 
early January. www.festival-au-desert.org

MALI Festival sur le Niger See page 38. Ségou, late 
January or early February. www.festivalsegou.org

FEBRUARY

CAPE VERDE Carnaval, São Vicente See 
page 38. Mindelo, mid-February.

TANZANIA Sauti Za Busara, Zanzibar See page 41. 
Stone Town, mid-February. www.busaramusic.com

BURKINA FASO Festival Panafricain du Cinema 
de Ouagadougou (FESPACO) Film festival, also 
featuring at least two concerts from big names 
such as Youssou N’Dour and Baaba Maal. Late 
February in odd-numbered years. www.fespaco.bf

MARCH

KENYA Maulidi, Lamu See page 41. Dates 
vary with the Islamic calendar.

APRIL

SOUTH AFRICA Cape Town Jazz Festival See page 43. 
Late March or early April. www.capetownjazzfest.com

SOUTH AFRICA Splashy Fen At the foot of the Southern 
Drakensberg Mountains, this huge festival featuring 
the best in South African pop and rock is South 
Africa’s answer to Glastonbury. Underberg, KwaZulu 
Natal, Easter weekend. www.splashyfen.co.za

NAMIBIA Windhoek Carnival This knees-up, also 
called Wika, includes a masked ball, parades, 
concerts and plenty of enthusiastic beer-
quaffing. Mid-April. www.skw.com.na/wika

MALI Fêtes des Masques, Pays Dogon Masked dancers, 
some on stilts, take centre stage for a dramatic 
and colourful performance, in which rival troupes 
compete against each other to re-enact scenes from 
tribal history. Purists argue that the spiritual roots 
of these dances have been corrupted for the benefit 
of tourists, but you’re still left with the feeling that 
you’re witnessing an ancient and thrillingly authentic 
event. Dates vary with the astronomical calendar.

ZAMBIA Kuomboka Traditional ceremony of 
the Lozi people, celebrated at the peak of the 
Bulozi floods in Barotseland, and heralded 
by resounding Maoma drumming. Dates vary 
with the floods. www.barotseland.com

ZIMBABWE Harare International Festival for the Arts 
(HIFA) Draws big-name African and international 
artists. Late April and early May. www.hifa.co.zw

MAY

SENEGAL Festival International de Jazz de Saint-Louis 
See page 38. Late May. www.saintlouisjazz.com

MOROCCO Festival de Fès des Musiques 
Sacrées du Monde See page 34. Fez, late 
May or early June. www.fesfestival.com

JUNE

MOROCCO Festival Gnaoua et Musiques 
du Monde Essaouira, late June. See page 
35. www.festival-gnaoua.net

THE GAMBIA Roots Festival See page 39. Late June 
in even-numbered years. www.rootsgambia.gm

SOUTH AFRICA National Arts Festival Africa’s largest 
and grandest arts festival, a ten-day world-class 
event featuring classical music, jazz, opera, theatre, 
poetry, cinema and dance. Grahamstown, Eastern 
Cape, late June or early July. www.nafest.co.za

JULY

MOROCCO Festival National des Arts 
Populaires See page 36. Marrakech, mid-
July. www.marrakechfestival.com

SOUTH AFRICA Bomvu Cultural Drumming Festival 
Five-day drumming, dance and psychedelic-trance 
festival, including a drumming marathon, open to all. 
Coffee Bay, mid-July. www.bomvubackpackers.com

There are plenty of moves, and 
smiles, on show at Zanzibar’s 
Sauti Za Busara festival 

Muslim pilgrims from all over the 
region gather in Lamu for the all-
night recitation of the Maulid
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Music festivals

TANZANIA Zanzibar International Film Festival 
Huge ten-day festival which includes many musical 
events, exhibitions and workshops as well as film 
screenings. Stone Town, mid-July. www.ziff.or.tz

GHANA Panafest See page 39. Late July in 
odd-numbered years. www.panafest.org

AUGUST

CAPE VERDE Festival da Baia das Gatas Full 
moon rock festival on the beach at this tiny 
(but fast-growing) resort town on the island 
of São Vicente. Mid-August; dates vary.

NIGER Cure Salée / Gerewol The much-photographed 
male beauty pageants of northwest Niger take 
place after the rains. Young Fulani men seeking a 
wife adorn themselves with thick face paint, and 
then set about displaying their sex appeal through 
ritual teeth-baring and eyeball-rolling. Visitors 
don’t have much opportunity to participate, but 
you’re likely to hear music and see plenty of highly 
decorated nomads if you’re passing through. 
Agadez region, August or September; dates vary.

SEPTEMBER

SOUTH AFRICA Rustlers Valley Festivals Series of 
music events with a new age vibe, marking the 
Spring Equinox (around 21 September), Christmas, 
New Year and Easter. The Rustlers Valley Farm was 
devastated by a bushfire in 2007 and owner Frik 
Grobbelaar died in April 2008, but the festival 
organisers, determined to get back on their feet, 
are hosting an Equinox event this September. 
Rustlers Valley, Free State. www.rustlers.co.za

SOUTH AFRICA Hermanus Whale Festival The seaside 
town of Hermanus, an hour and a half’s drive from 
Cape Town, is South Africa’s self-appointed land-based 
whale-watching capital. During this five-day festival 
it pushes the boat out in celebration of the mighty 
migrating mammals. It’s common for southern right 
whales to swim so close to shore that you can see them 
clearly from the cliff paths. The festival programme 
includes concerts and cabaret nights. Hermanus, 
Western Cape, late September. www.whalefestival.co.za

LIBYA Ghadames Festival Traditional music, with richly 
costumed dancers and Arabic-style drumming, to 
accompany rites of passage. September or October.

OCTOBER

MALAWI Lake of Stars See page 41. Senga Bay, late 
September or early October. www.lakeofstars.co.uk

SEYCHELLES Festival Kreol A colourful, 
week-long showcase for Seychellois music, 
dance and cuisine. Late October.

NOVEMBER

GHANA Hogebetsotso Festival The Anlo Ewes of 
eastern Ghana pay homage to their mighty chiefs, 
dressed in colourful royal regalia, with drumming, 
singing and dancing. Anloga, early November.

MALI Diafarabé cattle crossing Every year, once 
the seasonal grasslands of the northern Sahel 
have completely dried out, the semi-nomadic 
Fulani pastoralists of the Malian Sahel congregate 
at the village of Diafarabé on the banks of the 
Niger for a ritual river-crossing ceremony. Families 
are reunited for a precious few days – a time 
of great celebration and spontaneous music-
making. November or December; dates vary.

DECEMBER

ETHIOPIA Thousand Stars Music Festival Three-
day festival of traditional Ethiopian music and 
dance, deep in the remote Rift Valley. Arba Minch, 
southern Ethiopia, mid December. www.gughe.org

SOUTH AFRICA Mother City Queer Project (MCQP) 
The beautiful (and not-so-beautiful) people of Cape 
Town’s gay and lesbian community dress to kill for a 
glamorous party which takes a different theme each 
year. Cape Town, mid December. www.mcqp.co.za

NIGERIA Oki Festival Fishermen’s festival, in which 
Kalabari dancers wiggle like fish, turtles and crocodiles 
to lively drumming. Port Harcourt, 25 December.

TUNISIA Festival International du Sahara de Douz See 
page 36. Douz, late December. www.festivaldouz.org.tn.

Find out 
more
The following specialist 
companies are 
experienced in creating 
itineraries for those 
travellers wanting 
to take in the music 
festivals of Africa.

 Fulani Travel www.
fulanitravel.co.uk

 Tim Best Travel www.
timbesttravel.com

 From Here 2 
Timbuktu www.
fromhere2timbuktu.com

Responsible Travel 
www.responsibletravel.
com

The Festival Gnaoua et Musiques 
du Monde in Morocco
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African music is never short 
of an energetic beat
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