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The Fula Flute Ensemble was founded in New York City in 1999 and comprises some 

of the finest African and African-oriented musicians in North America. Its jazz-style approach to 

mostly traditional Mande repertoire makes an otherwise foreign idiom sound strangely familiar. 

The ensemble’s music focuses on the tambin, the traditional flute of the Fulani people of the Fouta 

Djalon highlands of Guinea. The tambin, is a little-known instrument outside of West Africa. 

There, it is revered for the profound effect it has on listeners, often bringing them to tears with its 

haunting sound and melodies that reach deep inside one's soul. The tambin is often encountered 

as one travels through the back country...  it emanates from the forest as if the song of a spirit.  

The lead soloist of the Fula Flute Ensemble is Bailo Bah, a master of the tambin. Every one of his 

breaths is infused with vitality as his exhalations move in rhythm with the music infusing it with his 

rich and profound timbre.

In June of 2002, the Ensemble released a self-titled CD on Blue Monster Records. A unique 

contribution to the world's musical landscape, the album already has the hallmark of a classic.

In more than a year since the release of their CD,  the Fula Flute Ensemble has evolved to a high 

degree of refinement. This has been a period marked by tragedy with the passing of founding 

member Keba Bobo Cissoko; and by recognition with a historic performance for the opening of 

Zankel Hall; Carnegie Hall's new state-of-the-art performance space, alongside some of the 

World's most renowned and respected artists.

In 2003, in an effort to fill the gap left by Keba Cissoko's departure, two musicians joined the 

Ensemble's permanent line-up: Kora player Yacouba Sissoko, and singer Abdoulaye Diabate. Both 

Malian griots, they had worked together for years and toured the world as members of the 

Ensemble Koteba of Abidjan alongside Fula Flute's own Bailo Bah, Master tambin player, before 

being reunited by fate within the Ensemble.
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The Ensemble backstage at Carnegie Hall. September 10, 2003
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Master tambin player Bailo Bah "Chinois" was born in Guinea 
of a Vietnamese mother and a Peul (Fulani) father. They met in Indochina 
where his father was serving in the French Army. In his village, Bailo 
learned to play the tambin from his grandfather.  At 15 years of age, Bailo 
left his village for Dakar, seeking to find work using his musical abilities. 
The trip that started then lasted many years as he made his way down the 
coast of West Africa, all the way to Ivory Coast where he became one of 
the greatest flutists in this musical powerhouse city. During his long 
carreer, Bailo participated in countless festivals, recordings, and tours 
around the world. He was a soloist with the Ensemble Koteba for 22 years 
and toured with the famous show Africa Oyé.

Band Conductor & balafonist Famoro Dioubate was born in 
Conakry, Guinea. He is the grandson of El Hadj Djelli Sory Kouyate, a 
living legend of the Manden balafon. During his teens he spent five years 
in Abidjan working with Cheik Smith-Sherif and Sekou Camara Cobra. 
Back in Conakry he co-founded Les Heritiers with Sekouba Kandia 
Kouyate. Concurrently, he was the understudy of his grandfather in the 
Ensemble Instrumental National and routinely performed for the President 
of Guinea and foreign dignitaries. In the early nineties, he was a member 
of the Groupe Standard which accompanied most of the visiting stars of 
African music. He co-produced M'mah Doumbouya's album which 
reached number one in Guinea this year.

Singer & guitarist Abdoulaye Diabate descendant from a long 
line of djellis was born in Kela, Mali and was raised in the heart of the 
Mande tradition. In 1973 he joined the Tenetemba Jazz in Bamako, Mali. 
Then became the lead singer of the Koule Star Band of Kouchala. In 1975 
he moved to Abidjan, Ivory Coast, where he formed his own twelve piece 
band, Super Mande, in which some of West African music’s greatest 
luminaries circulated as bandmembers: Salif Keita, Mory Kante, Kante 
Manfila, Ousmane Kouyate and many more... In 1992, Abdoulaye joined 
the world reknowned Ballets Koteba as a singer and guitarist. He also 
toured the world with Les Gos de Koteba in the mid-nineties. He was noted 
in 2002 as the star of the Smithsonian Folkways compilation: Badenya, 
Manden Jaliya in New York City; Abdoulaye was featured on the cover of 
the album wearing his irresistible smile.
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Bassist Peter Fand was born and raised in Maplewood, New Jersey. 
He studied music and ethnomusicology at Kean College and City 
College. He has traveled extensively in West Africa, studying the kora and 
the djembe. In 1998 he released a kora-meditation recording entitled 
Dedication. It was selected by the Yoga Journal as one of 2000’s top 10 
best Meditation CDs. He founded Blue Monster Studio, which became an 
important center for the recording of African music. More than a dozen 
albums of traditional and modern African music have been recorded there 
since its inception (including Fula Flute), in addition to film scores, and 
music for national television. He is the music director of Create, an Arts in 
Education organization based in Brooklyn. 

Kora player Yacouba Sissoko was born in Kita, Mali. His 
grandfather, Samakoun Tounkara, began teaching him when he was 12 
years old. Samakoun's wife Bintouba Diabate was a famous singer in her 
own right. They raised Yacouba and educated him in his griot heritage 
and in many lessons about life. He attended the Institut National des Arts 
du Mali in Bamako. After graduation, he performed with artists such as 
Ami Koita, Kandia Kouyate and l'Ensemble Instrumental du Mali. In 1993, 
he was recruited for the Ensemble Koteba of Abidjan and spend the next 5 
years touring the world. In demand as one of the most versatile kora 
players, he is at ease in jazz, Latin and R & B music as well as in the 
traditional African repertoire.

Musical Director and tambin player Sylvain Leroux was born 
in Montréal. He studied flute at the Vincent d'Indy School of Music and 
privately with Jean-Paul Major. He aso attended the Creative Music Studio 
in Woodstock, New York. In Montréal, he recorded alongside Yaya Diallo 
the groundbreaking LP Nangapè. In the early eighties he founded and led 
Mysterioso, a group dedicated to the music of jazzman Thelonious Monk 
and was a member of Bantamba, an ensemble that innovated in the 
meeting of African music and jazz. He studied the tambin in Conakry, 
Guinea and since has become one of the rare outsiders to play this 
astonishing instrument. He founded the Fula Flute Ensemble in the late 
nineties after meeting Bailo. He composes for the Ensemble. 
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FLUTE BAND FROM AFRICA WIDENS RANGE OF FESTIVAL
Star-Ledger  
Tuesday, May 06, 2003  
BY FREDERICK KAIMANN

Leave it to the Raritan River Music Festival. West Jersey's plucky, adventurous 
spring concert series has done it again, beginning its four-week season with a 
fringe winner that pushes up against the festival's ever-expanding boundaries.
This opening act on Saturday, the Fula Flute Ensemble at the Prallsville Mills in Stockton, sounds staid 
enough at first. A bunch of flutists could be as edgy as a recorder society having high tea.

But the Fula Flute Ensemble isn't a fraternity of James Galway, Jean-Pierre Rampal and Zamfir acolytes. 
(Not that there's anything wrong with that.) It's a West African pick-up band of all-star immigrants who 
discovered each other in New York last year. 

There are only two flutists in the sextet: organizer and spokesman Sylvain Leroux, a Montreal-born 
ethnomusicologist, and the masterful Bailo Bah, a Guinean genius on the tambin, an African flute. 

The others play the instruments one might expect: Famoro Dioubate from Guinea on the balafon (a 
type of marimba), the happy singing drummer Abdoulaye "Djoss" Diabate from Mali, and the super-
cool Malian Yacouba Sissoko on the kora (a gourd-mounted harp). The only oddity is Peter Fand, who 
plays the upright bass and who grew up in Maplewood. 

Many of the musicians have played with each other before, some touring internationally together prior 
to immigrating to the United States. Leroux knit them together in his Manhattan apartment. Now 
they've recorded a CD and started to play dates.

Dressed in brightly colored shirts that extend to their calves and matching pants (though Diabate was 
spied at intermission in a Yankees cap eating pretzels and sipping Coke), the performers were a jazz-
like combo of traditional African styles. They played riffs and choruses, solos and acoustic sets.

Bah centered the group with amazing flute vocals. Yes, he sang while playing the flute, sometimes 
barking out his lines or whispering a tune as he marched forward with a related melody on his three-
holed wooden instrument. His range was remarkable, from raspy drive to sweet and light. Bah's flute 
was encrusted with shells and wrapped with white tape. He made Leroux's plain instrument a week 
earlier. It took him an hour. 

By the fourth piece, the rather staid audience was clapping along. No one accepted the invitation to 
dance until the finale. 

From a long line of griots, Diabate sang his many vocal parts in a light, delicate voice that could insist 
on a verse or fade back to become another sound among this African mélange. He hopped around, 
pointing solicitously at his fellow musicians as his smiling vocals continued during "Autorail," a song of 
praise. 

The problem with African griots (a village storyteller/newscaster) in America is that the fascinating 
epics, wandering tales and historical recitations are recounted in native languages, rendering their 
meanings hidden.

Is it being a cultural imperialist to want an English translation or even an English-language version? 
Perhaps, but audiences welcoming this new and vibrant generation of African immigrants into the 
fabric of the American experience seek far greater understanding of their new neighbors.

Cultural adventurers like Leroux and Fand have spent years immersed in West African cultures. Not 
everyone can be like Theodore Roosevelt, who learned Icelandic for the sole purpose of reading the 
island's national epic in its original tongue. Even opera in English has supertitles. 
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Fula Flute is an unusual recording dedicated to bringing the West African flute 
into sharp focus, and it succeeds in the hands of master musician Bailo Bah, a 
Guinean who played flute with Ballet Koteba throughout West Africa for 22 years before moving to 
New York. Multiple flutes create amazing rhythms over which Bah expounds, with force by vocalising 
his exhalations as he plays his instrument. Many of the tunes also include balafon and kora, and with 
them the ensemble brings West African traditional music to life in Brooklyn. This sessions lasts an 
hour, which provides a hearty dose of flute with an edge. 

Robert Ambrose, The Beat Magazine Volume 24 #4, 2002 (USA)

Forget Mozart and Freemasons, Fula Flute is the real magic flute. Absolutely transe-
like, hypnotic. Like hearing the rural roots of Roland Kirk - haunting, repeated short melody, then 
wild, squawking, simultaneous improvisations/ vocalisations where voice and flute act as one, so you're 
sometimes not sure which is which. This is luminous, natural, exciting, PhD to the Anderson of Tull's 
GCSE. Many echoes of Baaba Maal to be head here: he is a Peul, who are Fula. The characteristic riffs 
and figures he and Mansour Seck made famous stand here in a more rustic setting, with acres of koras, 
balafons and desert. This is the sound of the Sahel, as close to universal music as we're likely to hear, 
though in this case recorded in New York. Twin players of flute or tambin are Bailo Bah, half 
Vietnamese, half Guinean and Sylvain leroux, Montrealer, who studied flute in Guinea. They play 
traditional songs, plus one new composition by Leroux. Is this group a going concern? They should 
be.

- Rick Sanders, fRoots Magazine, March 2003 (England)

With the enormous surge in interest in the non-percussion instruments and music 
of West Africa in recent years, it's quite amazing that this is the first recording to 
feature the fula (or peul) flute of the Fulani peoples. Like the kora, up until recent times 
this instrument, also known as the tambin was primarily one of accompaniment or of solace for the 
lonely herdsman. The sound of the tambin is quite unlike that of the classical flute. In the hands of 
the master practitioners it is capable of producing vocal and multiphonic effects, not dissimilar to the 
way that a gifted jazz flautist may fuse these elements into his/her improvisations. Bailo Bah is a master 
musician who hails from Senegal.
The pieces presented here are from both the Fulani and Mandinka repertoire and are very varied, 
ranging from haunting ostinato pieces to complicated interactions between balafons and kora. 
Acoustic bass can be heard on one track while berimbaus are incorporated on another adding a 
unique but appropriate tone to the overall sound. The melodies are beautiful, simple yet often 
expanding into rhythmically complex variations. Although quite different, the moods engendered by 
Fula Flute remind me of the brilliant "Matchowe" by Guinean saxophonist Momo Wandel Soumah. 
This is probably emphasized by the one original number on the album the beautiful "Teriya" which 
evinces a similar modal intensity that might call to mind the music of John Coltrane. A 
groundbreaking and exhilarating record with the minor caveat that just occasionally the superb sonic 
quality of the recording can add a startled air to Bailo's vocal interjections or the pristinely captured 
sounds of the balafon. I'm not sure that African music is meant to be heard that way. But then that's 
just me. 
Highly recommended.

www.diaspora.com.au (Australia)
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"The Fula Flute Ensemble's CD Dedication Concert was an 
extraordinary event, full of heartfelt and immediate music that 
demonstrates the special beauty and virtuosity of an all-too-rarely 
heard West African culture. Sylvain Leroux and Bailo Bah's duo Fula 
flutes are revelatory and transporting!"

Howard Mandel President, Jazz Journalists Association

"Thanks so much for sending Fula Flute. What incredibly beautiful, 
soul-stirring music !!! I enjoyed reviewing every track !! ... Got 
more???”

Jim Byrnes, World Director KBGA  Radio, University of Montana

"... I've received the cd with the fantastic music of that charmed, 
amazing and magic flute. I showed the CD at my show radio, and my 
audience went to the delirium. Thank you once again..." 

Gilberto Mineiro, Radio DJ - Maranhão, Brazil"

... [the CD] ... is now enjoying play on the Africa station. Many, many 
thanks, the addition of these tracks to the station enhances it. In fact, 
N'dianamo is in the Top 10 Songs being played on the African 
station..."

Catherine M Gollery, Sr. World Music Director, AOLMusic 

"I think your Fula Flute CD is a delight. It is the first I have heard of 
this kind of flute, and I think your recording is invaluable. Particularly 
interesting for flutists interested in ethnic flutes and styles, etc. I look 
forward to future releases."

Rhonda Larson, flutist 

"Thank you so much for thinking to send a copy of your CD to me at 
the station. I played Teriya tonight on air. What a wonderful 
recording. Congratulations for keeping this classic style alive with 
such grace in this hemisphere."

David Noyes, The Motherland Influence WDCE, Richmond VA 

"When played according to tradition the tambin, a West African 
wooden flute associated with the ancient Fulani tribe, is remarkable 
for its distinctive sound that combines both notes and vocalizations 
(an effect modern audiences might recognize from the music of 
Rahsaan Roland Kirk or Ian Anderson of Jethro Tull). In the hands of 
a master like Bailo Bah, who hails from the Fouta Djallon Mountains 
in Guinea, the Fula flute weaves a magical musical spell. Bah's 
virtuosity, showcased here backed by a rhythmially hypnotic ensemble 
featuring the balafon and kora, is truly remarkable."

Mitchell Feldman, Contributor to Down Beat & Musica Jazz

the Fula Flute Ensemble
601 East 11th Street #3B, New York, NY 10009

(212) 505-2711 / info@fulaflute.net / www.fulaflute.net
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