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Emel Mathlouthi
Par Rémy Kolpa Kopoul conneXionneur

«L’électro-choc Emel Mathlouthi «protest singer» à la voix de jasmin.
29 janvier 2011, la rue tunisienne est en ébullition, Ben Ali s’est enfui, les lende-
mains chantent... encore et toujours. Emel Mathlouthi aussi. À Paris dans les stu-
dios de Radio Nova, lors d’une longue soirée spéciale “Nova écoute la Tunisie”, dès 
qu’elle attaque Ya Tounes Ya Meskina avec sa seule guitare, ça crépite en simultané 
sur les réseaux sociaux. Les messages tombent en rafale : ma belle Emeeeeeeeeel, 
Enorme talent, Princessssssssssssssssssssssse, Très beau ! Bravo Emel, Ça tue, 
Emel Mathlouthi ne s’est jamais cachée, au contraire, elle et beaucoup d’artistes ont 
été les pionniers qui ont soutenu la liberté d’expression. Impressionnant.

Début 2012, un an plus tard paraît Kelmti Horra, Ma parole est libre. Un cri du 
cœur qui transcende les époques de la Tunisie. La chanson-titre, sorte de pied de nez 
à une époque où la liberté était surveillée, est, dès 2008, devenue grâce à un buzz 
fulgurant sur le net une sorte d’hymne informel du soulèvement populaire, et garde 
son acuité en cette période d’incerti- tudes. L’album, lui, promet d’être la pierre an-
gulaire d’une musique qui dépasse de loin la Tunisie. Car Emel est méditerranéenne 
et urbaine. Dix titres ciselés sur tapis volant avec parures electro. Tempérament de 
feu, regard braisé et voix irradiante, Emel est sur orbite planétaire.

Tout commence dans sa cité de la banlieue de Tunis, Emel a des rêves d’art... et 
des études aux antipodes : archi, maths, ingénieur. C’est plutôt le rock qui la tente, 
à l’époque (début des années 2000), pas question pour elle de chanter en arabe. 
Avec son groupe de fac, elle fraie avec le gothique (!). Elle trippe aussi Pink Floyd, 
est fascinée par Dylan et s’entiche de Joan Baez. Tandis qu’à la maison, elle se nour-
rit de classique, de jazz et de... Cheikh Imam, le troubadour protest singer égyptien.

En 2005, ses amis l’incitent à reprendre le chantre palestinien Marcel Khalifé, du 
coup elle met en musique le poète Mahmoud Darwich et commence à écrire ses 
textes. En arabe : Palestine, droits de l’homme chez elle, dans une Tunisie sous 
surveillance mais pas silencieuse pour autant, la voix d’Emel porte, elle monte son 
groupe et se produit à El Teatro, emblématique lieu alternatif toléré, mais elle com-
mence à souffrir d’intimidations, on la menace d’interdiction vu ses activités dans 
les syndicats étudiants. Elle n’a pas accès à la radio ou la télé d’état mais elle est 
lauréate du concours RMC Moyen Orient 2006, et c’est en Jordanie qu’elle chante 
pour la première fois toutes ses compositions en arabe.



Emel Mathlouthi
Par Rémy Kolpa Kopoul conneXionneur

La voilà parisienne en 2007, elle se forge un répertoire, principalement en arabe, 
se perfectionne au Studio Cité des Arts et s’attaque à un premier disque, un mini 
album auto-produit avec violoncelle. Grâce à Culture France, elle court le monde, 
Equateur, Georgie, Yemen et... Paris, où RFI la programme pour son plateau annuel 
à la Fête de la Musique avec, excusez du peu, Yaël Naïm, Asa et Hindi Zahra ! Pen-
dant que sa vidéo live de Kelmti Horra tournée à la Bastille court sur le net dans une 
Tunisie où couve la révolte, elle collabore au groupe dub rock Meï Teï Shô, rencontre 
aussi bien Tricky que CharlElie Couture. Elle se fait remarquer dans de petits lieux 
parisiens (Entrepôt, French K-wa), sur les scènes des festivals Digital Bled à Paris et 
Les Suds à Arles. Surtout, elle se forge un répertoire qu’elle affûte en vue d’un vrai 
premier album.

Kelmti Horra, ce sont dix perles principalement en arabe (tunisien et littéraire), avec 
escapades en français et en anglais, produites par Emel elle-même, une gageure 
pour un premier opus. Elle l’a construit et fignolé avec la complicité d’une bande 
de musiciens qu’elle a soigneusement choisi pour chaque titre. Des chansons lar-
gement inspirées de moments-clé de sa vie et du monde, avec un art consommé de 
sublimer les tourments, de grimer les souffrances en rêves. 

Mur de voix (elle en a empilé jusqu’à quatre-vingts !), déferlantes de cordes entre 
mélopées orientales et pizzicati du classique d’ici, foultitude de percussions sau-
poudrées à l’infini, tout cela avec une mise en sons futuriste, voici le disque d’une 
irrépressible bâtisseuse. Sur la fange des turpitudes pousse, obstinément, le jasmin. 
Emel Mathlouthi, tempérament incandescent, en est une voix majeure et singulière. 
Un életrochoc de Tunisie (et de Paris) pour le reste du monde.»



Emel Mathlouthi
Tournée 2012-2013 : 

21/06 : TUNIS (TU) - Fête de la Musique
22/06 : LISBONNE (PT) - Gulbenkain
24/06 : AUDINCOURT (25) - Festival Rencontres et Racines
28/06 : TOULOUSE (31) - Festival Convivencia
30/06 : CHALONS EN CHAMPAGNE (51) - Musique sur la Ville
03/07 : BAGDAD (IQ) - Alliance Française
05/07 : TURIN (IT) - Nuits du Ramadan
07/07 : RUDLSTADT (DE) - TFF Rudolstadt
08/07 : RUDLSTADT (DE) - TFF Rudolstadt
10/07 : STUTTGART (DE) - Summer Festival Der Kulturen
11/07 : HANOVRE (DE) - Festival Massala
14/07 : VANCOUVER (CA) - Vancouver Folk Festival
17/07 : MONTREAL (CA) - Festival Nuits d’Afrique
19/07 : ROBION (84) - Festival de Robion
21/07 : BARCELONE (ES) - Nuits du Ramadan
22/07 : MEZE (34) - Festival de Thau
23/07 : GRENOBLE (38) - Festival Cabaret Frappé
28/07 : BOECHOUT (BE) - Sfinks Mixed
03/08 : FLOREFFE (BE) - Espéranzah
04/08 : CROZON (29) - Festival du Bout du Monde
19/08 : ZURICH (CH) - Zurcher Theater Spektakel
22/09 : MEAUX (77) - Les Muzik’elles
23/09 : BARCELONE (ES) - La Mercé
04/10 : LIEGE (BE) - Les Grignoux
05/10 : ILLKIRCH (67) - L’Illiade
06/10 : DARMSTADT (DE) - Centralstation
12/10 : ISTRES (13) - Théâtre de l’Olivier
25/10 : ANGERS (49) - Le Quai
10/11 : LIFFRE (35) - Centre Culturel
13/11 : MEYRIN (CH) - Théâtre Forum
16/11 : IBOS (62) - le Parvis
17/11 : AUCH (32) - Le Cri’art
28/11 : LONDRES (GB) - The Tabernacle
30/11 : LA CHAPPELLE SUR ERDRE (44) - Espace Capellia

Sites web officiels : 

http://www.facebook.com/E.Mathlouthi
http://emelmathlouthi.com/home.html



Emel Mathlouthi
Les Promos Qui Ont Eut Lieu : 

FRANCE 3 - Ce soir ou jamais - mardi 24 janvier
FRANCE INTER - Le Pont des Artistes - mercredi 1er février
TV5 MONDE - L’invité - mardi 9 février
FRANCE CULTURE - Movimiento - mercredi 15 février
FRANCE O - Le Labo - mardi 13 mars 
FRANCE MUSIQUE - Un Mardi Idéal - mardi 13 mars



Emel Mathlouthi
Di Republica
Mai 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Axelle Magazine
Mai 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Poly
Avril 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Io Donna
14 Avril 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 

io donna – 14 aprile 20122626

SOMMARIO

IOscopro
229 –A fior di pelle&Allergia
di Paola Trombetta,Margherita Fronte,
Riccarda Serri
230 – Psicologia&Vaccini
di ElenaMeli, Francesca Iannelli
232 – Alimentazione&Non profit
di Benedetta Verrini, Susanna
Mancinotti, Caterina e Giorgio Calabrese
235 – Io che non vivo senza tech
di Ermanno Lucchini

Divi e dintorni

EMELMATHLOUTHI, ILMIOCANTOLIBERO
Nonfosse incappatanella rivoluzione, forse le sue canzoni - cheunisconopercus-
sionimagrebine emusica elettronica, il rockdeiRadioheade ritmi gnawa e raïdel
Nordafrica - avrebberocontinuato a raccontaredi separazioni edesideri, comequel-
le della signora indiscussadellamusica araba, la libaneseFairouz.MaEmelMath-
louthi, trent’anni, tunisina, da tre espatriata aParigi, era in tournéenel suoPaesenei
giorni in cui il sacrificiodel venditore ambulanteMohamedBouazizi innescò la ca-
tenadi rivolte chehannocambiato il voltodelmondoarabo. Il suoprimoalbum, ap-
penapubblicato, si intitolaKelmtiHorra, Lamiaparola è libera. (P.P.) G
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Emel Mathlouthi
Music
Mars-Avril 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Music
Mars-Avril 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Jeune Afrique
20 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Financial Times
17-19 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Pop News
21 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Pop News
21 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Pop News
21 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Pop News
21 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Le Pays Week-End
16 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Le Pays Week-End
16 Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Libération
06/03/12

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
TéléCinéObs
01/03/12

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
Songlines Magazine
Mars-Avril 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 
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Africa Africa
Baobab-Gateway
Strings That Sing
Brechin All Records
65 mins

West African sounds through a 
Caledonian filter 

Th i s  i s  B a o b ab -
G a t e w ay ’s  d eb u t 
album, featuring a 
unique combination 
of traditional West 
African, Ugandan and 

modern instruments. Tanzanian-born 
Dougie Hudson leads the trio, playing the 
guitar and bolon (a gourd harp), with 
S t u a r t  D i n w o o d i e  p l a y i n g  t h e 
kamelengoni (hunter’s lute) and Andy 
Cooke playing the ennanga, endingidi and 
endongo thumb pianos. They are joined 
by Rise Kagona on guitar, Cynthia Gentle 
on backing vocals, Soriba Skanouté on 
kora (harp-lute) and Chris Grieves on 
trombone. The album explores the 
contemporary ways in which these 
traditional instruments can be played. 

While all three of the trio are better 
known for being drummers, they have 
resisted including percussion in their 
album; Hudson and his fellow Scotland-
based musicians have certainly mastered 
those harps and fiddles from East and 
West Africa. English lyrics are heard, 
which results in a truly original sound 
when used alongside the trombone and 
African instruments. 

At first it takes some getting used to. 
With a lively rhythm, ‘Pullin’ Me’ is a track 
that opens the album nicely. It sets the 
pace for what is to follow, with the lively 
yet gentle energy continuing into the next 
track, ‘Salaya’. The guitar is much more 
prominent in ‘Jewel Light’, giving it a real 
West African flavour, whilst the ngoni is 
given a track all to itself, albeit one lasting 
only 25 seconds. The instruments work 
very well together throughout the album, 
intertwining to create rich, rhythmical 
melodic textures.

Louise Ungless

Bonga
Hora Kota
Lusafrica
50 mins

A homecoming for the man 
with the deep-as-a-well voice 

Exile is a terrible thing, 
but its pain has often 
been a hugely creative 
spur for many artists. 
T h e  s u b s e q u e n t 
homecoming can be a 

triumphant vindication, but it usually 
comes too late to be the impetus for fresh 
creative heights. Once Masekela and 
Makeba returned to South Africa in the 
early 90s, for example, neither of them 
produced anything to rival the potency of 

the work that poured from them during 
their long absence from home. The years 
and the struggle had taken their toll – or 
perhaps with the battle won, there was 
nothing left to stir them to greatness. After 
long decades spent in exile in Holland, 
France, Belgium and Portugal, the 68-year-
old Bonga is now back in Angola, the 
country of his birth which he fled during 
the independence struggle in the late 60s. 
Unsurprisingly, Hora Kota (The Time of 
the Elders) lacks the urgency and intensity 
of, say, Angola 72, his debut release, which 
prompted the Portuguese colonial 
authorities to issue an arrest warrant for 
sedition. Rather, it is a ripe, mellow affair of 
acoustic folk melodies in the local semba 
rhythm, sung in his ever-huskier voice. 
Bonga’s huskiness is not a challenging 
Waits-style rasp or menacing Beefheartian 
croak: it’s more of a mellifluous, whisky-
stained voice of experience. Think of Paolo 
Conte, or Rod Stewart in his Great 
American Songbook persona – but an 
octave lower. It’s lovely stuff, the sound of a 
man content to be back home, but who has 
learnt too much on his travels ever to 
sound complacent.

Nigel Williamson

Amadou Diagne
Introducing Amadou 
Diagne
World Music Network 
60 mins

Not the winning album you 
might expect

Senegalese guitarist 
a n d  s i n g e r -
songwriter Amadou 
Diagne won World 
Music Network’s 
online ‘Battle of the 

Bands’ competition with an entry that lacks 
soul, rhythm or spice. The opening track 
‘Senegal’ – the one that won him the 
competition – does not show off his best 
side. In fact, he doesn’t really get going until 
the final track ‘Mam’, in which some sense 
of rhythm carries the song from one end to 
the other. The opening track sets us up for 
some weak songwriting, compositions 
lacking in imagination, and anaemic, 
unappetising melodies.

‘Talibe’, a song about Senegalese street 
children, is poignant, a feeling accentuated 
by the mournful cello which also gives 
it some musical richness. But the song 
struggles to find shape, move on or reach 
a climax and one feels deflated by the end. 
‘Africa Stop War’ has rhythm driving it and 
a sense that we are going somewhere, but 
layering the voices and adding some full-
bodied instruments could have made this a 
really enjoyable song. 

Thankfully a kora (harp-lute) was 
brought in to add some depth to the 
album and young Gambian player Sura 
Susso adds his quietly stunning strokes to 

‘Beaguele’. The two work together well on 
this track, Diagne’s voice lifts and the two 
play off against each other’s rhythms. But 
it also serves to point out that Diagne’s 
voice and guitar alone are not enough 
to give these songs the punch they 
need. Without the kora’s melodic tones, 
the songs limp along without purpose. 
For an Introducing album, this was a 
missed trick. Diagne’s debut should have 
been the one to show an international 
audience what good music he could make. 
The album does little to showcase his 
talents and his follow-up will have to be 
extraordinary. Some musical direction and 
top-class production would have made 
this something worth talking about. 

Rose Skelton

Edzayawa 
Projection One
Soundway 
38 mins

Delightful Ghanaian Afro-rock 
period piece

The term ‘rock’ was so 
out of favour at the 
time of the 1980s 
world music boom, it’s 
taken until now for 
the Afro-rock of the 

early 1970s to find favour with the 
Western Afro-cognoscenti. The ironic 
thing is that this music was hardly rock at 
all anyway. Mostly the province of 
Nigerian and Ghanaian musicians – 
Osibisa being the most famous – Afro-
rock was a spacey, open-ended blend of 
highlife, ‘conscious’ soul and psychedelia 
with jazz, funk and traditional touches. 
Doesn’t sound bad, does it?

After two excellent compilations and 
a duo of albums from one of the genre’s 
leading bands, Monomono, Soundway is 
re-releasing the debut of the pioneering, 
but far less well-known Edzayawa. A 
bunch of Ghanaians based in Nigeria, they 
regularly opened for Fela at the Shrine, 
but recorded just one more album before 
disbanding. All the signature Afro-rock 
elements are here: an emphasis on kit-
drums, wayward Hammond organs and 
funky guitars, with chants, rather than 
straight songs, predominating. If it sounds 
at times like the soundtrack to some long 
lost Afro-tribal hippy rock musical, that is 
all part of the appeal. The title-track starts 
in an amorphous, freak-out mode before 
hitting a super-slow funky-highlife rhythm 
with rousing chorus, while the dark and 
moody groove of ‘Gondzin’ is interrupted 
by a parping traditional flute. It’s potent 
stuff, redolent of what the original liner 
notes by one ‘Disc Jockey’ Jon Ndisika 
called ‘the new world of progressiveness in 
music’ – an era that never quite happened, 
or at least not in the way anticipated by 
this music.

Mark Hudson

Kojato & the Afro Latin 
Cougaritas
All About Jazz
Buyu Records
46 mins

Ex-pat Liberian makes an  
Afro-jazz splash 

T h e r e  a r e 
comparatively few 
m u s i c i a n s  f r o m 
Liberia in West Africa 
who have received 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

exposure, and Kojo Ebenezer Samuels is a 
name new to me. Born in 1943, he has 
performed with the group Kapingbdi and 
also worked with Fela Kuti and Cecil 
Taylor. Now based in Germany, Kojo has 
teamed up with keyboard player Andre 
Neundorf for the venture Kojato – All 
About Jazz. Thankfully this is not yet 
another sub-standard Fela Kuti copy band 
and it is only on one track that they 
replicate (very passably) Fela’s Afro-beat 
style. The rest of the album is a head-
spinning mixture of jazz-flavoured, 
globally influenced, in-the-pocket grooves. 
Conceptually it reminds me of the 
excellent first Us 3 – Hand On The Torch 
album; but it is jazz with a funky African 
flavour rather than jazz on a hip-hop tip. 
The (presumably German) musicians that 
comprise the splendidly named Afro Latin 
Cougaritas are an extremely tight outfit. It 
is Neundorf ’s keyboard work and 
instrumental arrangements that make this 
album really shine. The title-track is 
exceptional, and on ‘Like a Gypsy’ the 
arrangement drifts into Django-style 
Gypsy jazz, while other tracks have a bossa 
nova flavour. Vocally Kojo is similar to 
Manu Dibango – lots of languid 
muttering, sing-talk and scat singing, 
though some of his lyrics are slightly inane. 
Despite any minor weaknesses All About 
Jazz is a thoroughly entertaining and 
varied Afro-jazz session. 

Martin Sinnock

Makan Badje Tounkara
Sodjan
Buda Musique
47 mins

Lute master playing for none 
but himself

I f  ngoni  v ir tuoso 
M a k a n  B a d j e 
Tounkara looks like he 
might be out to cash in 
on Bassekou Kouyaté’s 
extraordinary success 

with Ngoni Ba, he is far from being a mere 
copyist. From a similarly illustrious griot 
background, he can lay claim to having 
recorded the first modern ngoni (Malian 
lute) virtuoso album, Ngoni Solo, nine years 
ago. Like Bassekou he has added three 
extra strings to the instrument’s original 

four, and plays at times with a similar high-
pitched note-bending touch. 

While this second album features three 
variously toned ngonis, the emphasis is 
less on group interplay than on Bassekou’s 
two albums; the recording, apparently by 
Makan himself, is more traditional in feel. 
On the opening title-track, a delightful 
skittering riff sets up a dialogue with a 
plaintively ragged chorus, before speeding 
up to allow some plinking, bendy-noted 
soloing. The bluesier ‘A Ye Wili’, with husky 
vocals from Makan has more soloing in this 
vein – which can feel a bit of a gimmick. 
If his playing overall is less energetic and 

pyrotechnic than Bassekou’s the album 
scores when the ngonis dig into some 
earthy riffing behind some rather good 
singers (not clearly identified on the sleeve), 
including a Baaba Maal-ish man and a 
Fanta Damba-ish woman (a combination 
that can’t be bad) on the world-weary 
‘Kakolo’. There’s a more upbeat feel to the 
Maninka-flavoured ‘Sabou’, while Makan 
pulls out all the stops on the closer ‘Togna’. 
The best tracks here have an appealing 
sense of performances that would have 
gone on whether anyone was recording 
them or not. 

Mark Hudson

Ladysmith Black Mambazo
The Pure and the Golden
Metro Select
2 CDs, 126 mins

A game of two halves: classics 
and some unusual guests

The entire world 
knows and loves 
S o u th  A f r i c a’s 
p r e m i e r  Z u l u 
ensemble. Joseph 
Shabalala’s group 

has such a vast repertoire, recorded over 
almost 40 years, that there’s plenty to 
sustain multiple compilations without too 
much overlap and repetition. Compiler Iain 
Scott has taken several interesting decisions 
in his approach to this two-hour 
retrospective of glorious a capella singing. 
The first is that he has concentrated 
primarily on their Zulu-language material. 
That means some notable absentees, 
including the Paul Simon collaborations 
such as ‘Homeless’ and ‘Diamonds on the 
Soles of Their Shoes’. Yet they are so over-
familiar that their absence is not 
unwelcome, particularly as it makes room 
for some less familiar material from their 
early years. Outstanding among the pre-
Simon recordings are ‘Awu! Phathaphatha’ 
from 1973 and ‘Is’timela’, recorded a year 
later. The close harmonies on these early 
recordings are as tight as anything they 
subsequently performed; but the singing is 
marked by an earthier rawness that is 
instantly appealing. How swiftly they 

learned the techniques of the studio is 
evident on 1977’s ‘Bantu Radio’, recorded as 
an advert for the South African 
Broadcasting Corporation, and on which 
the smoothness that later became their 
trademark is already emerging. The 20 well-
chosen tracks on disc one continue the 
story chronologically, concluding with a 
brace from the 2007 album Ilembe. The 
decision to fill the second CD with the 
group’s collaborations is less satisfying. It 
kicks off abominably: a full-band reggae 
version of ‘Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door’ 
with Dolly Parton. Six tracks from the 
Women of Mambazo album is too many 
and there are a similar number recorded 
with the SABC Choir. However lovely the 
sound is, devoting two-thirds of the second 
disc to just two projects lends the package 
an unbalanced feel.

Nigel Williamson

Lucky Dube
Life & Times
Metro Select
2 CDs, 124 mins

Dube hits, and a rare glimpse 
into his early years

The first reaction on 
receiving yet another 
L u c k y  D u b e 
compilation is to groan 
inwardly. Since the 
South African reggae 

star’s death in 2007, there have been at least 
three such comps, and sitting on my 
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Liberian-born Kojo 
Ebenezer Samuels,  

now resident in 
Germany

Emel Mathlouthi
Kelmti Horra
World Village
57 mins

Brave young sounds of today’s Tunisia
Is this the sound of post-revolutionary Tunisia? Perhaps. 
Certainly it is a self-assured, outward-looking and proudly 
individual debut from a girl from the Tunis suburbs. Youth 
and personal freedom are unusually powerful elements in 
the Middle East right now, a region that has for too long 
been synonymous with aged autocracy – both political 

and social. If Emel Mathlouthi does represent the future of Tunisian music, 
it’s a bold beginning. Her previous collaboration with Tricky is evident in the 
trip-hop beats and cool, sparse arrangements, and while she cites the 
influence of Joan Baez, more contemporary females come to mind, such as 
Björk and French flavour-of-the-moment, Camille. 

Prominent traditional Tunisian percussion blends effortlessly with a 
Western string trio, violin snaking melodies over the top. Mathlouthi’s voice 
has a sharp stillness, her vocals inventive, from hush whispers to rippling 
crescendos. Added to this are backing vocals that layer together to build a 
steady, rich tension in standout tracks such as ‘Dhalem’ (Tyrant) and ‘Kelmti 
Horra’ (My Word is Free). 

Those two song titles reveal the other overriding element of this debut – 
its strong political message. Mathlouthi got out of Tunisia and, like so many 
North Africans, made for the freedoms of Paris. She now delivers a timely 
paean to her homeland, lamenting its tormented past and meditating on its 
future. Whether it is one in which the likes of Mathlouthi will return remains 
to be seen. This is, however, a sophisticated rallying cry to all those Tunisians 
in exile. 

Nathaniel Handy
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Emel Mathlouthi
La Terrasse
Mars 2012

Contact Scène : 3 Pom Prod  
Etienne Ziller - e.ziller@3pomprod.com 



Emel Mathlouthi
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“
On m’avait demandé 

de ne pas chanter 
mes chansons engagées, 

mais je n’ai que ça 
”
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