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Youssou Ndour: I Bring What I Love, is a music-infused cinematic journey about 
the power of one man’s voice to inspire change. Described by Rolling Stone as 
‘‘a singer with a voice so extraordinary the history of Africa seems locked inside 
it.’’ Youssou Ndour bridges two worlds – that of a modern pop star, the highest 
selling African artist of all time, and a West African griot, a traditional musical 
storyteller. As a child, he followed in his grandmother’s footsteps and began 
singing at religious events; by the age of 23, he had become a household name 
from Europe to Asia. 

Ndour has dedicated his life to promoting human rights. Over the past 30 years 
he has testified before Congress about global health issues, and collaborated 
with superstars like Bono, Neneh Cherry and Peter Gabriel - while touring 
incessantly and performing for millions of passionate fans. At home in Senegal, 
the Grammy award-winning artist is an inspiration for generations.

Youssou Ndour: I Bring What I Love chronicles Ndour, a devout Sufi Muslim, 
as he releases a deeply personal and religious album called Egypt in the hope 
of promoting a more tolerant face of Islam. He trespasses into the domain of 
revered traditional religious singers. Almost instantly, his fellow Senegalese 
reject the album, and denounce his actions as blasphemous. Merchants quickly 
return their copies and Ndour is made the center of controversy. Director Chai 
Vasarhelyi follows Ndour for over two years – filming in Africa, Europe, and 
America – to tell the story of how he faces these challenges and eventually 
wins over audiences both at home and abroad. 

Youssou Ndour: I Bring What I Love opens the door to a life filled with hope 
that began humbly, with a respect for his family’s storytelling tradition and the 
desire to share his joy of music, and rose to become one of Time magazine’s 
100 Most Influential People in the World. 

From generations of griots, comes a messenger for our time - Youssou Ndour.





Why did you agree to be filmed by Chai Vasarhelyi for ‘I Bring What I Love’?

I liked the way this young woman approached me.  I was curious that this young Asian/Brazilian/
American woman wanted to make a film about me. She knew about my music and had decided to 
start making a film, using her own resources, about my personal journey.  Also, the fact that she is 
American, from the land of movies, was interesting to me because I knew that her perspective on 
my life would be different.  I appreciate people who take risks.
 
Your schedule is jam-packed.  How did that influence the manner in which Chai was 
able to film you?  How were you able to commit to the filming?

The film crew became part of our lives. They came on tour with my group, Le Super Etoile, for a 
while. Then when my album ‘Egypt’ was launched, Chai and her team followed me through the 
promotional activities surrounding ‘Egypt’ as well as my ‘usual’ concerts with Le Super Etoile.  
She usually filmed us for four or five hours a day. Just as we were: during press interviews, card 
games, bus travel, meals; it was everyday life on the road, without setting aside anything special 
for interviews with me. And when I was at home in Senegal – well you can see in film how my family 
embraced Chai. Her own interviews with me came later, almost at the end of the whole process.

Watching this film through Chai’s eyes has surprised even me; I have discovered a lot about 
myself.  I never know exactly how people perceive what I say and do so it was amazing to see 
those reactions to our story as they are captured in the film.
 
‘Egypt’ was a profoundly personal recording at first.  Didn’t you hesitate before allowing 
cameras into the intimacy of such a personal project?

Once I decided to share ‘Egypt’ with my record company (Nonesuch), it could no longer be a 
guarded, private, or strictly personal project.  This music belongs to everyone.  The whole ‘Egypt’ 
experience was a real change for me. The ‘Egypt’ tour was added to the end of a Super Etoile tour, 
but the difference between the two tours was striking.  I have performed with The Super Etoile 
de Dakar for over twenty years, but with Fathy Salama’s Cairo Orchestra, it was like starting from 
scratch. The environment on the bus, in the dressing rooms etc, was totally different. Musically 
and personally, in human terms it was a very strong collaboration.  At first, the Egyptian Orchestra 
didn’t know what to think of a black singer who sang such religious songs!

It was also interesting to see how the Egyptian musicians reacted to certain situations on the tour.  
For example, during Ramadan when we played in Dublin and alcohol was being served – this 
became a very big deal!  They refused to go on stage if there was alcohol in the room.  In Senegal, 
we are much more relaxed.  It is against our religion to drink and most of us don’t – but there are 
those that do and we just let them do what they want to - tolerance is possible.  As I always say, 
on Fridays we can go to the mosque in the afternoon and then go to a dance club that same night!  
There are no judgments here – we like to enjoy ourselves, we like attractive women... and it’s not 
against our religion.





 
Given the controversy that erupted in your home country when ‘Egypt’ was released, 
what were the repercussions of your Grammy Award?

The Grammy changed things. It was the exact opposite of what we faced in the beginning!  People 
were proud that a Senegalese artist had brought back a Grammy to the country!  I think the whole 
debate was placed in a new context, and the Senegalese, my home audience, really came to 
understand what I had tried to accomplish with the album.  
 
This was especially true when I released my duet with Moustapha Mbaye.  We dedicated the 
song to the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) people responded to it immediately and in a completely 
different way; they loved it. This was a very special moment for me.

Did people finally understand that what you had tried to do had been born of a love 
for Islam?

There was more understanding in the air, because I actually think ‘Egypt’ had prompted a change 
in attitudes.  I’m happy that, even if belatedly, my effort has been somewhat considered.
 
Is the controversy surrounding ‘Egypt’ still a burning issue?

No, not at all.  The controversy is all in the past now.
 
With a bit of perspective, and especially in your home country, has winning the Grammy 
changed your career?

Well, while ‘Egypt’ has been recognized in the international media, I don’t know that it has necessarily 
changed my everyday career... maybe in the United States, where perhaps it has won me a newfound 
respect, but I haven’t felt it so dramatically yet.  I try to operate outside of those parameters on the 
day to day.  It will be interesting, however, to see people’s reactions to this film.
 
Have you felt that there’s been any change in the way people perceive you and your 
work?

I think people now view me as an earnest and serious musical artist, but I think this was also the 
case prior to the Grammy. 
 
‘I Bring What I Love’ is the first film to really delve into your life.  What are your 
expectations and hopes for the film, once it’s released?

I’d like people to understand my life’s work better - my music, and especially what Islam means to 
me.  Islam is a religion of peace and tolerance, and if audiences retain this from the film I will be 
very happy.  But this is also about Africa.
 
What message would you like to convey to audiences?

Think differently about Africa, believe in its possibilities. I want to demonstrate that it is more 
than the continent of disease and war... Africa is also about dignity and beauty.  And I want to 
encourage Africans to find their own ways to evolve as people, to contribute, to find meaning in 
their lives. I come from the Medina, the poorest area of Dakar.  I started with very little and I think I 
give some hope to young people who want to do something with their lives. 
 
What are your plans for the future?

To work on a new album, maybe to do another tour with the Cairo Orchestra... and spend more 
time with my family!









What led you to Youssou Ndour as a subject for a documentary film? 

Six months before I started shooting this film, I had no idea who Youssou Ndour was.

My mother is Chinese and my father is Hungarian-Brazilian, so I grew up immersed in contrasting 
cultural traditions and with an earful of different languages. My father loves music. The Brazilian 
greats he listens to—like Caetano Veloso—served as an early primer to world music. After A Normal 
Life, a documentary I made with a friend about Kosovar Albanians and what happens after war, I 
wanted to shift gears. I spent several months in London working for Mike Nichols on Closer and 
while I was in the UK, a friend introduced me to Youssou’s music. I didn’t understand a word 
of what he was singing about but it didn’t matter. It was magic. It gave me the idea for this big, 
beautiful film about Africa.

Why Youssou Ndour? 

Although Youssou is one of the most popular voices coming out of Africa, many people around 
the world still don’t know his work. He’s an extraordinary artist and a remarkable person. He has 
an undeniable charisma that, coupled with the fascinating story behind the making of ‘Egypt’, 
suggested this was a ripe time to make a movie about him.  At the time I started the documentary, 
I felt helpless and frustrated by the political situation in the world. Youssou and his actions 
constantly defy the sentiment that we, as individuals, are unable to create change. Everything in 
Youssou’s life—his music, his work and his message—is inherently optimistic. It’s inspiring to see 
a man live so successfully by his convictions. I believe in Youssou and the hope he creates, and I 
wanted to share that hope with a wider English speaking audience. 

How did you approach him?

I met Youssou twice before I started the film, first in Madrid. He invited me to join the band for 
dinner after a show and burned me a sample of ‘Egypt’. I followed the band South to Granada 
where I left him a VHS tape of D.A. Pennebaker’s documentary classic, Don’t Look Back, about 
Bob Dylan, in a manila envelope in his hotel lobby. It sounds so idealistic but I felt it was a very real 
way to share with Youssou the type of film I was interested in making and what type of commitment 
it was going to require of him. A few weeks later, I received the go ahead from his management 
and his US label Nonesuch Records, but I hadn’t heard directly from Youssou. 

While I was waiting to hear from him, a friend of Youssou’s who lived in Harlem convinced me to 
hop on a plane to Senegal. I did that, by myself. After 26 hours of listening to music and waiting 
for some face time, Youssou brought me in to a room with 15 splendidly dressed Senegalese 
men and a spiritual guide, otherwise known as a Marabout, who appeared to be holding court.  
Youssou motioned for me to kneel down in front of the Marabout and explained to him that I was 
there to make a film about his life and his religion. The Marabout listened and thought for what 
seemed like ages and then looked directly at me. This was the defining moment of the start of the 
project because, on that afternoon, while exuding warmth and wisdom, this man addressed the 
room and blessed our film. Youssou signed the contract the next day. 



Please tell us a little about the shooting of the film - how long did you film for, where, 
how did it go?  How was the technical setup, the filming of the concerts?

I shot this film over the course of three years and had the privilege of working with four wonderful 
cinematographers. We filmed across Europe, West Africa, America, Egypt, Morocco, Live 8 (3 
countries in one day) and Asia. I don’t know how Youssou does it. Over the course of the shoot I 
probably spent a good year in Senegal. I essentially became a member of the band. To preserve the 
intimacy of the project, I wanted to keep the crew small and we often traveled as a team of two: a 
cinematographer and myself. The real technical challenge was getting quality audio at the various 
performances, so I learned how to do the musical recordings on the road. I received a lot of help 
from Youssou’s crew but we had a real angel supporter in Aaton. Most people know them for their 
16mm film cameras, but they have great digital audio recorders. The Cantar-X is an 8-track digital 
recorder with amazing pre-amps and built like a tank. Recording Youssou performances from Dakar 
to Live 8, the Cantar-X was a huge use to us. Nothing in Senegal happens on time, however, and 
I had no choice but to roll with the punches. Often I was one of two women on the road with 25 
Muslim men. 

What do you want to say with the film - what do you want people to take away with them 
from the film? 

Besides just introducing them to my friend Youssou Ndour, I hope people discover someone new, 
come away with a stronger appreciation of Islam and the role that music plays in the West African 
culture.  At the same time I would just like an audience to sit back and enjoy what I would consider 
a contemporary African musical.

What do you think non Youssou Ndour fans can find in the film?
 
This is a film about conscience, faith, and simply doing the right thing. Regardless of your religious 
upbringing or musical tastes, here is an artist who had to make a decision, face the consequences 
and affect change. In the process, he is finally rewarded on the world stage. I hope that a young 
woman in the states will relate to this just as intensely as a religious student in ‘Egypt’ would.  

Was it your intention to capture the controversy of the ‘Egypt’ album?

The ‘Egypt’ album moved me the first time I listened to it. It’s dramatically different from the sexy, 
rhythmic mbalax sound that made Youssou famous. And, coming two years after 9/11, it was brave. 
I don’t think anyone knew exactly how audiences would react to it. I was more concerned with how 
the West would receive a Muslim album. Given the politics of religion, I thought Youssou’s portrait 
of a tolerant Islam was an important alternate vision. I wasn’t concentrating on how it would be 
understood in Senegal. As you know, Youssou is Senegal’s prodigal son and Senegal is a truly 
tolerant society. So yes, I was drawn to the controversial elements of this album but I had no idea 
that much of the strife created by the release would be concentrated in his home country. What 
happened in Senegal was much more difficult and personal than I anticipated. Ultimately Egypt 
presented a personal artistic turning point in Youssou’s life, one that I was glad to capture. 

What does Youssou think of the film?

I can’t speak for Youssou, but I think it was a rather intense experience for him.  I Bring What 
I Loves reveals a side of his life that will be even new to the Senegalese. The verité footage of 
Youssou dressing in the Maestro Suite in Carnegie Hall is much more intimate than the way he 
is normally portrayed for his countrymen. All along, Youssou was very respectful of the editing 
process, and wasn’t interested in getting involved with those decisions. He respected my process 
and I appreciated that.  



Senegal’s Youssou Ndour is known as the “King of Mbalax” – a brand of African rock music, which 
filters the country’s musical heritage through a modernist lens. He has released over 30 albums 
at home and abroad earning him the 2000 title “African Artist of the Century” according to the 
influential British music publication fRoots.  His 1985 appearance with Peter Gabriel on Gabriel’s 
most enduring hit song “In Your Eyes,” his 1994 European platinum single “7 Seconds” with Neneh 
Cherry, his 1998 FIFA World Cup performance before an audience of 3 billion, and a 2005 Grammy 
Award for his album Egypt are among other milestones establishing Ndour as the most celebrated 
African pop musician of all time – and an icon of “world music.”

Born October 1, 1959 in the hardscrabble Medina neighborhood of Dakar, Ndour did not complete 
high school, but by 1979 he was the leader of a band called the “Super Etoile,” retaining essential 
personnel from earlier incarnations of the group that had performed as the “Etoile de Dakar.” After 
winning the loyalty of Dakar’s vibrant nightclub scene, by 1984 Ndour and the Super Etoile had also 
launched an international career with the help of a Senegalese taxi drivers’ fraternal association in 
France and a small circle of clued-in supporters in England.

As a teenager, Ndour first resorted to hustling pirate gigs in the parking lots outside nightclubs to 
which he and his underage band mates had no access.  His distinctive voice eventually earned him 
a reputation as a boy wonder and the occasional live amateur-hour slot on the National Radio.  As 
early as age twelve, Ndour had also been performing at neighborhood religious ceremonies in the 
Medina where he grew up as the first-born child of a pious auto mechanic, Elimane Ndour, and his 
wife, Ndèye Sokhna Mboup, herself of griot origin and a traditional ceremonial performer.

NPR and Rolling Stone contributor Robert Christgau, the dean of American rock music critics, has 
consistently clamored for an ever-wider recognition of Ndour’s music, describing Ndour as both 
“the world’s greatest pop vocalist” and “the world’s most consistent record maker.”  Unlike many 
African stars, and despite his international popularity, Ndour has never made his home anywhere 
but in Dakar, Senegal.

Each year, in Paris and New York, Ndour produces his Great African Ball, a marathon dance party 
where he and the Super Etoile feature the kind of unhinged performances typical of the surreal 
Dakar nightclubs. In these annual soirées, Ndour’s African immigrant fans in Paris and New York 
become his co-stars.  As The New York Times has commented:  “New York City doesn’t get any 
closer to Africa than at Youssou Ndour’s annual Great African Ball. Instead of an abbreviated club 
or concert set, the Great African Ball presents what his band might play on its home territory, where 
club shows run without curfews. At previous concerts, Mr. Ndour unfurled all the glories of his 
impassioned, soaring voice. And tall, graceful Senegalese, onstage and in the audience, danced 
in bursts of flailing limbs, as if struck by lightning. Mr. Ndour has thoughtfully internationalized his 
music through the years, but these concerts celebrate how close he remains to home.”



On the film side, Ndour’s music is featured in the French animated hit Kirikou, he has collaborated 
with composer James Newton Howard on the soundtrack for Blood Diamond, and with Martin 
Davich on several episodes of the TV series ER. Most recently, Youssou portrayed the former 
slave Olaudah Equiano in the Michael Apted’s film Amazing Grace.  

In recent years, Ndour has opened his own Dakar based recording studio, Xippi, as well as his 
own record label, Jololi. Today he is the principal owner of one of Senegal’s most popular radio 
stations, RFM (Radio Futurs Médias) 94 FM, and one of its most popular daily newspapers, 
L’Observateur. When at home in Dakar, most weekends Youssou can be found performing at his 
nightclub Thiossane (Culture).  

Ndour’s achievements extend beyond music and entertainment circles.  In 2007, Time magazine 
included him to its annual 100 Most Influential People list, in recognition of the fact that Ndour has 
not only made mbalax famous but has also distinguished himself as a highly effective advocate for 
public health, humanitarian activism, and civil and political stability in Africa, and, most recently, 
as one of Africa’s most influential defenders of a progressive image of the religious faith to which 
he belongs, Islam.

A committed advocate for public health and preventive medicine since his 1989 appointment as a 
UNICEF Ambassador, Ndour has emerged – largely through the Youssou Ndour Foundation but 
also in tandem with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and other worldwide philanthropies 
– as one of the world’s staunchest warriors in the fight against malaria and HIV/AIDS in Africa.  
The Youssou Ndour Foundation has also dramatically helped to change the economic landscape 
in Senegal through successful programs to bridge the digital divide. From 2000 to 2006, the 
Foundation worked tirelessly to provide community access to the Information Society for persons 
of varying social and economic circumstances, both urban and rural. In 2005 Youssou became a 
Goodwill Ambassador to the Roll Back Malaria partnership.

Intrigued by positive international trends in social entrepreneurship and, especially, by the micro-
credit financing ideas pioneered by Bangladeshi Nobel laureate Muhammad Yunus, Youssou 
Ndour decided to launch his own micro-credit bank in Senegal in 2007, calling it “Birima” after 
a generous 19th-century Senegalese king for whom a person’s word was always sufficient 
collateral for a loan.  Under the slogan “Africa Works,” Birima’s programs are intended to reveal, 
particularly to Western media, what Ndour terms “another face of Africa – not the Africa of 
poverty, war, and AIDS, but where African ingenuity, African drive, and African humanity combine 
to produce sustainable economic growth with real results for common people.”

Frustrated by negative perceptions of his Muslim faith, Ndour composed Egypt, a deeply spiritual 
album intended to reveal another face of the religion.  Placing the songs of Egypt in their social 
and historical envelope – that is, within the context of a particular “Senegalese Sufi way” of 
practicing Sunni Islam – Ndour found a compelling means to speak on behalf of the hundreds 
of millions of Muslims worldwide whose adherence to their faith owes nothing to intolerance, 
violence, or doctrinarism, and whose daily practices are the polar opposite of those extremists.



Chai Vasarhelyi grew up between New York City and Rio de Janeiro. She graduated from Princeton 
University in 2000 with a B.A. in Comparative Literature.  She made her documentary debut co-
directing A Normal Life in 2003.  A project she began in her final years of college, the film focuses on 
young Kosovars who came of age during the recent war. A Normal Life won the Best Documentary 
Award at the 2003 Tribeca Film Festival. 

Vasarhelyi’s other credits include work with Emmy Award-winning cinematographer Scott Duncan 
documenting the 2007 Paris-Dakar Rally, and two shorts for the ESPN Espys’ prestigious Arthur 
Ashe Courage award. The first piece chronicled girls’ soccer in post-Taliban Afghanistan, and their 
second followed a New Orleans high school basketball team that emerged from the devastation of 
Hurricane Katrina to win the 2005 All-State Championship.  She has received grants from charitable 
foundations including the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller Brothers fund, and the William and Mary 
Greve Foundation.

Youssou Ndour: I Bring What I Love marks Vasarhelyi’s first feature length documentary film.

Filmography

Youssou N’Dour: I Bring What I Love, (Director and Producer)
35mm 102 minutes, 2008
2008 Toronto Film Festival Special Gala Presentation
2008 Telluride Film Festival 

*A Normal Life, (Co-Director and Producer)
TRT 53 minutes, 2003, Jane Balfour Services 
2003 Tribeca Film Festival Best Documentary Prize 
* A Normal Life began as Chai’s Princeton university thesis project. Ultimately it was broadcast on television.
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