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“I’m Goin’ Home… nakuenda”. This is how B a l o j i  ended his album ‘Hotel Impala’. 
To this Congolese Belgian who was born in Lubumbashi in 1978 and grew up in 
crisis-ridden Wallonia, though, these final words marked a new beginning. “Over there, 
I don’t feel totally Congolese and here, I don’t particularly feel Belgian.” This is what 
this album was about. About the quest for the identity of a man in his early thirties. 
From spiritual soul to mouth drum, his texts reflect all episodes of his life. “The album 
is my response to a question from my biological mother during our only telephone 
conversation in April 2005 ‘What have you been up to over the past 25 years?’”

“I’m Goin’ Home”. This is how “Nakuenda” begins, which means “return” in Swahili. 
The track is an adaptation of a theme by Marvin Gaye, who, like Baloji, came to Ostend 
in 1981, the port where the boy disembarked in the same year. But Gaye was, above all, 
a hero for Baloji's father, who returned to his country. “I can see myself living there, in 
due course. In any event, I have to go back. I have no choice.” This is how the 
long-limbed artist spoke about his native country in December 2007. He also admitted 
that he became increasingly interested in African sounds, from Dollar Brand to balafon, 
“an instrument that has the potential of blending in with electronics.”

In late October 2008, not even a year later, Baloji put his money where his mouth was 
and saw his wish come true. “A Belgian institution approached me with the request to 
organise a creative writing workshop, with a concert to finish it off. But I preferred to 
make a record first. This is how in April, I came over for a week to explore this area. 
Seven months later, we left, armed with our computers, sound cards, a few 
microphones and a lunch box…” Along with two accomplices in the luggage: sound 
engineer Cyril Harrison and base player Didier Likeng, who have created arrangements 
in the great Cameroon choir tradition. The mission was to make an album that sounded 
like an in-situ version of ’Hotel Impala’ “All the groundwork had been done, nothing 
was down on paper, everything was improvised!”

For a week, the musicians of the Congolese melting pot will give their all: a trio of 
balafons, voices of all different vocal colours, narrators, toaster or soul sister, the entire 
group Zaïko Langa-Langa, as well as Konono No. 1 and their likembés, the vocal 
ensemble “La Grâce”, with a name that is just as predestined as that of La Confiance 
fanfare … Most musicians blow into beat-up instruments that they knocked up, or 
patched up, themselves or that have seen better days. ”This is precisely what adds this 
unique patina to the sounds. No two bars are exactly the same, no need for 
metronomes. Effects are superfluous, everything is done acoustically. Even the 
distortions of the guitars are natural. Even when the guitars are not tuned, they play 
accurately.” Instinctively, in the moment, concisely. The spectacle kicks off with the 
orchestra La Katuba, a combo named after the immense ghetto in Lubumbashi where 
Baloji’s mother lives. In fact, this afro-soul-jazz group that has been formed on the spot 
acts as a linchpin around which the others wrap their rhythmic bases and melodic lines 
in all kinds of possible ways.

A “back to the roots” experience which, to Baloji, is more like “back to the future”. 
Hotel Impala has been repainted in local colours, elegant rhythms and expressive 
guitars, inherited from Dr Nico and Franco, two Congolese music legends whom Baloji 
admires greatly. “I have always dreamt of guitars in urban music.” Eventually, he 
completely reconstructed the repertoire and adapted the lyrics and music accordingly. 
Baloji built a very heterogeneous world, his own world. An original soundtrack that 
takes its inspiration from the fertile earth of his roots and is entitled “Kinshasa 
Succursale”, with reference to his own environment. The world of a child who grew up 
in economic exile, of a pan-African who came out of the ashes of Lumumba, a sharp 
mind who only seeks to reconciliate and wake up old spirits.

This is probably why, when he sings in Swahili, the forbidden language under Mobutu, 
they respond to him in Lingala and Tshiluba. As a symbol for the many horizons that 
have been explored and the variety of registers that this new work offers: the traditional 
rumba, the retro-futuristic tradi-modern style, the swinging mutuashi, the more apt 
sébéné, the soukous, but also the fully acoustic folk music, the ska roots or the reggae 
lover, dowsed in a local dressing, the Nigerian afro funk… A diversity of styles with 
Baloji’s unique vocal sounds that marries the whole thing up. The gaze is firmly fixed 
on the future, there is no looking back now. “This album had to be a response to ‘Hotel 
Impala’, but eventually ended up something completely different.”

A story that is always the same, yet different. This sums up “Kinshasa Succursale”. 
The album is so much more than a simple adaptation, much better than a response 
effect. As he puts it in the symbolic ‘Nazongi ndako / Nakuenda’: “Sometimes I say to 
myself that it is better not to know, even if there are two sides to each story. My story 
is made up of loose fragments, broken like my timbre. A great distance separated us 
from the free zone, which separated the innocent from the victim, the right moment of 
opportunism, but prior to that I would never have been ready to meet my brothers 
after twenty-five years.” This is how he draws a line under his recent past by means of 
these sensual sounds and spiritual words.

-Jacques Denis
(J.Denis is a Paris-based writer. He contributes to Le Monde Diplomatique, Libération, Jazz News & more)

M I N I  -  B I O G R A P H Y

Baloji, whose name  means "sorcerer” in Swahili, was born 
in the Democratic Republic of Congo in 1978. At the age of 
4, he arrived in Belgium with his father and grew up in 
Liège. As a young adolescent, he discovered hip-hop, a 
passion for tagging, rap & dance. At 15 he joined the the 
Starflam Collective, a figurehead of Belgian hip-hop, who 
released a platinum selling disc "Survivant" (2001). Baloji 
quit the group in 2004 after a number of interpersonal 
disagreements and turned his back on music. It was a letter 
from his mother, whom he had not seen since 1981, and 
winning a poetry competition in Paris, that pushed him 
back to pursue the muse of music. His first solo recording, 
"Hotel Impala" (2008), as much of a response to the letter of 
his mother as it is a quest to find his identity, is coloured 
with influences of soul, afrobeat, and hip-hop. A certified 
Gold Record, the album won two Octaves de la music (a 
Belgian equivalant to the Grammys) as well as the 
Rapsat-Lelièvre Prize and the Brassens prize for lyric 
writing.
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ith his latest album, Kinshasa 
Succursale, Baloji has conjured up  
his own world in which the rhythms  

of traditional Africa, the beats and rhymes  
of US hip hop, the swagger of Congolese 
dandies and the imagery of mysticism and 
black magic come alive. It’s a brave and 
unapologetic approach from a man who grew 
up learning how to cope, and as you’d expect 
from someone whose name means ‘the 
sorcerer’ in Swahili, he’s deft at summoning 
something out of nothing. 

Baloji Tshiani was born in Lubumbashi, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (then  
Zaire), in 1978 as the result of a short- 
lived relationship between his father,  
a businessman, and his mother, a local girl.  
He relocated to Belgium with his father and 
stepfamily at the age of three and ended up  
in the former industrial boomtown of Liège. 
Fitting in wasn’t easy. Baloji struggled 
academically and ended up in a school  
for delinquents run by nuns. 

He compares his early life to the storyline 
of Mathieu Kassovitz’s groundbreaking 1995 
film La Haine about multi-ethnic immigrant life 
in France. “Even if you have a Belgian passport 
you are still a black person in Europe. Just 
because people accept you socially doesn’t 
mean they accept you professionally or on 
other levels,” he says. “We’re all trying to lie 
about that but there is still a difference,  
we are still African people in Europe.”

FINDING A VOICE
Baloji was introduced to hip hop through his 
brother, who was a dancer in hip-house 
collective Technotronic. He immersed  
himself in the albums of Nas, Mobb Deep and 
Notorious BIG and began rapping himself, 
joining the crew Starflam in the late 90s. The 
group was Belgium’s answer to the Wu Tang 
Clan with a changing cast of members, of  
which Baloji was the youngest.

The group had releases on Rough Trade and 
EMI but in 2004, after three albums, Baloji felt 
the need to move on. “There comes a moment 
where you have nothing more to say to an 
audience and someone who is younger than 
you will come up and talk about the same 
subject and just because it is new it will  
sound fresh to the people. I thought, let’s  
end this part of the story,” he says.

At that point he genuinely thought he might 
never make music again, until he received a 
letter from his mother, who he hadn’t seen 
since he was a child. He decided to go home 
and make a solo record in her honour. “I wanted 
to answer her question: ‘What happened to you 
over the past 25 years?’ So I had the idea to 

BALOJI IS BAPTISED NEAR 
KINSHASA IN THE SHORT FILM 
THAT ACCOMPANIES HIS NEW 
SINGLE KARIBU YA BINTOU

W
make a record that explained what I did not 
dare to say over the phone,” he says. So 2007’s 
Hotel Impala tells the story of this journey on 
sleek tracks such as Liège Bruxelles Gand and 
intimate and confessional Entre Les Lignes. 
They sound a world away from the in-your-face 
rap he’d produced while in Starflam. 

On Kinshasa Succursale, he wanted to go 
deeper into his Congolese roots and produce 
an album infused with soukous, rumba and 
mutuashi. Local bands Zaïko Langa Langa and 
Konono No. 1 and the vocal ensemble La Grâce 
all feature alongside Detroit soul producer and 
keyboardist Amp Fiddler and hot Brooklyn-
based artist Theophilus London. 

FINDING A MESSAGE
Baloji spent months in preproduction for the 
short films that accompany lead singles Karibu 
Ya Bintou and Le Jour d’Après with Belgian 
directors Spike & Jones and cameraman 
Nicolas Karakatsanis. Le Jour d’Après sees 
Baloji perform with his band, hinting at what 
we can expect from his live lounge shows. 
Conversely, Karibu Ya Bintou was shot in 
Kinshasa over two days and features Baloji in 
full sorcerer mode. He’s baptised in murky 
water then heads downtown with a motley 
crew of skeleton mask-wearing followers to 
wreak havoc at a wrestling match. 

“My name translates to someone who is 
connected to the bad forces. It is a huge 
subject in Africa because you can be Muslim  
or Christian and still believe in good and bad 
forces,” he explains. Shot on 16mm film, there  
is a vintage quality that recalls the original 
footage of the Rumble In The Jungle between 
George Foreman and Muhammad Ali in 1974. 

The album was also recorded in DRC in the 
space of just six days, but it took decidedly 
longer to find a home for it. “I finished it almost 
two years ago and no label wanted to put it out 
because they thought the market was too 
small and it wouldn’t sell,” he says. Eventually 
Belgium’s Crammed Discs, home to Konono 
No.1 and Radioclit, picked it up and Kinshasa 
Succursale was released in late 2011. 

This drawn-out process has not driven  
a weather-beaten cynicism into Baloji. He 
understands the constraints, yet his vision for 
what African artists can achieve, by making  
use of their rich history, remains resolute. 

“Congolese artists now look at South Africa 
or Tanzania for inspiration,” he says. “Musically 
we need to go in that direction. We all know 
what is big in the US and we all listen to the 
new Drake song. Now we need to make our  
own version of that.”  

 Kinshasa Succursale (Crammed Discs),  
out now
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