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Grizzled chanteur extraordinaire and Belgian legend Arno Hintjens, formerly of TC Matic, releases his 18th solo album ‘Brussld’ in August. Reflecting upon his link to the city he grew up, the album is made up of twelve stories informed and shaped by life in the European capital, shot through with the singular perspective of his rock n’roll nature.

Arno’s career stretches back to 1977, when he was lead singer in TC Matic, an influential Euro-rock act throughout the continent. Although they disbanded in 1986, Arno has remained a prolific songwriter whose creativity has showed no signs of abating, and over the last 30 years he has consistently put out albums that, while always taking in different subject matter and influences, remain unmistakeably the work of one man. 

For his new album Arno turns his gaze on Brussels itself, with his bleary-eyed songs inspired by themes such as excess, women, aging and loss – but shot through with the atmosphere of living in a vibrant city, perhaps the entire hub of Europe. Opener ‘Black Dog Day’, for example, is a booze-soaked lament where Arno notes that “my liver is crying, my body is dying … ’never again’ is my best friend.” Aware of his ever-increasing years, he finds that although the late nights are taking a heavy toll, they are as irresistible now as they were when Arno was a young man. Yet on ‘Pop Star’ he’s happy to be out with a woman who’s “in love with herself and nobody else.” Arno is growing old disgracefully with a typically European attitude to living life to the fullest – as he comments elsewhere on the album, “Le Lundi on reste au lit” (on Monday we stay in bed)!

With the songs ranging from modern electronic rock-pop to bar room sing-alongs to piano-led ballads, Arno never repeats himself musically. Lyrically too he seeks to challenge himself by singing songs both in English and in French. ‘Le Lundi on reste au lit’ for instance was originally written in English, but the French of the final version puts an even more decadent slant on the lyrics. On the vulnerable ‘Quelqu’un a touché ma femme’, Arno’s heartbreak is at once devastating yet poetic – “tomber amoureux, c’est comme un mal de tête, ça vient et ça passe”(falling in love is like a headache, it comes and it goes) he mutters over a sparse piano. 

Women are a common lyrical theme for Arno, and the women of ‘Brussld’ are as unknowingly infuriating as they are exotic. The girl in ‘God Save The Kiss’ claims “I don’t cry, I just have the sun in my eyes” – it’s a perfect encapsulation of the intangible essence of the female that Arno still struggles to understand, yet still fascinates him – on ‘Elle pense quand elle danse’, the main character has “trop de tout et assez de choix … elle pense quand elle danse.” There is a sense that as much as Arno wants to be close to the women he sings about, he can only ever be firmly at arms’ length. Over the stalking, eerie bass line of ‘How Are You’ Arno meets an ex-lover and tells her “I’m OK, I’m just older, my heart is getting colder” – while all around him, “people are still falling in love.” The French-sung ‘Mademoiselle’ pitches Arno firmly as storyteller, as he watches from afar the sad tale of “un vie frustrée” for the aging housewife of the title – “elle était la plus belle mademoiselle du quartier”. 

Yet the greatest lady on the album is Brussels itself, and it’s on that track where Arno lets his innate playfulness take the reins. The boisterous ode to his capital city is part homage and part exploration – he calls the city “a dirty beauty …open as an old whore” yet paints a Brussels where everyone is “dancing in the street.” In conversation the singer is quick to point out the cultural contribution his city has made – “Victor Hugo, Karl Marx, Arthur Rimbaud, Miles Davis (all) lived here.” Similarly, his bold cover of Bob Marley’s ‘Get Up, Stand Up’ swaps calypso for coffee as the classic song is transported to piano and given a distinctly European feel – “I can’t do reggae. I eat cheese! So it’s more Marley meets Chopin”.    

Whether musically or lyrically paying tribute to the “petit pays avec un grand esprit” Arno consistently and inadvertently draws attention to himself and his own place within the album – after all, his own ’grand esprit’ is at the heart of every song, every lyric, every chord. On closer ‘Ça monte’, he confesses that “c’est dur d’être un être humain” in this ever-changing society. Yet Arno remains Arno throughout, his eyes and mind still sharp enough to paint vivid pictures for the rest of us to enjoy and feel a little bit more European! 

Tracklisting:

1. Black Dog Day






7. Le Lundi on reste au lit

2. Quelqu’un a touché ma femme



8. Elle pense quand elle danse

3. God Save The Kiss





9. Get Up, Stand Up

4. Mademoiselle






10. Pop Star

5. Brussels






11. Ginger Red

6. How Are You






12. Ça monte

Initial versions of the album come with the following bonus tracks:

‘Monday’ (English-language version of ‘Le Lundi on reste au lit’)

‘Dance With Her’

‘While She Dances’ (English-language version of ‘Elle pense quand elle danse’) 

‘The Most Beautiful Mademoiselle’ (English-language version of ‘Mademoiselle’)
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