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1.

They’ve sent me to Turnhout, so I guess I must be a bad person. On the threshold of the accommodation earmarked for me by the authorities, I suddenly realised that I had only wound up here because I was a failure, sinful, a useless member of society, and in despair at the futility of my existence I broke down and sobbed.

				Here in the Campine people complain that they have always been Belgium’s dustbin, the place where the no-hopers are put to work. The drunks. The semi-criminals. The state of Belgium had no sooner been founded than all artists and other vagabonds were dispatched to the Campine to dig ditches. From near and far the mentally ill were herded into the madhouse at Geel, beggars were arrested and transported to Wortel and Merksplas. Actually, I tell myself, I should thank my lucky stars that I’ve been brought to a big town like Turnhout on this sad and rainy afternoon. The authorities have my best interests at heart. Someone in Brussels is well disposed towards me, that’s for sure. Yet I still don’t quite know what to make of myself, as I stand here soaked to the skin on threshold of the Begijnhof (1). In my right hand a holdall that weighs a ton and in my left a piece of paper with the address on it. What has gone wrong? Why am I not sitting comfortably in an office somewhere writing reports? When I picture myself standing so scruffily in the street, I burst into tears and those tears mingle with the rain.

				A few months earlier a letter had come from Brussels. ‘Dear Sir,’ it said. ‘You have been singled out. We shall expect you in Turnhout in early summer. The address is attached, you know what’s expected of you and we are confident of your full cooperation.’ Although a certain threat was implicit in this communication, there was also the prospect of the journey, the promise of increased self-knowledge; an undertaking in which I would use Turnhout more of less like a pilgrim uses obstacles encountered on his road to Santiago in order to confront himself. The more relentlessly the cotton paillasse keeps him awake at Lourdes, the more callously his fellow-travellers kick him in the back during the stoning of the devil in Mecca, the closer the penitent comes to his goal. So I made the best of the threat and allowed myself to be shipped to the colonies; that’s why I’m here, and am glad to be here. The laconic one-liner that opens Johan Daisne’s novel The Man Who Had His Hair Cut Short, with which a psychiatric patient is assigned his place in the mental institution, resonates in my head. ‘That’s why I’m here now, and am glad to be here, just as everyone is who is in the place where they belong.’

				As soon as I get to my room, after being admitted by a friendly security man, I see the problem facing me on the table. I will be held liable for any damage I cause, it says in the house rules. If I make a mess, I must clear it up immediately. The landlord may enter the room without warning at any time of the day or night to check that I am making proper use of the light and the heating. ‘Enjoy your stay,’ it says. I go over to the window to look at the view. But there is no view.



2.

Turnhout, it has to be said, is not exactly a luxury destination. Not a residential Mecca for the spoiled and the neurotic. The town is one mass of graft and aspiration. People work. Shop girls polish the counters with admirable eagerness and waiters serve you assiduously. Primary school teachers nurture their pupils with reason and calm dedication. ‘No shouting in the street,’ they say. ‘Don’t dawdle, move along.’ In the town centre they are confidently constructing theatres and museums. All this unrelenting toil of generations of workers and pioneers of emancipation has created an almost village-like amiability that pervades the streets of the provincial town. But hand in hand with the friendliness of the hardworking proletariat goes the feeling of being misunderstood and discriminated against.  The introduction to a book of interviews, published to mark Turnhout’s recent selection as Flemish City of Culture, immediately expresses the town’s embarrassing quandary. One of the opening sentences reads: ‘Turnhout – and the Campine in general, rarely receive much acknowledgement from Brussels.’

				It is clear that the title of city of culture makes Turnhout proud and embarrassed in equal measure. A female artist who wandered for days round the locations where she had spent her childhood to mark the occasion confesses to the newspaper that her friends see Turnhout as a ‘dirty town’. She has a less black-and-white view. The town is definitely pretty here and there, it simply needs a little good will, a little effort, time, weeks of tireless exploration and an artist’s eye to see the beauty. There’s not a single inhabitant of Turnhout who doesn’t use the phrase ‘lagging behind’ when talking about the subject of the city of culture. Complexes. Inferiority. Embarrassment.

				And it is precisely this furtive self-hatred, this fascination with one’s own narrow-mindedness and one’s history as a dump for Flemish refuse, that is characterised in the book as ‘something of a doom-and-gloom mentality’. I jump to my feet as I read it. Doom and gloom! Yes, that’s the phrase I was looking for. There is something oppressed about this culture – no panache anywhere, no grand gesture that seduces the stranger and welcomes him in.  Not even a Grand Café, a triumphal arch or a virile fountain quite unconcerned about complexes. This realisation strikes me forcibly after I have walked round for a day and still not found a spot where I can decently flop and relax. These aren’t southerners, here in Turnhout, these are northerners! I walk in vain a few times round the castle and sit on the grass.  Stare wearily at the sign in front of me: ‘Turnhout is Building Its Own Underground Party Room.’ Right.  Of course. Naturally. An underground party room. 



3.

No. You’re quite right. No defamation. No cheap digs at the valiant town of Turnhout and its worthy inhabitants. It will all get much worse, this visit of mine, ultimately very bad indeed, and that will all be my own fault, not the Belgians’. Look. Isn’t the Begijnhof glorious? Even in the rain. In the Lourdes grotto the lights are twinkling for the Virgin Mary, who will make us whole and intercede for us. Everywhere there are candles and votive cards. ‘In gratitude, Odette’. On the bench next to the Virgin is the tramp with the husky, but in my longing for self-discovery I don’t see him. Today is the first time our paths have crossed; he with his red bandana and tattoo of Isaiah14:14, I in my bourgeois Utrecht outfit, my shoes still polished and my white shirt still fresh from my suitcase. I look past him with indifference.



4.

This morning I’ve decided to brighten up myself and my room: I’m going to buy a coffee-maker. The civil service has provided me with accommodation in the offices of the library, which houses the Corpus Christianorum, at the very top, in a desolate attic room, and in theory, of course, that was a sensible move. After all, I’m here to work. But it does have the practical disadvantage that since my arrival I haven’t had a wink of sleep. The church fathers are keeping me awake. In this high-security building, there are valuable Christian books from the Middle Ages and the patristic period on every shelf, closely monitored by security cameras; the guards have told me that at night I should keep out of shot, and immediately I no longer dare go to the toilet after office hours. As a character-builder they referred me to somewhere even higher in the building. So as soon as it’s dark I prefer to stand in the gutter and piss in an arc at the concrete that rises high above the sacred halls of this convent. They say there is a kind of happiness that is hard to distinguish from tragedy, and the moment when I triumphantly hit the wall opposite is the exact moment when deep inside the icy silence of humiliation descends.

				Although the high-security regime obviously puts the fear of God into both me and the burglars, it makes no impression at all on the church fathers. At night they haunt the place to their heart’s content. The moment I lie down stiff with tension on my camp bed, I hear the apocryphal authors forcing the doors downstairs; as they flutter along the corridor the automatic light flicks on and off, and I hear the timer ticking. Now it is no longer just the vanity of my own life that  crowds in on me; it is acute panic at my God-forsaken plight  in this advanced and specialised research library for Latin texts which, as I have meanwhile learned, has made Turnhout  and the publisher Brepols world-famous. I break out in a sweat. I look for a reading lamp, but there is no reading lamp. I have the choice of the neon ceiling light that accords with ultramodern, critical and computer-assisted research – or a night in the dark with the church fathers, who can walk straight through the alarm and still go undetected. And as I kneel in the darkness and pray to an unknown god for help, I decide that on future nights I will keep my clothes on when I go to bed.

				In the morning I creep downstairs and peek into the workshop of the world-renowned researchers. The Church Fathers have left notes on the fridge.‘Alea iacta est’ they say, and ‘Mens sana in corpore sano’. But there are also more friendly messages. That to err is human. ‘Errare humanum est.’ And that love conquers all.

				So now I’m going into town to buy a coffee-maker. To work! An extensive programme has been mapped out for me in Turnhout, as the town in is the process of becoming a city of culture, or rather, of staying one. You can see that the inhabitants are doing their best to put their proletarian past behind them and to shake off their sense of inferiority compared with other towns – Brussels! Antwerp! All things considered, there is surely not the slightest reason to be ashamed? Wasn’t the contraceptive pill invented  in Turnhout? Aren’t its women liberated? Is the playing card not printed there? Well then. There are hosts of plans and projects in the region. The file presented to me on behalf of the authorities contains nothing but strategic plans, position papers, project groups, local management, focus groups, forward-looking sectors. To work! But first coffee.

				The rain has stopped and I make a circuit, across the market place, back past the castle, where the tramp with the husky and the red bandana is sitting cool as a cucumber on a bench having a picnic, and then head for the Water Tower. In the domestic appliance shop I buy a coffee-maker, which is wrapped for me with the usual Turnhout friendliness and neatness. A cat jumps onto the counter and sticks its head into the box to see if things are going well. ‘That’s odd, sir,’ says the woman, struggling with the expanded polystyrene in the packaging. ‘Very odd. The cat never usually comes into the shop. It’s an outdoor cat. Out-door-cat. She pronounces the words with great emphasis, as if the message she wants to pass onto me for the rest of the day is contained in them. ‘Sometimes it stays out all night,’ she says, pressing down on the polystyrene and preventing the cat from climbing into the box with her elbow. ‘The other day it came home with a pulled muscle. It was howling with pain. So loudly you could it hear it streets away. We immediately shut up the shop and ran to the vet, who gave it an anaesthetic. It’s an outdoor cat, sir. Sometimes my husband and I lie awake at night and wonder where it is. Where does it get to all on its own?’

				Outside, with my beautifully wrapped coffee-maker, I look round. The cheerfulness of Turnhout. The blandness of the provinces. How in heaven’s name does an outdoor cat manage to pull a muscle here? It’s a mystery. 
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This is a town of freedom. Something like that. That is going to be more or less my conclusion about Turnhout. Something along the lines of freedom, emancipation, partisanship; a vision that will satisfy the authorities. Freedom, or more precisely the freedom of the press, long ago gave the local printing industry the decisive impetus, so that in the printing field Turnhout is still a world leader. In the Playing Card Museum – which is partly a Museum of the Printing Press – you can see how Turnhout gained a handsome lead when the rest of Europe was still in the grip of barbarism. Pieter Corbeels printed political pamphlets at the time of the French occupation; his successor Brepols made the printing works great, others followed his example, and at the beginning of the nineteenth century thinkers came en masse to print their books on the free presses. The museum is enjoyable and visitor-friendly, but does not shrink from self-criticism. Constitutional freedom, I read on the captions, became an alibi for ignoring copyright and stealing the work of others. Especially in the design and printing of playing cards, piracy is the rule. ‘In Turnhout too pirates set the tone and the card manufacturers shamelessly copy domestic and foreign models. When in the Second World War the Germans go so far as to declare card-playing kriegswichtig [important for the war effort] there is no conceivable historical disaster that the printers of Turnhout fail to exploit.’

				So much for the self-reproach and the severe view of the past. To put it mildly, Turnhout is good at those. Let’s assume they’re a phase on the bumpy road upwards from oppression to the heights of paradise. And you can joke about it, but you still have to admit that the museums and exhibitions here, with their amusing mixture of embarrassment and pride have a great deal more sparkle and life in them than the bored self-promotion of other cities.

				By this time, though, I am exhausted and thoroughly crumpled: I’ve been sleeping for nights with my clothes on to outwit the church fathers, and during the day I walk the streets like a recently sacked day labourer in search of a chair that I can’t find. Oh yes, there is culture, oh yes, there is participation. But mainly for people who know their way around. Where are the signs pointing you towards the museums? Where are hostelries, the espresso bars, the hotels, the wine bars? After the Playing Card Museum, I trudge down treeless streets, stony deserts. Jan Breydel Street, Patriotten Street, past the non-racist-school and the vending machine with ready-made meals – ‘casserole-cooked meat, prepared by chefs’ – back in the direction of the marketplace. Since Turnhout has occasionally rejected the attitude of ‘doom and gloom’ in favour of more municipal pretentions, there has actually been more attention from Brussels, look, Flemish TV drops by and says nice things. The town meets all technical requirements and boasts ‘a wonderful marketplace,’ according to Flemish TV, and so the programme ‘Villa Vanthilt’ is broadcast from here for an entire season. Men in red trousers and weird glasses stream across the square. Youthful types who look particularly out of place among the adults of Turnhout.

				On a terrace the tramp with the husky is sitting eating a goat’s cheese salad with a glass of beer. I stumble past without paying him much attention. With each step I take it’s as if I’m treading on a two-edged sword with my right foot. I’ve got fasciitis plantaris. 
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Yes! The Begijnhof! How beautiful the Begijnhof is! World heritage. I fish my iPhone out of my back pocket and photograph the whole damn mystical religious tradition. The House of the Mother Superior. The Grave of the Mother Superior. Calvary. Today there’s a button missing from my shirt, I look not only grubby, but also malnourished and fairly unhealthy, and I’m starting to suspect that the tendon in my foot is not swollen but pulled; yesterday at mealtimes I could no longer get much further than the bread vending machine on the corner of the street. No further than the ‘Begijnhof Chips’ snack bar.

				On a gable somewhere hangs St John Nepomuk. I pause by him for a moment, imaginary cap in hand; and because I suspect the eyes of officialdom are peering out at me from the beguines’ windows, I try to project innocence with every fibre of my shabby being, put down my satchel, flap my hands, pull the cuffs of my shirt from under the sleeves of my sports jacket, you see, nothing to declare. With studied nonchalance I bend over to the sign hanging from the saint’s statue. ‘Patron saint of all who have been dishonoured and slandered – p. f . u. I accidentally say it aloud. ‘Pray For Us.’ At the beguines’ windows the curtains rustle indignantly. And I, in my embarrassment, take a photo of the caption, because it suddenly strikes me as very important. ‘Han Nepomukkan of the city of Prague, who refused to breach the confidentiality of confession and was therefore thrown into the Moldau, where he drowned on 20 March 1393. Saint’s Day 16 May. Statue 18th century. Prop. Beg Ch.’

				The angel sitting on my right shoulder, where under the influence of the Church Fathers it is engaged in fruitless moral debate with the devil, stirs. ‘You’ve been warned,’ it says, ‘No badmouthing Turnhout.’ But the devil on my left shoulder hisses. ‘Don’t get too PC. Or they’ll drown you in the castle moat and declare it a holiday. While the discussion rages on inside me, I force myself out of the gate and into town. Pray for us, I mutter. Pray for us.

				Let’s go! In my eagerness to get to work I was stupid enough to leave the dossiers on the project groups and focus groups on the desk in my room. But I am determined to arrive at a future-orientated view of Turnhout. I have two days left before I have to report to the authorities and I still have many more forward-looking Flemish phenomena to detail. I hobble through the streets as quickly as I can. Past the Brothers of Love. ‘Brothers of Love Monastery. Private. No unauthorised parking.’ Past the Irish Pub. ‘McCormack uses security cameras throughout the premises. In the event of violence or damage to property, video material will in all cases be handed over to the police.’ Past the fashion boutiques. ‘All cases of shoplifting will be treated as a serious offence by the police and vigorously pursued.’ Past the prison. ‘Comprehensive order for the construction of a new penitentiary wing’. Past the court office for assisting victims and perpetrators. ‘Misunderstanding and dismissal are our reward.’ Past the display window of the newspaper. ‘Thousands of criminals unsupervised. ’ Past the chapel. ‘Every Friday 40 days’ indulgence.’ Past official buildings. ‘Camera surveillance. Act of 23 March 2007. ‘FOD Justice Directorate-General EPI Waterloolaan 115 1000 Brussels camera.dgepi@just.fgov.be.’ I stumble into a display window. It’s a display window for a right-wing Flemish party and I stare at the photo of a girl, a toddler, with two little pigtails. The girl has pulled in her lower lip a little and has a friendly but determined look. Her T-shirt carries the slogan: ‘When I grow up, I’ll be whatever I want to be.’



7.

Evening falls over Turnhout. From a cosmic perspective the spot is a gap through which I seep and disappear; I am lying stretched out beneath the underground party room sign and I feel that this is one of those rare moments when a person realises that the world around him is nothing but a hole, all I need do is stretch out my hand to reach through it and touch the truth beyond with my fingertips. It’s a miracle that everything is suddenly being revealed to me.

				For example, I’m suddenly certain that the authorities are keeping an eye on me. Just now a van from the Leak Detection Service drove past. Détection de fuites. The van must have followed me through town. I now see everything very clearly and in a radiant light.

				Believe me, in the weeks that I’ve been walking around it, Turnhout has made an exceptionally positive impression on me. It’s not any easy town, but there is something truthful about its recalcitrance, though apart from that my recollection is hazy and I’ve largely forgotten the rest of my vicissitudes. That, I think, is because I haven’t slept or eaten at all for the last few days. The pulled tendon in my right foot makes walking difficult and in my soiled clothes, which by now have lost almost all their buttons, I don’t dare set foot in a restaurant. So I limped to the Carrefour and bought two bottles of wine with screw tops. Gato Negro. Carrying those bottles in a paper bag, I managed to reach the town park and collapse beneath the underground party room sign. Twilight is now falling tentatively, a few people are walking across the grass who like me have been brought to the colony for their own good, you can recognise them by their uncertain gait, and the Leak Detection van is circling the park. In the distance sits the tramp with the husky. ‘He’s not a tramp,’ the nice cashier at the Taxandria Museum told me, ‘he’s a writer who’s been hired by the authorities to write a piece about the town’. ‘That’s nice,’ I say, ‘I’ve made few notes about the town myself, they’re somewhere in my room in the Begijnhof, if the landlord hasn’t already thrown them away.’ It’s ten o’clock here in the park, it’s getting dark and few streets away the gate of the Begijnhof is being locked. Without a key or a right shoe, which I have lost, I can’t go back to my room, but I’m here now and I’m glad to be here, as everyone is in the place where they belong. I’m in Turnhout, I mutter, just before I fall asleep on the grass. And for the time being, before the authorities take me to Geel or Wortel, I shall stay here.



(1) Begijnhof or Beguinage

				



Translated from Dutch by Paul Vincent




Maxim Februari (1963), pseudonyme de dr.mr.drs. M. Drenth, est écrivain et philosophe du droit. Il est membre du conseil autonome DEGAS, publie des essais sur la sécurité et d’autres sujets à portée sociale ainsi qu’un courrier hebdomadaire dans la page des lecteurs du NRC Handelsblad. Pour son sujet de doctorat, il a travaillé sur les rapports entre l’économie et l’éthique. Sa dissertation Een pruik van paardenhaar & Over het lezen van een boek (Une perruque de crin de cheval & Sur la lecture d’un livre) a été sélectionnée pour le prix littéraire Gouden Uil. De literaire kring (2007) a été aussi sélectionnée pour le prix Gouden Uil et le prix Libris et a remporté le prix Annie Romein-Verschoor. En 2008, il a été récompensée pour l’ensemble de son œuvre du prix Frans Kellendonk. Son lien avec Turnhout est que dans un passé lointain, la famille d’un de ses oncles avec cinq neveux et nièces a vécu dans cette ville. Pour deBuren, Februari a écrit précédemment le Radiolivre Razernij (Rage). 
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