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Berlin, first winter 

 

Every evening, for hours, I walk along the snow-covered 

pavements going nowhere in particular. The streets are barely lit, 

and in the unilluminated corners between street-lamps and neon 

lights the darkness hollows out and becomes suddenly palpable. 

I eventually realize that the darkness does not cover things up 

but instead gives them a degree of consistency that, until then, 

I'd had no idea of: gates, fallen branches, the corners of the 

gutters all seem more real and more finely drawn than they do 

elsewhere. Back home, the brilliance of the street-lamps flattens 

such things whereas here the lack of light inflates and lifts them.  

 

I walk, the snow stuck to the soles of my shoes, my camera on 

its shoulder strap, and I look: it's now months that I've spent 

following these streets at night, searching for a sign that has 

evaded me since my arrival. I squint in foolish obstinacy at the 

cold, moist tree-trunks, at the fogged-up windows of vans, at the 

names listed on the intercoms, the cranes, the Currywurst kiosks 

or at marks in the snow. I examine them, find nothing there, and 

for want of anything better to do I photograph them. I have the 

illusion that by studying these things at length through the 

viewfinder, from several angles, by holding my breath and by 

gently pressing the shutter-release until the mirror pivots and 

clicks, I'll finally catch a glimpse of some persistently evasive 

form. After each exposure the camera's flash emits a whistling 

so faint I sometimes mistake it for a ringing in my ears.  

The snow either muffles my steps if freshly fallen or nearly 

causes me to slip if it's densely packed. I walk, and in the frozen 

air I utter the same stale questions, bewildered questions that 

have obvious answers, but which I can't help asking again and 

again as I fail to put my finger on quite what it is that's really 

bothering me. Why does the night fall so early? Why doesn't the 

snow melt? Why are there so few lights on in the buildings, 

where have their occupants gone? When I see an illuminated 

window I imagine a carefully decorated living room with soft 

armchairs, magazines, a newspaper on a low table, wide 

floorboards of pine, and in an adjoining kitchen the tired 

motions of a man manipulating a can opener; or perhaps a 
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bedroom covered with the posters for blockbuster films, and 

with an electric piano on which, with great application, a boy 

plays the same chords ten, twenty, a hundred times; or an office 

stuffed with every kind of document: piles of disordered papers, 

filing cabinets, folders, boxes full of invoices, contracts and 

brochures subsumed in the pallid glow of a low-energy light 

bulb.  

During the daytime here there's almost no-one outside, but at 

night the very idea of a passerby seems far-fetched. Why light 

the streets, then, if they are to remain deserted? During these 

winter evenings I meet one neighbourhood's collection of ghosts 

and then a few shadows in the next, and so on until tiredness, 

boredom and irritation overwhelm my curiosity. So I take the 

train back home and, on the platforms and in the carriages, I'm 

able to make a slightly closer and more patient appraisal of those 

figurines made real; the Berliners. For the most part they keep 

themselves to themselves, and even those who are travelling 

together maintain a certain incomprehensible distance between 

one other. A flat silence reigns, like a negative image of public 

space. What defines these places is that which does not take 

place there. Their occupants follow one simple rule: no form of 

interaction is justified. The other remains an abstraction, with 

whom it would be improper to exchange a smile, a look, or the 

slightest gesture of politeness.  

I've given up listening very attentively to these people's 

language with the hope of finding anything other than the most 

mechanical affirmations. In parks, in buses, in the university 

canteen, I hear no uncertainty: it is as if their syntax has 

hardened and they are transfixed by its solidity. Even children 

are fearful of it. Even in university seminar rooms where the 

discourse may flow freely, communication retreats behind 

ready-made expressions and positions, the repetition of which 

exhaust me.  

In any case, I don't go to the university anymore. I stay here in 

the mornings, in this large bedroom which is so white and light-

filled that everything I do here takes on the character of a 

laboratory experiment. I've never had so many windows at my 

disposal. They tremble in chorus when a lorry passes along the 

street outside and every day I find newly arrived ladybirds in the 

space between the panes of glass. Once dead, they seem lighter 

than crumbs. I sit down at the desk and leaf through my books, 

perhaps even make some notes for the essay I've stopped 

writing, but my gaze always seems to depart from the page and 

instead fixes upon the nicks and scratches dispersed across the 

surface of the large wooden table I bought from a flea market. I 

look at these incisions one by one, register their similarities and 

differences, and then consult the dictionary to check the 

meaning of a word from an advertisement I'd seen somewhere 

the previous evening. Outside, a yellow double-decker bus 

moves towards its next stop with a single file of a few cars 

following behind it. The bus idles along in strict adherence to its 

timetable, but the cars never overtake it.  
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My three flatmates all work, and at the exact moment the last of 

them closes the front door on their way out, just after nine 

o'clock, I have the impression that the walls, the skirting boards 

and the floorboards all imperceptibly subside as the apartment 

metamorphoses: it feels warmer, and, in the silence that follows 

the showers, the comings-and-goings between rooms and the 

rustling of coats being put on there is something more peaceful 

than the quiet that preceded the first ringing of an alarm clock. 

It's as if these rooms come back to life all of a sudden, but to a 

life that is listless and futile. Often, during the afternoon, I spend 

some time in one or another of them with no real objective in 

mind, to see this life brought up to the surface in the droplets 

that remain in the bath, the courses of pipes and right into the 

creases of the tea-towels that linger on the kitchen table, dried 

rigid. I open and close the large kitchen drawers, momentarily 

start the citrus juicer, and I re-read the quotes by famous artists 

and writers that my housemates have pinned to the wall. There 

are curious kinds of objects on top of the refrigerator: jugs, 

transparent chopsticks, an engraved plate of some kind, and a 

bottle opener in the form of the leaning tower of Pisa. I can't be 

sure if someone placed them there as decorations or if they serve 

some practical purpose. On the floor, in the cupboards and on 

the work-surface things seem irrevocably fixed in a messiness 

that makes this space much more homely than my own. I'm no 

more attached, as a matter of fact, to the tidiness and cleanliness 

of my bedroom than I am to the dishes that overflow in the 

kitchen's blocked-up sink, the rotting apples and the cartons of 

milk and fruit juice left open from the morning until the 

evening. I sit at the table and breathe in the scent that describes 

the whole city, but which I've the impression of finding here in 

its pure state: the odour of stale bread, spices, and cigarette butts 

extinguished in bottles of beer. I stay there, listening to the 

buzzing of the refrigerator, the sound of doors opening and 

closing in the courtyard of the building and, little by little, I do 

nothing more than wait, my mind empty, until night falls.   
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Summer 

 

Not here, nor elsewhere: wiped off the map, on a balcony 

floating right in the middle of nowhere with my aromatic plants, 

my flowers, my sparrows and my wasps, my glances here and 

there, my questions, and my children chirping in the square 

outside. 

 

I hesitate, I wait, I hesitate again and in the end I write nothing, 

or almost nothing. Apparently, there is no obstacle to doing so. 

I'm free from morning to night and have a room to myself, 

spacious and light, I have food to eat and clothes to wear and all 

I need to live comfortably. But the days pass and the comfort 

turns to discomfort, the blue of the sky turns pallid and the white 

walls become stupid. Without really understanding them I replay 

the events one by one and watch them happening once again, 

unsure of my own participation in them: firstly, my resignation, 

the separation with M., then my relocation and the train journey 

to come here. Since the moment I left I've had almost no 

professional obligations. On Wednesday mornings I give a 

French lesson and sometimes, less frequently, I'm sent 

something to translate. I don't want to do any more for the 

moment; I don't want to be useful. I want to keep to myself here, 

in this room or elsewhere and empty myself, to consume myself 

until there's nothing left. Only afterwards, perhaps, can I become 

someone or something else, but I'm not even sure about that.  

 

When I was at art school I had a teacher turned very sarcastic by 

the listlessness of the students. He grimaced in complaint, but I 

suppose that he can't have been too unhappy if he was able to 

find the time for irony. I heard him ask, too many times to count, 

if the students gathered around him were waiting for 

“inspiration, or what?”, if they thought that ideas just “fell from 

the sky”. The students would squirm, look down at the legs of 

their stools silently and he, silent himself for a moment, would 

draw from his cigarette before reprising his assault. “You're 

waiting for a stroke of genius, is that it? For the muse?”. The 

worst thing was that his voice and gestures were so soft that it 

made his critiques all the more painful to hear. He didn't get 

annoyed: it was more that the students' apathy and lack of 

creativity caused him pain. One felt guilty for having nothing to 

give him, to relieve him of the hunger for initiative that held him 

in its grasp. I later learned that he'd started using an electronic 

cigarette and sometimes wonder what kind of impact it makes 

on these little scenes, if he still managed to play the part 

convincingly with a smoking pen between his fingers.  

 

It's now about two weeks that I've been living in this place and I 

could just as well have never set foot here. Everything is so calm 

and so enclosed that I sometimes have the impression of being 
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installed here in the greatest secrecy, without the knowledge of 

the landlord, my neighbours or the apartment itself which 

neither sees nor hears me. On the first day I put my clothes away 

in the wardrobe, my sneakers in the hallway and scatter my 

books, toiletries and everything else in the kitchen, the bathroom 

and at the side of the bed. I opened and closed the doors and the 

windows, the refrigerator, some drawers, a few boxes, I moved 

the chairs around, shifted the table, drew the curtains and 

opened the shades, ran the water in the sink and the bath. I ate 

my first meal, had my first shower and late in the evening I 

cautiously stretched myself out on a mattress slightly harder that 

the one I'd slept on during the preceding months. Since then I've 

spent hours at the table and by the window, on the balcony, and 

moved from room to room so many times that I could navigate 

the entire apartment with my eyes closed. Yet I have the 

impression that all this goes on without my being noticed: as if 

everything is veiled or screened and I can make no mark, leave 

no trace, as if I were as immaterial as a ghost. I've noticed that 

the walls don't bear my shadow, and that at the end of a meal it's 

as if my plate, glass and cutlery return themselves to the kitchen 

cupboards of their own accord.  

 

Every morning follows the same order: I half wake up, press the 

button on the telephone and look at the time shown on the 

screen. I stay in the bed a little longer and slowly, laboriously, I 

get up, or rather lift myself up to sitting, I hold onto the mattress 

and slide over the edge into the void until I'm standing up. I then 

open the door to the balcony and breath in the still charged air 

from outside. If it's rained and the balcony is wet I stay inside 

and content myself with looking at the plants, the trees, the 

fronts of the buildings and the pavements through the frame of 

the door. If not I survey them from outside, placing my hands on 

the stone ledge. I say that I look at these things, but it isn't quite 

true: I am facing them, and my pupils take in reflections, shapes 

and colours. At that time, at that moment, the difference is of 

little importance. I see them, remember them and like me they 

fall back into place.   

 

“In every action, according to Dante, the primary intention of 

the actor is the revelation of their own image.” But what about 

the patient individual, who does nothing? What are they looking 

for? What vision awaits them? The new life that I hoped to find 

here has not yet revealed itself to me. Every day, on the balcony, 

I look at the surface of the pot in which I've carefully planted the 

seeds of this life, a hypothetical species at best, but I don't see 

even the slightest of shoots. Perhaps I don't water them enough? 

Or they shouldn't have been left so exposed? There are lots of 

sparrows in the area, and I sometimes wonder if one of them 

might have eaten the seeds: my new existence has been seized 

before it could even begin to bloom, ground up in a gizzard the 

size of an almond, assimilated, transformed into droppings and 

discharged with total indifference from the top of an acacia tree 
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outside in the square. The other plants are doing well: the 

rosemary is fragrant, the thyme fills out, the green leaves of the 

basil get darker and darker and the lavender is a great success 

with the neighbourhood's bees. The grass in the square grows, 

and dust rises in the sun. At odd moments the neighbour's head 

pops into view, out onto her own balcony, a discreet but 

impulsive retiree. I made her acquaintance one evening last 

week, when she appeared without a sound from behind the wall 

that separates our two balconies, asking me to pour a little beer 

into the glass she was holding. She didn't for a moment doubt 

that I would oblige. A few minutes later she returned with a 

cigarette to offer me as compensation and then vanished without 

a word. She and I could almost live together in self-sufficiency.  

 

I sometimes have absences, forgetting that I'm here. My gaze 

passes from one thing to another and my contact lenses sting my 

eyes, or my neck hurts because of turning my head to the left or 

to the right for a long time, or I notice that the back of my chair 

sticks painfully into my back, I change position and, in the 

course of these mild interferences, reality loses its equilibrium. I 

look at the room as if from outside, as if I were there in thought 

only, and the most grotesque stories and scenarios begin to 

seethe uncontainably within me. This morning, for example, I 

came to believe that the apartment had been 'taken', just as a 

stone or plant is taken for analysis; extracted from the building 

and suspended 'elsewhere', in mid-air within a kind of bubble. 

All the objects inside it had morphed into strange artefacts to be 

examined by scientists of some sort. Another time these same 

objects seemed to me deceptively immobile: the bed, table, 

shutters, window handles, the grain-effect wallpaper all 

appeared to me as if disturbed by a microscopic wave, trembling 

a little under the influence of a shock that I hadn't felt myself. 

Yet another time, I was surprised to find myself repeating this 

place's address until it began to seem absurd. The words became 

meaningless and in their disintegration they carry with them the 

building they designate. At moments such as this my orderly 

little procedures seem very curious to me, and I think of one of 

the final scenes in 2001: A Space Odyssey, or rather the 

confused and inaccurate version of the film that remains in my 

memory. I remember David Bowman, the astronaut cut off from 

the world, isolated in living quarters about which we know 

almost nothing, a hermetic place without doors, windows or any 

kind of opening. His time there seems to be one of great 

unpredictability, subject to jolts and superimpositions which he 

endures whilst attending to quite undramatic, simple and even 

monastic matters: he eats, reads, perhaps even meditates, lies in 

bed. We don't know what energy source powers the lights, where 

his nourishment come from or where his waste goes. Bowman 

himself seems untroubled as he lives this improbable life in 

almost total silence, having given up on finding out why he's 

there (assuming he'd ever tried) and he seems resigned and 

serious-looking. But something happens to break this sequence 



My Free Time by Samy Langeraert. 

Translated by David Price 

7 

of measured actions: he clumsily knocks a glass to the floor 

which smashes into tiny pieces. As I remember there's an acute, 

sharp sound and David Bowman is stupefied for a moment, 

seemingly conscious all of a sudden of the absurdity of the life 

he's leading between these walls. Then come the images that end 

the film - a monolith, a brilliant space-foetus, the moon and then 

the earth. 


