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Sample – The Rediscovery of  the Body 

 

 

Introduction 

 

You do not get blisters from building castles in the sky. Of  all forms of  work, writing is maybe the least 

tangible. Making up stories, expressing ideas in words: wholly work of  the mind. In this process the 

body is an impediment, asking for maintenance, in the way. Those were my thoughts. 

 The definitive version of  my first novel I extracted with much difficulty from my body. I was 

fighting with a burn-out, my body and mind were tired and capricious. I felt as if  I was working on a 

laptop that at any moment could crash and whose battery would only last for fifteen minutes at the 

most. The error messages came in the form of  a racing heart and sleepless nights. I was forsaking the 

machine that was sabotaging me, if  i could have gotten a new one – or even better, if  I could have 

continued without a body – I would not have thought twice. 

 

At that moment my sister gave birth to a child. 

 I went on maternity visit. Never before had I been holding such a new human being. While I 

felt the baby twisting and turning, I was touched by the extent to which this little being was still one. At 

home in its self. It seemed absurd to think of  him in terms of  “body and soul”. And if  I had ever been 

a child like him, how was it possible that I felt so misplaced in my own body now? When did I retreat 

to the small chamber inside my skull, where I was stuck. I went through my childhood, leafing through 

my diary as a twelve-year-old. 

 

Shortly after, I was visited by a friend. We were drinking tea together on the bench and exchanged 

news. She sat with her arms wrapped around her knees, because she was feeling cold within her 

carefully starved body, and I was hanging next to her like a marionette of  which the strings had been 

cut, complaining about hyperventilating. Our bodies seemed to be sources of  worries of  the mind 

especially, something to conquer, something to silence. I had always been seeing the differences 

between the two of  us first and foremost; now I was asking myself  if  our ailments shared a common 

thread. 

 Burn-out is considered a mental affliction with a mental cause, but I asked myself  whether my 

body – amongst a lot of  other factors – hadn't played a role in my collapse. As much in its 

development, as well as in the symptoms and the recovery. The center of  this book consists of  a 

chapter about burn-out where I analyze how I have been ignoring my body for years, what the burn-out 

did with my body and what happened, when I, attempting to get over it, listened to my body with 
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special attention. 

 This book describes not only the burn-out and the rediscovery of  the body that was connected 

to it but also investigates how the development influenced my writing: apart from thinking through the 

experience with my mind it is also about thinking through a work process with my body. Building  

castles in the sky, I discovered, does give you blisters. 

 I got over the burn-out especially by hiking. Since then running, walking and strolling have 

become an integral part of  my way of  writing and thinking. To make the connection between walking 

aimlessly, the space to think your own thoughts and the recovery from the stress I wrote an ode to 

strolls. 

 How important it is to have physical room to move, I also discovered when I went on vacation 

to the Middle East, alone and as a woman. How we relate to our own bodies, and how society relates to 

them, can shrink the world or allow it to extend wondrously. This is why in the last chapter of  the book 

I touch upon a question that has been present throughout it: in how far my difficult relation with my 

body is connected to my gender. 

 

By now three years have passed, since I was first googling the symptoms of  a burn-out. My body had 

been pounding my desk with a fist so loudly, that not only thematically, but also practically and thus on 

all other planes it demanded a space in my writing. 

 Experiencing, feeling, acting and thinking never take place without a body; I thus connect 

thinking about these processes with the experiences of  my own body. They won't be shared by every 

other body, and my focus about the physical aspects of  the burn-out leaves a lot of  other aspects 

unconsidered. However, if  I hadn't believed in a more general implication of  my experience, i would 

not have written it down so expressly. The result is a text that starts off  with the personal and always 

returns to it – a text connected to this one body. 

 

[..] 

 

Bruised Knees 

I. We are not staplers 

 

Twenty-six degrees at last. July 2014, a summer’s day like the ones I remember. Around ten years ago, on 

an afternoon like this, we balanced ice-cream spoons on the tips of our noses and smudged the world 

atlas that lay open in the grass, pointing out the places we’d like to live one day with our dirty fingers. 

‘We’ meaning: my best friend and I. We agreed about everything. Now we haven’t seen each other in a 

month. I wait. She doesn’t turn up. Finally I call her.  

 ‘Where are you?’ 
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 She is still at home, she says in a small, ragged voice. ‘Maybe you could bring some food? I feel 

so weak. I can’t get up.’ 

 The girl who could never sit still lies in bed these days. Dieting has been her most fanatical hobby 

for years. For a while it was as though she had learned to live on air. She did a lot of exercise and survived 

only on coconut water. But now her legs are shaking so much she’s afraid she won’t make it to the front 

door, she says, let alone to the shop.  

 I bring her strawberries. They’re number one on the list of the healthiest fruit. I sit at her bedside, 

and she opens the plastic around the tray with trembling fingers. She holds each strawberry by its crown 

and takes minuscule bites: first the tip, then four little bites around it, and then the pale left-over. Despite 

the heat she is shivering beneath the sheets.  

 Shortly after I have rescued my friend from her hunger pangs, I invite her to spend a couple of 

days in Brussels with me. Maybe we don’t see things the same way anymore, but at least we can see the 

same things: the view from the Mont des Arts, or the Royal Gallery in the rain. In the afternoon, we walk 

past the Ivoren Aapje – the Ivory Monkey, a dimly lit antiquarian bookshop on the Begijnhof. Through 

the piles of Greek philosophy books in the window display, you can see the bookseller sitting, lost in a 

folio edition, a sleeping terrier at his feet. My friend looks in the direction I’m pointing, starts adjusting 

her hair and frowns at her reflection in the shop window.  

 Inside, I wander from my preferred literature shelves to the philosophy section. I let my index 

finger glide along the spines and stop at the S: Jean-Paul Sartre, L’existentialisme est un humanisme. Its cor-

rugated spine has become furred from the many times it has been picked up.  

 I always wanted to be someone who read philosophy, spoke many languages, who wasn’t afraid 

of heights, and could crack a walnut with her bare hands. There were many characteristics I felt I should 

possess. L’homme sera tel qu’il se sera fait: everyone will be as they have shaped themselves, according to 

Sartre, champion of the malleable man. I put the volume on the counter. The bookseller sighs, marks his 

page and allows me to pay him.  

 Sartre writes that existence comes before essence (l’existence précède l’essence). That is to say: first you 

exist, you live for a while, and then only through your actions do you determine who you will really be. 

The opposite (essence preceding existence) exists too, but not for people, Sartre thinks. Picture someone 

who wants to make a stapler. He or she will start with a preconceived notion. It’s unimaginable that a 

person who doesn’t know beforehand what the object is used for would just happen to make a stapler. 

A person who shapes themselves doesn’t work according to a formula: they define themselves along the 

way and make every choice that comes along with complete freedom.  

 When my friend undresses that night in my bedroom, I see that the inside of her knees are bruised. 

No, she didn’t trip over anything, she says, she’s so thin now the bones knock against each other when 

she lies in bed at night. Her thighs are about a hand’s width apart. I look at her legs and they remind me 

of a stapler.  
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 Might it be possible for a person to shape themselves according to a preconceived plan? The 

formula that my friend is following is limited to a select list of superfoods, carefully measured to the 

gramme. The image she is aiming at has been hanging on her bedroom door for years: a poster of a 

slender, blonde, tanned surfer girl with a hallucinatory, Photoshopped hip-to-waist ratio.  

 Contemptuous of death, she files away at herself until she is who she wants to be. La femme sera 

telle qu’elle se sera faite, yes; but self-determination? Freedom?  

 The archetype at the root of my friend’s work on herself was first described years ago. In 2001, 

Tiqqun, a French philosophy magazine-cum-writers’ collective that burned intensely but briefly on the 

philosophical firmament, published Premiers matériaux pour la théorie de la Jeune-Fille (Preliminary Materials for 

a Theory of the Young-Girl). The slender booklet is as harsh as it is hilarious. It is made up of a loose 

collection of ‘materials happened upon by chance during the interaction with and observation of ‘Young-

Girls’, and pearls of wisdom from women’s magazines’. Tiqqun describes the ‘Young-Girl’ as the model 

citizen of the late capitalist society: a being whose appearance and essence, representation and reality 

overlap entirely. The ‘Young-Girl’ is not necessarily young and not always a woman for that matter, as 

Silvio Berlusconi adequately demonstrates. She is a ‘body without soul’, a ‘façadist’ whose identity doesn’t 

belong to herself but is dictated by the media and magazines. (The writers didn’t mention selfies and 

Facebook since yet come into existence when the book was written). The life of the ‘Young-Girl’ is, for 

this reason, an irreversible and long déjà vu: everything is an imperfect execution of a platonic model. 

The book is littered with photographs of anorexic models, semi-profundities like ‘the Young-Girl resem-

bles her photograph’, and militant slogans like: ‘I can do what I want with my hair!’ The freedom Sartre 

was interested in has been reduced in the Young-Girl’s case to ‘Zen, speed, bio: pick your lifestyle!’ 

 Originally when I read Preliminary Materials I had my friend at the back of my mind. I recognised 

in the ‘Young-Girl’ the blueprint for her stapler, down to the tiniest details. Luckily I had managed to 

escape this. I wasn’t a stapler because I didn’t read the glossies, I read Sartre.  

  

  

II. Merci, Descartes 

 

Instead of a female surfer, I had hanging in my house a portrait of a young woman with short hair, 

looking into the lens, her chin raised. The caption read, ‘Me? Destined to have children? Well, they’ll 

have a mother with a PhD then.’ And while in my friend’s house there were sanctions on the abuse of 

sugar, in mine there was a taboo on vanity. ‘Paint,’ as my mother called make-up, was not appreciated.  

 I was about nine or ten, my first school party was coming up and I’d put on my nicest clothes. 

After some negotiation, I was allowed to wear a cropped top, which was all the rage. It was a black vest 

I’d cut off above the waist myself. I’d bought mascara and blue nail polish with my pocket money. When 

I came out of the bathroom, painted and with all of my insecurities highlighted, my oldest sister studied 
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me, her arms folded – slowly giving me the once over. Then she sighed and said, ‘Well, maybe someone 

will be able to fall in love with your eyes.’ 

 At the age of seventeen, I’d bought lingerie for the first time, freeing myself from the shackles of 

the cumbersome Sloggis that had been dominating the clotheshorse for years. Furtively I unleashed a 

lacy revolution. I didn’t dare put my new underwear in the washing basket – I washed it by hand. One 

day, the entire underground network was uncovered: I found my flimsy G-strings spread across the living 

room, hanging from the lampshade, the doorknob, the corner of a painting. When I entered the room, 

the family members present struck up a fitting variation on Aaron Soul’s ‘Ring, Ring, Ring’. 

 It was never actually said, but I understood I had to choose between books and looks. I felt better 

equipped for books. As a serious eleven-year-old, about to go to secondary school, I wrote, ‘I’m never 

going to get low marks, ever!’ (I didn’t quite manage this at primary school: I scored below average on 

being able to ‘handle disappointment’.)  

 I stuck to my resolution with frenzied persistence. My mother would sometimes keep me home 

after an exam week because I’d be so tired I’d start crying at the evening news. For the final exam I had 

to take for a hated economics teacher, my averages were high enough for me to have passed by just 

writing my name – in fact I would still have got an A. I imagined the triumph with which I could walk 

from my table to the door if just this once I acted like a sixteen-year-old! But no, I got an A+.  

 In terms of looks, I was an extremist. At least until the age of sixteen, I happily went to school 

wearing dungarees; I thought make-up was common; I kept my hair short. The first time I got lost in the 

Amsterdam red light district; the first time a man put his hand up my skirt without me wanting him to; 

the first time that I lost a friend because he fell in love: these were experiences that reinforced my con-

viction that I should be a lot of head and very little body. In this, I felt I had definitively and elegantly 

resolved the matter (how to be a woman?). My friend clamped onto her body; I would be text. My hair 

stayed short, I took two full-time degrees simultaneously, I read everything I could get my hands on and 

filled a metre’s width of exercise books in a ten-year period. The silent resistance of the lace underground 

movement was drowned in a torrent of words.  

 October 2014. I’ve just turned twenty-five and I’m sitting on a bench at the far end of a park. As 

far as the eye can see, trees are turning to rust. I came here because I was tired and I’d hoped some fresh 

air would do me good. But once I’m here, I’m finding it impossible to get up again. I look at my legs and 

think: come on, walk – but they won’t. They are leaden, and as brittle as wet sand. This has happened to 

me before, sitting still for so long I can no longer feel my body and without looking I can’t say for sure 

whether my legs are stretched or crossed. I have that same feeling now, the only difference is that even 

though I can see it sitting there, I cannot find the way back to my body. My head is a dark attic in which 

I stumble around looking for a ladder. Slow panic. Then my telephone rings in my coat pocket. My hands 

tremble and then wake up – finally I managed to open the zipper. I’ve missed a call from an unknown 

number. I call my father, start to cry and tell him I have forgotten how to walk.  
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III. The text is a body 

 

The weeks after that are wordless. When I try to read, the letters melt, and for the first time in years, 

there’s a gaping hole in my diary. At the same time, I no longer dare trust my body. I’ve got bruised knees 

constantly: from time to time the light goes out and then I fall down the stairs somewhere. I spend most 

of my time sitting in a chair at the window. As I look down on the passersby, seeing only the tops of their 

heads, and smear arnica on my bruises, I realise that the mental bulimia I’ve been practicing for years is 

just as unhealthy as my friend’s physical variant.  

 When I slowly begin to read again, I start with poems. Nice and short. Perhaps because I move 

so little from my seat, because it’s quiet and dust is the only thing slowly moving through my bedroom, 

but the first thing that hits me is the way my body reacts physically to certain verses. I get goose bumps 

from Hendrik Marsman’s ‘Sunny September morning’: light hangs in the honeycomb / the windows a damp 

membrane. I continue with Babel’s short stories, in which the legs of a servant girl who has been raped six 

times smell like ‘freshly cut meat’ – a description that makes me tense up in my chair. And Louis Paul 

Boon’s pornographic pastiche Mieke Maaike’s Obscene Youth turns out to be more effective (and funnier) 

than your average lover.  

 A healthy body is something you never feel. The things that are unhealthy draw your attention: a 

throbbing wound, an itching eye. After its general strike, my body continues to whine for attention for 

months as I wrestle my way through a so-called ‘burn-out’ and begin to write again.  

 I notice for the first time that I must chip away the text from my guts and the degree to which 

my physical condition is related to what I produce. I write differently slumped or lying down than sitting 

at my desk. With a fountain pen I write shorter and more incisive texts than on a computer. I write faster 

on the train than I do at home. Running can release a text that has been giving me back-ache for days.   

 In short: my body no longer believes in dualism. The central assumption in Western philosophy 

posits that my body is one thing and the mind something else. The two are like friendly neighbours. 

Ideally, the wild proliferation of the body doesn’t reach out a single tentacle into the neat Gamma enclo-

sure of the mind. Language, that pure abstract code with which civilised animals communicate, is sent to 

the domain of the mind as an obvious radical.  

 But is language that abstract? The first text that contradicted this for me was the legendary Meta-

phors We Live By, by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. The authors argue that metaphors aren’t just 

decorative bits of language, but rather that our thoughts and actions are permeated with them because 

our conceptual system is fundamentally metaphorical. We always understand abstract concepts – time, 

love, arguments – in concrete terms. This is why our thoughts and our language are actually very sensual, 

and very physical.  
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 Lakoff and Johnson go even further. Since all people have a body, and all bodies are subject to 

the same natural laws, many of our metaphors are as systematic as they are universal. A basic example: 

anyone who is injured, or dead, lies down; while those who are healthy, strong or happy, stand up. So: 

up is good. You’re ‘down’ or depressed, you look up to someone; good news is uplifting; you’re in top 

form; you’re high or superior. In all languages fire is a metaphor for love because we associate it with 

body warmth. And so on. Since Metaphors We Live by was published in 1980, a new study area has emerged. 

‘Grounded cognition’ investigates the ways our thoughts are anchored in our bodies. The fact that you, 

for example, use the same part of your brain to read the word ‘kick’ as the one you use to actually kick. 

Even the place I thought I could avoid, my body – the text – is subject to gravity: it can be cold or warm; 

feel pain or lust; exist in blood and bones, nerves and synapses. You think with your guts. You read with 

your legs. You speak with your hands. You write with your body.  

 

 To return to Sartre: people might swim around in a sea of options but they are bound to the body 

and the water they swim in. Freedom begins with this, accepting that restriction.  

 For a long time I thought that dematerialisation in particular would mean freedom, since what is 

freer than a mind without a body? It was only when both failed at the same time that I realised that I 

cannot fully write without a body. All that tremulously hidden warmth, the vulnerable skin, the goose 

bumps, the lust, the stomach aches: they’re here. They are all the crazy screws and springs that remained 

once I was done with my nicely streamlined stapler. As long as I refused to admit my body, my euphe-

misms would remain the verbal extension of my neck cramps. The person who is constantly bothered by 

the marks on the windowpane fails to see the sky beyond it. 

 One day I may write about what this insight has given me, but I won’t for the time being. First it 

is time for a long summer full of the smells that cannot be caught in words. For evenings in which dance 

is the only stylistic exercise. I’ll start by studying tantric poetry. The grammar of nerves, the middle and 

end rhymes of bodies, the healthy diet for the literary appetite. 

 Nobody ever wrote a successful novel with bruised knees.  

 

  

 

 


