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Monologue of a plein-airist 

 

In an epistolary novel, the letters are addressed to a fictitious person, 

who acts as a sounding board for the writer. In this case, the artist has 

chosen a tree in a park in Heusden-Zolder as the addressee. This tree has 

become the imaginary mirror of his thoughts. Yet it remains difficult to 

breach the confidentiality of the mail because the outpourings from the 

monologue are authentical. For the artist, the tree becomes a canal so 

that his own thoughts can surface and take shape in words and images. 

He reaches a sort of inner prospecting, a kind of esthetical prayer 

wherein he tries to define his place in the reality that surrounds him.  

During the childhÏÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÒÅÅ-ÆÕÌ ÏÆ ÌÅÔÔÅÒÓȱȟ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÏÎÅ ÈÕÎÄÒÅÄ 

ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÒÉÎÇÓ ÁÇÏȟ ÁÒÔÉÓÔÓ ÒÅÁÌÌÙ ÓÔÁÒÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÏÂÓÅÒÖÅ ÎÁÔÕÒÅȢ 4ÈÅÙ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ 

want to work according to the existing templates, and they started 

examining the sensation of light in 'plein air'. The subjectivity that comes 

with looking at nature in progress led to a revolution in Art. The 

accidental and whimsical play of light made art acquire a sketchy 

character in the end. Because the emphasis lay on the impression of the 

environment, the own instinctive looking and the personal viewpoint 

were accentuated. This is the way in which Stefaan van Biesen looks at 

ÔÈÅ ȰÈÕÍÁÎ ÁÖÉÁÒÙȱ ÉÎ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Å ÌÉÖÅȢ 4Ï ÕÓÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÔÉÓÔȟ ÈÅ 

ȰÔÒÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÎÄ ÕÐ ÃÒÉÐÐÌÅÄ ÁÓ ×ÏÏÄ ÃÁÎ ÂÅȱȟ ÂÕÔ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ 

breathÉÎÇ ÓÐÁÃÅȟ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ Á×ÁÙ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÏÄÓȢ Ȱ*ÕÓÔ ÄÉÓÁÇÒÅÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÍÅ 

ÆÏÒ ÏÎÃÅȱȟ ÈÅ ÁÓËÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÔÔÅÒ ÃÈÏÏÓÅÓ ÆÏÒ Á ÄÅÁÆ ÃÁÍÏÕÆÌÁÇÅȟ 

so that the question is echoed back. In the dying reverberation, you only 

ÓÅÅÍ ÔÏ ÈÅÁÒ ȰÉÌ ÆÁÕÔ ÆÁÉÒÅ ÓÁ ÐÒÏÐÒÅ ÖÉÅȱȢ 

 

Stef van Bellingen 
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The strange endlessness of a second 
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Melsele, autumn 1996 

 

 

That day, I watched you for a long time, and I wondered what your 

silence means to me. Maybe you do speak to me, but the sounds are lost, 

or I ÃÁÎȭÔ ÄÅÃÉÐÈÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÎÇÕÁÇÅ ÙÏÕ ÓÐÅÁË ÁÎÄ ÏÎÌÙ ÈÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÒÕÓÔÌÉÎÇ ÏÆ 

the dying leaves in your crown. I will probably have to keep guessing 

what you are able or willing to tell me, if not being able to speak is more 

than just silence.  
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Melsele, autumn 1996 

 

 

I decided to write you a letter that I will read to you one day or another, 

right there on your spot. It may be a mystery to most, but somehow I am 

convinced that my words can reach you anyway.  

) ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÙÏÕÒ ȰÏÎÅ-×ÁÙ ÐÅÎ ÐÁÌȱ, who cannot expect an answer from you, 

but still this is something we share together.  

 

) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÈÏÐÅ ÆÏÒ Á Ó×ÉÆÔ ÁÎÓ×ÅÒȟ ÓÅÃÒÅÔÌÙ ) ÈÏÐÅ ÆÏÒ Á ÓÉÇÎȢ  
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Melsele, autumn 1996 

 

(anonymous) 

I cannot possibly explain why I write to you again so soon, but the image 

of the open space where you stand, surrounded by other trees, often 

surfaces in my mind.  

Even though the other trees around you may seem more imposing, I still 

direct this letter to you and you alone, because after all, I chose you as my 

silent, alleged listener, or at least the one of whom I think he is listening.  

I feel connected to your way of standing. Your silence is also my silence. 

You stand between the others, somewhat inconspicuously, just as I often 

stand between people, trying to observe anonymously. Like you, I want to 

stand in the changing of seasons and breathe motionless from the 

bottomless pit of faraway winds.  

 

) ×ÏÎȭÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÓÏÍÅÔÈÉÎÇȟ ) ÊÕÓÔ ×ÁÎÔ ÔÏ ȰÂÅȱȢ   
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Melsele, autumn 1996 

 

 

You, breathing in this world and I, standing before you in thought, what 

makes us both companions?  

In a world that often dresses itself in madness and horror, you are the 

one remaining silent, as if your silence is a condemnation, your 

motionless plea to those unwilling to listen to the soft sway of your 

gradually balding crown. Your language is a burden weighing me down, 

because every sound articulates your bid, impalpable with the falling of 

your late summer leaf. 

 

)ȭÌÌ ÓÈÁÒÅ ÙÏÕÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙ ÍÏre often in my mind. You show me, 

(apparently without noticing my profane dependency), that there is 

another way of life. Your rooting in the lap of mother earth and reaching 

for the pulling heavens are reasons to live. That I should reach like a tree 

for the faraway and the intangible to keep on longing for what I have 

stored in myself in every move, in countless thoughts, in every particle of 

my being. Maybe that is what you do: standing and stretching to what 

makes you stand your ground, the wish for a fulfilment, a dream, a lust 

for life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



-10- 

 

 

 



-11- 

 

 

Melsele, winter 1996 

 

 

Soon you will go to sleep with naked arms raised to the grey heavens that 

span this scenery, and you and me. Then, the summer will be long gone 

and live only in memory, then warmth will be a cherished gem and well 

nigh forgotten by some. Sometimes, a memory may be too faded to recall 

what a day was really like then. And during our slow winter sleep we 

dream ourselves the days, we give account of bygone days that are piled 

up inside the number of the years. It makes us grow with the frugality of 

one ring per year, like the bark of the tree that we hope to be in times of 

doubt and oblivion.  
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Melsele, winter 1996 

 

 

I send you this letter with a drawing of how I see you in my mind. Even if 

a memory remains elusive in the multitude of thoughts, still there are 

images that lodge themselves stubbornly and ineradicably in the mind. 

The ever-returning ghost of days past, a ship crowded with drifters, 

driven by the nostalgia for the safe haven. I too am pursued by this never-

ceasing feeling that has been driving me to faraway places ever since my 

early childhood. 

But you are fixed, unshakeably steady, you are going nowhere. You stare 

at the unbridled blue and suck the sap from the depths of the earth. My 

restlessness seems naive and childish compared to your impassiveness. 
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Melsele, winter 1996 

 

 

(I am drawing you a tree) 

I would love to say or write you something today, but I am tired and 

empty as the hollow fruit that has unfastened itself from your branch, 

waiting for a hand to seize it.  

This is the circle that closes on itself, the snake hungrily biting its own 

tail.  

 

I lavishly scatter the words, hoping someday to reap what lies enclosed 

within me, the things waiting to bud.  

It is winter and yet spring is already on my train of thought. Strange how 

nothing is what is seems. How a life is a bundle of images, of endless 

endeavour. 

I am drawing you a tree the way I think you are.  
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Melsele, winter 1996 

 

 

(a thought for every day) 

Keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 

keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, keep silent, 
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

(To a silent one who is silent). 

 

For you, I am probably nought but a piece of paper, inked up with words, 

a tyrant greedily eating your fruit, even if they are not meant for him or 

do not do him any good.  

I pose questions that remain unanswered, I want to know things that I 

will never be able or allowed to know. I probably want too much.  

 

In spite of the fact that you will never answer me, I still have the feeling 

that I know you, or rather, recognise myself in you?  

I am starting to piece myself together like a puzzle, slowly and piece by 

piece.  Thus, every word is a piece that I add to the whole, that once was 

looking in chaos for the origin of its origin.  

 

(I talk like a blind man looking inside and surveying the world in the 

piercing light of his own shine in the immeasurability of the darkness 

that surrounds him).  

 

Breathe my breath, 
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

This week I have lived like a tree, or rather, like I think it is to be a tree. I 

caught a cold, which made me deaf in my left ear for a while. I heard 

nothing but an incessant rustling, like a snowstorm raging in the 

distance. Just for a moment, I was beyond reach, cut off from the sounds 

that were so familiar to me. I repeatedly had to bring them to mind. It 

was as if I had to dig from the scrapbook of my past. I lived from inside a 

memory.  

 

) ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÈÅÁÒ ÉÔ ×ÈÅÎ ÓÏÍÅÏÎÅ ÁÄÄÒÅÓÓÅÄ ÍÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÎÏÔ-

being-heard was a strange experience for those who spoke to me. I was 

just like you: unreachable.  

Deafness is a shield that protects against painful noises, against words 

that hurt when they penetrate the ear.  

 

I am hearing again, yet the sounds stay strange and never heard even if 

they are caught in a head, a body, a wood full of life. This way, it is as if 

every cell listens to every sigh, as if every signal around me forces me to 

surrender to the compelling play of breathing and living.  

 

If ever I learnt something from this writing the already thirteenth? letter 

to you, it is to get to know myself as uncomfortably deaf, a desperate 

listener to a tree on a day like this.   
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

Funny how one can fill a life trying nothing but to finalise a question, and 

how this endeavour can become a burden, too heavy to carry. Sometimes 

I picture myself as a tree, bending under the weight of its own leaves, of 

its own boughs that can break a giant, because they are laden with the 

heaviness of their hearts and the urge to grow excessively.  

 

) ÓÅÅ ×ÈÁÔ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÃÁÎ ÂÒÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔȢ ) ÐÒÏÂÁÂÌÙ ÇÏ ÌÏÏËÉÎÇ ×ÈÅÒÅ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ 

have to look, I probably reread the words in which I read the excess of 

meaning, risking to lose myself.  

 

Your silence is my stammering, your silence is my stubborn speaking. 

This is how I stand in the blue air, being the tree of countless thoughts 

that grow from each piece of branch out of nothingness, and that I have 

to let go in the autumn of all times not to smother myself. This is my mild 

harvest of living and being, until the shiny white axe will cleave my 

ÃÅÎÔÒÅȟ ÓÐÌÉÎÔÅÒ ÍÙ ÉÎÎÁÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÅÁË ÍÙ ÔÏÒÓÏȢ "ÅÃÁÕÓÅ ÓÉÌÅÎÃÅ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ 

ÍÅÁÎ ÎÏÔ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÁÂÌÅ ÔÏ ÔÁÌËȟ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÅÁÎ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÄÅÆÅÎÃÅÌÅÓÓȢ 7ÈÏ ÈÁÓ ÔÈÅ 

right to act pointlessly? Maybe this is my question: Who brings down, 

without realising that every stroke of the hammer kills part of himself 

with brute force?  

 

Even if I can only stand by and watch powerlessly; I am still sovereign, I 

have my thoughts, I am the tree of memory and if I fall, the world will fall 

with me.  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

The remainder of countless days lies at your feet. The earth is rich 

through your lost harvest of years. You covered your place with this grey 

carpet that was once a green haze of light and life and that now covers 

the feet of your body against the biting cold that assaults us these days. 

Paralysed as snow-clad statues in a frosty landscape.  

 

More than once, I mentally suggested the thought that I was a letter-tree, 

but this has been a naive mind game. No, I am not a tree, I can never take 

the place allotted to you. This makes you and me unique in our diversity, 

the complexity of our limitation. And the more I distance myself from 

you, the closer I get to the core of the dialogue that I stubbornly keep up, 

even if it is a Sisyphean task. It is my own absurd wish to keep writing 

someone who never answers.  

 

4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÄÁÙÓ ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÆÅÅÌ ÌÉËÅ ×ÒÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÙÏÕ ÁÎÄ ÙÅÔ ÓÕÄÄÅÎÌÙȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ) 

am again writing at this table, writing down all that enters my head. 

Words I subsequently read with the amazement of a stranger, yet 

knowing they are unravelling my own person like a rebus.  

 

The ripped up letters are then lying at my feet. I too reap the multitude of 

my own doubts. They cover the place where I live and stand. Am I the tree 

that I am constantly denying after all?  

Between ratio and the feelings of heart and stomach, the vein connecting 

heaven and earth is often missing.  

Tonight, I want nothing else but to write here in silence, to write on the 

blank bald leaf, to a tree far away in a frozen meadow.  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

4ÈÅ ÌÕÒÅ ÏÆ ÐÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÖÉÏÌÅÎÃÅ ÉÓ ÁÐÐÁÒÅÎÔÌÙ ÌÏÓÔ ÏÎ ÙÏÕȢ 9ÏÕ ÄÏÎȭÔ ÂÅÎÄ 

under the weight of your crown. You are indifferent to the silly little 

game that people play in the few hours of their existence, because it is 

unimportant. They are fighting against themselves. Alienation is starting 

to possess their world. They have no roots anymore like you. They have 

become mere heads without bodies, shells full of airiness that float and 

have gone adrift like a lost meteor in its own universe.  

 

I realise now that we have to look more at your silence, your standing 

there; your silence tries to show something; there are other ways that 

had escaped us. You cause no harm, you leave everybody be in your 

dominant modesty.  

 

)Î ÔÈÅ ÏÌÄÅÎ ÄÁÙÓ ÏÆ #ÈÉÎÁȟ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ȰÅÍÂÒÁÃÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÔÒÅÅȱȟ ÌÉËÅ ) ÔÒÙ ÔÏ ÄÏ 

today with the same intentions and intensity, mentally and physically. 

Nothing is new, nothing has not been invented yet. It is there for the 

taking, for those willing to look at what is standing next to them, waiting 

to be touched and moved.  

 

This is how I stand in thought like a tree, thinking of my Tai Chi teacher 

Ellen, and Annemie. They taught me to listen to what lives deep on the 

ÉÎÓÉÄÅȟ ÁÎ Ȱ)ȱ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅÌÙ ÆÒÅÅ ÆÒÏÍ ȰÔÈÅ ÄÁÒËȱ ÔÈÁÔ ) ÏÎÃÅ ÈÁÄ ÔÏ 

undergo. Just like you, I let the river flow starting from the great Nothing 

that is unmentionable.  

 

I embrace the tree, in us, in you and me.  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

Just disagree with me for once! Break the silence that cloaks your 

shadow like a taut and seamless robe. Tear down the wall that towers 

sky-high and to which an earthly mortal can do nothing but demonstrate 

his impotence painfully.  

 

Only in a dream I see you like a pillar of ice melting and allowing its 

waters of lamentation to flow to all the far-off corners of the world; a 

silenced singer who suddenly sends another sound through his throat, a 

clear but strange sound that has to wriggle itself through the neck of a 

fragile chimney.  

 

An idle hope it is to stubbornly keep believing in a dream. Sometimes, I 

am a traveller waiting for the train that never comes 
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

ɉÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÉÎÇ +ÏÃÈȭÓ ÔÅÓÔɊ 

Everyone draws a tree from memory the way he sees it. It is the tree of 

memory that is different and unique for everyone. People allow 

themselves to be read vulnerably through this. Every detail reveals 

something of the mental condition of the maker. On the basis of the 

ÁÃÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅȟ ÏÎÅ ÃÁÎ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÅ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÔÁÌÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÈÏÒÔÃÏÍÉÎÇÓȡ 

frightening when falling in the wrong hands, fascinating as an analytical 

piece of work.  

 

Not long ago, a nine-year-old girl gave me a picture of a tree. It surprised 

me: The picture was filled with several signs, like they can be found in the 

so-called primitive cultures. She had even incorporated a cross in it. 

Immediately, Joseph Beuys came to mind and I realised again that there 

is no barrier between the memory and the actions. That we are all 

carrying the same pictures within us, locked up in every cell of our body, 

even if we reject nature in ourselves. It is the old - but not unravelled - 

thread of Ariadne that links and binds us to what we had forgotten.  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

There is always a here, a now, a moment. But me, I am always different. I 

show myself in my humble body to hide myself visibly. Unlike you, I 

cannot stand and die without inheriting tomorrow that grabs me and 

holds me in its grasp.  

The mind too is subject to gravity, and fear of heights is the feeling of 

shame that has been invented for me because I fail in every attempt to 

reach for what is waiting for me there, sky-high.  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

(I ask myself): 

What is the definition of a letter when I invite you to read my days in 

thoughts?  

 

How did you get me this far, to make me keep up this compulsiveness, 

this unruly discipline, like a belief in self-created lies? 

 

How does your day go by? 

 

Is every thought a budding leaf waiting to bloom, so that you can reread 

yourself in the middle of summer? 

 

Is every question not a musing without an answer, or am I 

unintentionally writing the book I never wanted to write?  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

1 

(dream) 

Today, I received such a strange image from the twilight of a previous 

night. It stayed with me all day long. I saw myself, just for a second, 

standing against you rough bark. I felt like I was an extension of your 

bark, a strange kind of branch, sucked fast to you like a parasite, and 

fused in the rings of your years.  

 

A moment later, an axe cleaved me from your bark, and I was lying 

almost helpless in the grass, like a disowned child next to you in the 

ÔÒÁÍÐÌÅÄ ÇÒÁÓÓȢ ) ×ÁÎÔÅÄ ÔÏ ÓÈÏÕÔ ÔÏ ÓÔÉÆÌÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÉÎȟ ÂÕÔ ) ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔȢ ) had 

to remain silent just like you, and carry my fate powerlessly. I saw the 

rusty yellow wound at the base of your trunk, but you kept standing up 

steadfastly.  

I tried to stand up, crippled as wood can be, and my knotty long fingers 

grabbed at the thinness of the air. But there was no power in my thin 

twigs.  

 

2 

(lamentation of a bough) 

In my humble existence as a table-leg, everything is a distant memory. In 

my new shape, nothing is left of what I once was. It is as if I am a 

sculptured Atlas, one of the muted pillars carrying the unbearable weight 

of years of civilisation on a shiny shoulder. I live by the task assigned to 

me and I carry a table heavy with books.  

 

While the creaking of his shoes and chair is making me crazy, somebody 

next to me is looking out the window and writing a letter. A letter to a 

tree?  
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Melsele, winter 1997 

 

 

A pale trunk is hiding in the early spring mist. At the extremity of every 

twig, the chilly dew is sparkling like a tiny water crystal. As a whole, this 

resembles a jagged wooden chandelier but upside down, anchored in the 

earth and hanging towards heaven. Silently and breathlessly, he dangles 

in the haze to light the firmament. In the improvised ballroom of the 

early morning, the sound of twittering blackbirds fades away.  

 

Mere seconds, then this wondrously beautiful spectacle dissolves in the 

lukewarm rays of a winter sun that casts my long low shadow on the 

frozen ground. My breath escapes me like a volatile vapour, and so, all 

the garden of my small world is filled with speechlessness pinning me to 

the ground like a tree. Here, I am no longer the child that has to choose 

between falling and getting up hesitantly, in fragile equilibrium. 
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