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Place in Sequence

A conversationwith Erik Lindner

Klaske Havik

For this conversation, poet Erik Lindner and Imetin the forest. We decided
tovisit the very site of his collection Hout (Wood), the place from which
sprouted the firstlines of the series poem ‘Het Ontwerp’ (The Design):

Leaves where the road used to be

the brick cobble bedded in the ground

the straight wide-openroad
which runs across the curving path.!

Erik: Thisareaisextraordinary. You can walk a whole day here and
notcome across any houses or roads. It’s the largest nature reserve
inthe Netherlands. It’s called the Kroondomeinen or Crown Estates.
Some partsof thisarea are closed from 15 September to 25 December
during rutting season. It’s said that’s when the king [Willem-
Alexander of the Netherlands — ed.] hunts here. Even thoughit’savery
oldforest,itkeeps changing. Since the timeIlived here for a writer’s
residency, some of the paths have changed completely. I’ve seen new
paths emerge and old paths Iused to take get closed off.

Placein Sequence

Klaske: Asamore urban poet, you’ve worked in The Hague,
Berlin and Amsterdam. How did you end up here in the forest?

Erik:I’"dbeenlooking for a place for some time; it was hard to find
anythingin Amsterdam,and thenIdiscovered asmallad forawriters’
residencyinthisarea.Ithoughtit wouldbe interesting, seeing whatit
wouldbelike to work from aforest. Itended up being my opportunity
to see what it was like tolive outside the city. I also had a planright
away. Several poemsI’d written before were linked to places by the
sea (in North Holland). There’s one series that ends with de zee wit, uit
de zee (the sea out, out of the sea). With that phrase the thought was:
‘now it stops, now I’'mleaving the sea, [and] going into the woods’ — as
ifitwasplannedthatway...

Klaske: Asifthe ending of that series was also akind of prelude
to thisnew environment: from the seaside to the forest. Butin

your earlier collections, you've also addressed the city ...
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Erik: That’sright. In my work, walkingisimportant, butI think one
canwalk throughnature aswell asthrough acity — preferably aforeign
city —and make notes that, if all goes well, become material for poems.
This canbe done inaplace that’s familiar, butin a strange city, you're
more observant or receptive to unfamiliar details. Perhaps because
something surprises you, youlook more closely, more sharply, longer,
because you’ve not seen it before. Ultimately, those cities can all be
simultaneously presentin the work; they runright through those
series of poems.

Klaske: But when Iread your urban poemsabout The Hague,
the city youhailfrom, it strikes me that youdescribe details that
anoutsider, on the contrary, would not see. Youevoke the rough
margins of the city, ones youhave to know to recognize aspecific
Hague atmosphere, say in the Schilderswijk or atthe Haagse
Markt.

Erik: That’strue. There were placeslike Duindorp or the areaaround
my home at the time, on the edge of the Schilderswijk. The walk from
there to the market, past the swimming pool with the glass facade, that
supermarket on the Hobbemastraat, the supermarket’s entrance with
aphotocopy machine where the sliding doors kept opening. Those
images are allin my second collection:

Here’s aswimming pool. A glass wall.
A shopping street where the traffic won’t fit.

Atevery move beside the photocopy machine
the supermarket’s sliding door springs open.?

Klaske: What was your process when you created Hout (Wood)
during your stay here? Did you simply walk in the forest each day
and observe, or did you have some kind of plan, plotting certain
routesinadvance?

Erik: There was abit of psychogeography init, to paraphrase André
Bréton...

Klaske: The psychographic walks of the Surrealists and
International Situationists, with their dérsves, were meant

to spurasense of wander, letting yourselfbe guided by the
subconscious...Butsometimes they took avery systematic
approach toachieve this, forinstance by navigating a city based
onamap of another city, or by deliberately using an algorithm:
forinstance, always taking the firstleftand the second right,
and soon,sothatthey ended up inunexpected places. Did

you employ such constraints or are you just concerned with
wandering in itself?



Erik: My father wasan avid chess player. He said thateven chess
masters get stuck at some point. And then they somehow know ‘this
move justfeels better than the other one’. That’s how it works for
me too. Some paths feel better than others. WhenImovedhere,I’d
stopped working atthe Jan van Eyck Academy and editing Zerras
magazine, so I had time.Iwould often start the day by reading some
pages of Proust or Woolf. Then I would go out walking the rest of
the day. Sometimes I purposely walked at Dutch dinner time — six in
the evening, whenitis quiethere, very quiet. And sometimes I saw
something and then I had to stop. Always to make anote.

Klaske: Do youalways have anotebook with you?

Erik: Always. And I’m alwayslooking. The first few months I
told myself: Iwantto have atleast oze /ine on each walk. Even then,
sometimes your firstnote isunusable... Youjusthave to get your pen

going.
Klaske: Oneline per walk is amodest ambition, isn’t it?

Erik: Yes,Idon’t write that much. Moreis allowed, of course. Iused to
make the mistake of only writing down single words. These keywords
usually made me remember the place where it was written. Butatsome
point, Irealized words on their own are not that useful. Italways has
tobealine. Halfaline of poetry at the veryleast. There mustbe abit
ofatemperamentinit... WhenIimposed that on myself, it made my
impression alittle greater than justaword.

Klaske: So, suppose you take walks here every day; you write a
line every day. Then when you’re here for afortnight and you’ve
taken fourteen walks: does thatresultinapoem,acomposition
ofall those differentimpressions andlines?

Erik: No. Thatwould beideal, because thenitall staystogetherina
homogeneous way. But Iwork much more messily than that. Those
notes do come together at some point. If Thave alot of them, I put them
insequenceinadocument. AndthenIhave one ortwo pages oflines
thatIwanttouse. ThenIelaborate on some notions. I printthese pages
and then, on my next walk, I take that printout with me, next to my
notebook. Andatsome point, when it’s really enough —but then I'm
already walking away from this forest—I’ll sitin acaféin Amsterdam
and write every morning.

Klaske: Youhave aregular writing spot?

Erik: Café Park,inthe Oosterparkin Amsterdam. That’s where
Iwork,using abignotebook:Igroupalltheselooselines and
impressions on different pages. AndifIdo thatforamonth,sixdaysa
week, foran hour each time, constantly rewriting, at some point the

Placein Sequence
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poemand eventually aseries of poems emerge. Butbefore that, Ineed
to gather sufficient material.

Klaske: When you’re doing aresidency like this, do youmake a
planbeforehand to get the most out of the time?

Erik: Sometimes residencies are more like explorations —forinstance,
inthe case of short ones of only two weeks, when youdon’tneed to
have your own project for it right away. Atacertain point, Istarted
taking amore planned approach. Once I was offered aresidency in
abeautiful apartment on the boulevard in Oostende on the Belgian
seaside;itevenlooked out over the sea. And thenIthought: I've
always wanted to write one long sea poem, in which the movement
ofthe seaactually determines the poem. Inthe poem Iwrote during
thatresidency, I used two-line stanzas only. The firstis awave
coming towards you, the second another wave rolling back. To find
it,Iwalked up thatjetty in Oostende every evening and wrote one or
severallines. Andso that wasaconceptual, or rather, a preconcerved
poem. Andthere I also only had fourteen days, eleven of whichIused
towrite, I think.

Klaske: And for yourresidency herein the forest?

Erik: Here I wasalso working on my second novel, whichis partly set
in San Sebdstianin Northern Spain, so thathad nothing to do with this
place. Butatthe same time, I did take those many walks here in the
Crown Estates, which provided lines for my poems. And that series of
eleven poems that concludes the Howut collection is the product of those
firsteight monthshere.

Klaske: That’s rather distilled.

Erik: Yes, quite distilled. And that’s also why it’s often difficult to
traceitback precisely for the readers, who —if all goes well —also add
their ownimages and memories to the image, which in the end makes
itvery difficult to figure out exactly where the poemislocated: it
becomes amontage of the places I evoke and the ones readers associate
withthem. Asaresult, my descriptions remain abstract, to some
extent,in the sense thatIdon’t specify different types of trees, for
example. Well, I did mentionabirch, once.

Klaske: Indeed, youdon’tgive muchinformation on the different
species of plants. It’s diverse here, though. Justnow we’re mostly
walking among pine trees and very slender birches. The ground
hasavery green covering of moss and blueberry shrubs. Other
sections we passed were much higher, had more beech trees and
less vegetation on the ground. We’re now crossing an overgrown
path.



Erik: We cross straight ahead here; this is an old man-made path. You
know, when I'walk,I’'mnotsearching for anythingin particular,
unlike the people who hike here to see the deer or the boars. That’s
nicetoo. Butifyou’relooking for that, you’re notlooking foran
impression for apoem. For me, it’sabout opening yourselfup to
something that’s notnecessarily there.

Klaske: Yousaid what you wantis to capture akind of
atmosphere or mood of a place, right? Your perception?

Erik: Sometimes whenIvisitaplace for the firsttime, I don’t quite
capture thatsite-specific atmosphere or mood right away. I have to
visititafew more times to figure out why I'm there — or why something
ishappeningtome,right there, why an emotion is evoked by that
place.

Aboutthe word perception: of course. .. we walk through a forestand
we perceive things. Butactually, the readerisnot that concerned with
my personal perception. In my poems, I try to evoke photographic
images. These do emerge from my perception, my close observation,
butfromthese, I constructimagesinthe poems thatdon’thaveto
match exactly whatIsaw.

Klaske: Remarkably, in your poems you never literally say ‘Isee’
or ‘Thear’ or somethinglike ‘the sun on my skin’. Youactually
keepyourselfout of your poems: you justdescribe the trees, the
path, the objects and situations. So youleave yourself, the ‘I’, out,
allowingreaders toinsert their own perceptions. .. without you
astheintermediary, asitwere.

Erik:Ithink thattouches onthe essence of what Imean very well. It’s
notthatIwantto eliminate myself completely. Because I think thatin
every smallest choice, of an article, of aword for something, thereis

already something subjective. Language is never completely neutral.

Klaske: Butyoudon’timposeitor explainit. Perhaps we can put
itthis way: yourimages come from specific places thatevoke
some kind of emotionin you, which thenappearsinthetextina
kind of distilled form.

Erik: Ifthat works, if thatemotion endsupinatext, let’s callit
lyricism. That’s what makes poetry lyrical. There’s obviously
something underneathit. It’snotjustaforest. There’s also something
inthat forestthat manages to trigger something. And then you’re
talking aboutahuman experience, of course, evenifI’'mnotliterally
describingit.

Look, hereitcomesagain. Doyouseeit?

Placein Sequence
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Klaske: Yes, the sun. Only in winter when the trees are still bare
isthe ground so beautifully illuminated.

Erik: Yes, and then the ground immediately looks greener. But Idon’t
describe how I see the bark of that tree there and the ground beneath
it.Idon’tdescribe how Iseethem. They have toexistinthe poem by
themselves, so to speak.

Klaske: They are presentin your poems, without introduction
orexplanation. I see youuse very few full sentences, with a
verbandasubjectand an object. There are instead many nouns,
sometimes almostlists of objects or spaces.

Erik: Yes,andIalsotry tobe sparse with adjectives. Yousee,
eventually those words together produce the imagesina poem. And
evokinganimageinapoemis,Ithink, differentfrom describing my
perceptions. The pointis that those images, together, produce akind
of film. The moment that film works for you, you’ve moved beyond
thatenumeration, thatlist, as you putit;it turns into amore complex
image.

Klaske: Justahead, aherd of deeris crossing through the trees
intoan openfield. There mustbe thirty of them!

Erik: Youseealotofdeerhere. You're really in the middle of nature.
Butthen, suddenly, onapath, youfind a paving stone setin the soil, in
the midst of all these vastacres of the Crown Estates. If a paving stone
issetinthe soil, there musthave been a stone road here. And that, for
me,is whereIfind the sensitivity, in that stone. Somethingleft behind
froman earlier time. It makes yourealize that before, this was notjust
anaturereserve. Andthatalso means thatthere wasadesign.

Poetics of Place

Klaske: Inthatseries we keep returning to, ‘Het Ontwerp’
(The Design), youalso jump from image to image, and for me
asareader these jumps are not alwayslogical. Sometimes they
are even disorientating. Youstart with the path we’re walking
towards now. And then you enter asort of old-fashioned,
painting-likeimage, withaspinning wheeland asinglebedand a
cluttered open-top desk, in the second poem. And the sequence
keepsjumping from one situation to another.

Andasareader, you’re pulled away from that path and those trees
the poem started with. Iwonder how this all comes together, and
why thisistitled “The Design’. Whatis designed? Does the poem
describe adesign, or rather, is the montage of those images itself
the design?

Erik:Icangive youseveral answers. The designisindeed the
configuration of those five poems. The first poemisin factreally about
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adesign. You’ll see thatin a moment, when we get to the place. Butif
yougo beyond the spinning wheel and the single bed and the cluttered
open-top desk — from a film by Chantal Akerman, La Chambre (The
Room)®—then, in poemthree, youarrive atafragment from Athens
aboutfish being cleaned on mat. So, Athens appearsin the same series.
Toftengoto Athens —afriend of minelives there. Then, in poem four,
youarrive atapainted window. And then a person comes into view, a
curved jawline, an outstretched arm, and the fifth andlast poem ends
atahouse:

Hier schijnt de zon van onder de vloerdelen.
Hier staat jouw huis in een tuin van puin.

here the sun shines from under the floorboards
here your house stands in ayard of shards.*

Klaske: I've read the series several times, as it appeals to me from
the perspective of architecture as well: how do Iread ‘design’
into this,and how do all these very different situations come
together? Why isthat fishbeing cleaned onamat? What does
thathave to dowith thatavenue of trees or that garden of rubble
inthe fifth poem? How does that come together?

Erik: Very simply put, they’re notes from one and the same period. To
me, they musthave some connection. Atthe same time, there’s some
space between them because they’re not on the same page. They also
stand by themselves, eachin their own poem.

Designisalso what precedes the writing, what youdo notyetknow
precisely, but which emerges during the process: the form that the
poemwill eventually have. Free verse is an open form, unlike an
alexandrine orasonnet, andyet, evenin these free verses, every poem
hasafixed structure. The process of writing entails a search for that
design,and I know the final form only once I feel the poemis finished,
whenIknow I’ve created thatform. You couldalso call thatadesign.

Klaske: Sothen every series poem could also be called a design.
Youcollectlines —that’s what you work with; that’s what you
design with.

Erik: Yes,Istart with half or wholelines thatI collect, and they cluster
into stanzas. A blankline between those stanzas can be another major
displacementalready.

Look,aboar. It’saboar, right?

Klaske: Yep. He’s pretty big, lightin colour, well camouflaged in
the high yellowed grass.

Placein Sequence
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So,it’sabout constructing a certain series of images, that you
evoke withallthose different entrances, maybe? Like thatbag
of medlars and that white tub chair in the first poem, where did
they come from? Youwon’t easily find abag of medlarsonaroad,
right?

Erik:Iconjureacheap plastic tub chairin the grass, whose legs bend
easily. And thatbag of medlars fits with that. That’sanimage. But
why do they match? In theimage Iwantto form, it’sright because the
poemneedsit. Andthat’s why I alwaysrail abitagainst the notion of
perception. Sometimes I feellike asmall child in thattoo. Of courseI
perceive things. Butno, it’s ultimately what the poem wants. Yes, that
poemneeded thatimage.

Klaske: Isitbecause only the description of the avenue and
thetrees and the field needed contrast? Something thathasto
happen, adding akind of uglinessin the space?

Erik: There’s not much chance of such a chair here, in anature reserve.
Therefore, thatimage provides akind of suspense.

Klaske: Inoticed your poems sometimeslinger afteraline: you
setsomething up and then youleave it open foramoment. And
then youswitch to another situation —whichleaves me,asa
reader, with a question mark.

Poetics of Place

Erik: Youcould say I makeimages, but to complete those imagesIneed
thereader. It’s precisely because it might not be possible — to create

the image with language (unlike with photography or adrawing, but
Ichooselanguage anyway) —that I doit,and I also want to see the
handwritten way I wrote it down, on the spot.

Klaske: Sowhen you write at the table in the café, you’re actually
editing what you jotted down sz situ. You extractlines, moments,
ingredients, straight from the site, which you then bring together
in afollow-up process.

Erik:Inessence, you'reright: in that place, the poemarises from
notes. Butthat’s the place captured in words. Butin all those scribbles,
Icannotyetsee the form of the poeminthem atall. Only whenI'm
sitting at that café table willit start tolooklike apoem. And any reader
of my work will start to discover a structure of the poem.

Klaske: Look! Fresh deer tracks on the path.
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Erik: Mightbe those thirty we just saw running. It does build quite the
suspense of the place. The way to reach the place is alwayslonger than
Ithink. We did make abit of a detour. We’re not actually allowed in
thisarea.

‘We’re almost there.
Klaske: Ah,there was adrive here. From a country estate maybe.
Erik: Yousee. Thisisthe design. Youseeit.Ithinkitwasaroad

Klaske: Yes, you'd thinkitbelonged to a country estate. It’s
clearly been planted, in the past: those rows of beeches. You
almostexpectafenceorastone here. Andit’s probably planted
foraestheticreasons, an avenue of beeches: for grandeur,
marking the entrance to something, afarm, amanorhouse? The
lightatthe end of the path that makes the place mysterious. A
jumpintime, toimagine that something washere. Yourealize
thatcenturiesago, a carriage drove here, or someone onahorse.
Andthenitstops, after thisbeech grove.

Erik: Yes, although the path does continue; actually it mergesintoa
larger path. And thatendsinafield. But you saw it right away, before
we gothere, yousaid: thisis adrive. Strange though, thisisin the
middle of nature, because we’ve been walking through the forest for
more than an hour now, and now suddenly we’re standingin a place
that was built, made,inhabited.

Placein Sequence

Leaves where the road used to be
the avenue of trees halfway across the field

birdsinthe swaying treetops

awhite bucket chairin the grass
abagful of ripe medlars

the tussocks of heather
the brick cobble bedded in the ground

the straight wide-openroad
which runs across the curving path.®

Interview translation Klaske Havik,
Poems translation FrancisR. Jones
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1 From the poem ‘Het ontwerp’ (The
Design) in Hout (Amsterdam: Van
Oorschot, 2024), Page 25, transl.
Francis R. Jones.

2 Fromthe poem ‘Tijdelijke Halte’
(Temporary Stop)in Tongen Trede
(Amsterdam: De Bezige Bij,2000),
21, transl. FrancisR. Jones.

3 Chantal Akerman, La Chambre:
https://www.dailymotion.com/
video/x7pybf8.

4 Fromthe poem ‘Hetontwerp’ (The
Design) in Hout (Amsterdam: Van
Oorschot,2024),Page 28, transl.
FrancisR. Jones.

5 Fromthe poem ‘Hetontwerp’ (The
Design) in Hout (Amsterdam: Van
Oorschot,2024),Page 25, transl.
FrancisR. Jones.



