did you feel it?
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You are about to begin paging through a visual essay, A sketchbook is blown
onto the floor. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other image. Let the world
around you fade away. Best switch off the notifications on your phone, they
are always vibrating and interrupting you. Find the most comfortable position
with your device: seated, stretched out, curled up or lying flat. You were
browsing the Open! site and then while scrolling around you noticed

A sketchbook is blown onto the floor and you found the author’s name
somewhat intriguing and completely unknown. You tapped and arrived here.
Good for you.

Perhaps you started reading the abstract before making that tap and saved the page —
when you were on the bus or standing in a crowd — but now you are here and you scroll
down quickly browsing the content before diving in. You read this text further, scanning
the sentences, generic phrases that don't say a great deal. So here you are, ready to attack
the first pages of this sketchbook. You tap the first image and the essay loads. Maybe the
image comes up instantly on your high-speed connection, or you are going through a
tunnel and it takes forever. The essay begins with a notebook on a parquet floor. It might
have been blown off a table by a gust of wind, or placed there, taped down with scotch
tape to be photographed in stillness. At first you might feel a bit lost. But when you go on,
you realize that this notebook is readable and visual, that it could be read from back to
front or vice-versa or at random. You are confronting something not quite yet knowing
what it is.
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‘Their name is lion.

Sitting politely they twist their heads at right angles to their bodies, watching
royalty for over a century. Their petrified gaze betrays a knowledge beyond that
implied by Belgian heraldic symbolism. We were commissioned by King Leopold

11 himself, we stood face to face as he inspected us, our flaring, angry nostrils
almost brushing him. Perhaps it was the angle at which he inspected us that
didn’t raise alarm. Our faces tell a story of something, somewhere else, where.
neither we, nor Leopold have ever set foot.
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1. The introduction text to A sketchbook is blown onto the floor takes its
departure point from the introduction of Italo Calvino's introduction to If on a
winter's night a traveler (1979).

Today we lie unnoticed next to infamous cruising areas, trying to mind our own
business while we mind the royal family’s business. We've tracked the money
that made us, the money that built Brussels, the money that passed hands from
Leopold to build countless monuments like us, the money transferred to the
Belgian government through a royal trust. We look straight into the rooms of the
least paid royal family in Europe. Our gaze intensifies.

In the Brussels Park sit two symmetrical lions, both facing the entrance of the
Royal Palace of Belgium. These stone and concrete lion sculptures are a familiar
Belgian royal feature. Only, something doesn’t look quite right. Beneath their gaze
is a certain horror that does not bring to mind any of the other lions I've seen in
Brussels. These lions were sculpted by Paul Dubois at the behest of Leopold in
1907 in a large refurbishment of the then dilapidated park.
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‘The International Africa Society is a private holding company. It was established
as an international scientific and philanthropic association. In 1876 Henry
Morton Stanley was approached by Leopold to explore and map out the Congo
to bring Western civilization and religion to Central Africa. In reality, Stanley was
negotiating treaties with tribal chiefs and obtaining concessions that would later
be used by the king to gain sovereignty on the vast lands that became the Free
State of the Congo.*

2. HM King Leopold Il of the Belgians, www.henrypoole.com.

3. The Congo: A study of the Negro Race, Vachel Lindsay,
www.poetryfoundation.org.
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