Rihla, voice over text - by Gerbrand Burger

I want to show you my journey to the West. I’ve been living here, in this city, for most of my adult life. Before I came here, Iived in a different world. Don’t try to find out who I am, I’m nothing but a pile of books, a stack of yellowed pages. 
On the day I left home, I went upstairs to my fathers room. He sat upstairs, drinking his tea. The servants were staring at me. 
Many years ago, when I was still a believer, I wanted to attend the morning prayers. I stepped into the mosk, and found myself in a railway station. So I learned that architectural style counts for nothing, and that it is in brick houses with lightning conductors that prayers are heard.
Now, when I was about to begin my adult life, my father had to instruct his son in the wisdom of life. He reminded me once more of a muslim’s duties and he told me to pray often, to be good to the poor and the frail, and always be prepared to draw my sword for my faith. Then he rose, he took my hand, and said with a forced and shaking voice: ‘And one thing I beg of you; do not enter politics, do anything you want, but no politics.’ Now I really was grown up and I got on my way to the cities of the West.
At home I lost my humanity, but here you can become what you want. Here you can want or not want, no one will want on your behalf, as they did at home. And in a way I feel pity for the people here, because they cannot go to someplace in the world and suddenly feel that the have come out of darkness to light, and that a radiant world has opened up to them.
When I reached the city I saw its towering castles and tall, and lofty temples from a distance. The first thing I did was to tare up my passport, my former identity. I wanted to be born anew, to be stripped of my past, my sorrows, my memories. 
I disembarked from the ship on which I had travelled, and arrived at a house outside the city. It was used for quarantaine, as folllowing their custom, everyone coming from foreign lands must go into quarantaine before being allowed to enter the city.
In the long corridor to my apartment I would sometimes bump into one of the fellow residents, and exchange with him a greeting, for which I would change the tone of my voice. But the greeting would bestow on our chance encounter nothing but mutual suspicion, which we only transcended through deep silence. A silence that continued to grow until one of us reached his room, and closed the door behind him, at which point a more abstract silence enveloped one. A silence that was equally distributed among all rooms and houses, a silence that mingled so intimately with their furniture and other objects, that only those used to it could endure it.
When people asked me why I’ve come here, I tell them that my arrival was inevitable, that everyone is a newcomer from the past. I’m just as lost as everybody else here.
 At night chaotic visions tormented me while half naked women and girls crawled about me in the sand and gazed at me with lust. I was a sensation!

The city has changed completely since I first came here, everytime I think I know it and I start to feel at home, it changes its face, as if someone is holding an image of it on a stick in front of me. My eyes tremble with something like fear when I look around. I’m appalled by the empty space. The square and all the streets debauching from it, are without trace of any human being. A city empty, deserted, dead. Where are the people?
I’m trying to understand the amazing compilation of small things. It has the subtle charm of a neatly kept dolls house. It also shows why this place is somewhat claustrophobic. The day has come that I’m starting to feel the need for something high, something to look up to. I need curves for my gaze to jump over, shapes to inspire my soul.
But I will not return. I have started as a traveller and as traveller I will continue on my way. It is both decision and destiny, both vision and action, both beginning and end.




