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Metal
Fatigue
BRUSSELS: FROM STATION TO STATION

Arriving by train in any major city can be a bit of a shock to the system. Sure ‘transportation 
hubs’ have had the architectural spotlight thrown on them in recent decades, but a direct 
artery to the heart of a city is a bit more difficult to airbrush than an airport. Brussels is 
currently experiencing a political crisis that has become indulgent and divorced from its 
inhabitants. Not since the poet Rimbaud steamed in and out of town writing ‘A Season in Hell’ 
have piss-scented railway stations seemed such a potent allegory for the mood of a nation. 

Text and images by Teun Voeten

Welcome to Brussels, bureaucratic capital of Europe, seat of NATO, and also the capital of a very dys-
functional country called Belgium. You know, the place that gave the world the saxophone, surrealism 
and the ultimate comic book hero, the intrepid reporter Tintin. Rubbing the national belly to the well-re-
hearsed line about producing some of the world’s best beer and chocolate – a truism that is far more re-
liable than talk of being at the heart of the surrounding continent – its international profile is coloured by 
less celebrated details. The fact that it was Brussels, not somewhere in Chicago, which was the scene 
of the world’s first drive-by shooting, is hardly marketing material. Today, the country seems only to be 
famous for its intangible political mess. ‘What the fuck is going on in Belgium?’ is becoming a new in-
formal greeting to its inhabitants. While any political scientist can summarise even the Palestinian con-
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flict in five minutes, explaining the problem of Belgium would take days. Basically, the two major local 
tribes, the Flemish and the Walloons are turning the state of Belgium into a freak show. National politi-
cians have kept their peasant mentality and brought their provincial frustrations to the metropolitan capi-
tal of Brussels. Political discourse has been descending into an embarrassing quarrel whose participants 
seem intent on competing in the petty Olympics. It has been going on now for nearly a year. And each 
week it becomes more incomprehensible, complicated and abstract.

Most Belgians do not understand it any more. Even worse, they don’t give a damn any more. An all-
encompassing disdain and fatigue is pervading the kingdom of Belgium. Indifference has become, af-

ter beer and chocolate, Belgium’s new export product and its mascot is the National Railway System. 
Belgium was once at the forefront of the industrial revolution. The first railway track on the European 
continent dates from 1835 linking Brussels to Mechelen. Now the national railway system (NMBS/SNCB) 
is a byword for disrepair and decay. The sorry state of the three main railway stations of Brussels is sym-
bolic for the situation in a city that is de-facto ungovernable: Brussels consists of 19 districts, each with 
its own mayor and squabbling city council. Add to that a weak federal government and Flemish and 
Walloon governments who don’t really care about Brussels and the impasse seems inevitable. To ram 
home the point, it’s not even clear which one of Belgium’s five governments is in charge of the railways. 
So far not one has taken responsibility and instead they go in for accusing finger-wagging.
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Arriving in Belgium by train, any traveller will be shocked by the scenes of dilapidation. Brussels may be 
the only European city in the 21st century where there is no urban planning, no responsibility, no guts, and 
no vision. Aptly, the tourist-book symbol of Brussels is the ‘Manneke Pis’, roughly translated as ‘Little Boy 
Peeing’. And yes, inhale the smell around Gare du Midi - the South Station that is the international termi-
nal to France and the UK – and its value is more than symbolic. The stench that permeates the air on warm 
days is unbearable. Cleaning crews are nowhere to be seen, unlike the big puddles of piss that form tiny 
creeks along the sidewalk. The exterior walls of the station have become a public toilet for the homeless, 
the addicted, the mentally ill and life’s lost souls, not to mention the threatening anti-social and criminal el-
ements, which like in cities all over the world, are drawn to such public and transitory spaces.

At the Central Station, visitors first have to make sense of a cacophony of contradicting signs, childish pic-
tograms and different fonts that thoroughly confuse any commuter. Once the way out has been discovered, 
one has to walk through a dark and filthy tunnel to reach the subway. Lights are broken and maintenance 
seems to be an alien concept. This is the Brussels Tunnel of Doom, where on weekdays thousands of ad-
ministrative workers have to brave abject gloominess to reach their office buildings. Things are different but 
no better at the North Station. Here the welcome is provided by groups of highly efficient pickpockets and 
the raw end of prostitution in the surrounding very, very seedy red light district. In the station, a monument 
for a police officer who was gunned down while on duty is falling apart. The remains of a stripped down 
bike are locked to a traffic sign and will probably be there for months to come.
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Having seen the deadlock in Belgian politics, one can only expect the Belgian railway system, with its 
broken down stations, to fall further into oblivion. One can cry for that. But most likely, Belgians will work 
out an original solution. Any location scout working for the movie industry would be pleasantly surprised 
that the 1950s East European Depro look that no longer exists in the former Warsaw pact countries is 
still alive in Brussels. Invite the film crews! Let the cameras roll… Export indifference… #


