INTERVIEW
STEFAN HERTMANS AND WIM HENDERICKX ON THE CONVERT
"Her story had me in its power"
With The Convert, Opera Ballet Vlaanderen presents a unique world premiere. Composer
Wim Henderickx transformed the acclaimed novel by Stefan Hertmans into a grand opéra,
which premieres in May. The two of them look back on their collaboration as an
extraordinary and emotional experience. "While working on the opera, I empathised
intensely with Vigdis. I wanted to truly feel who this woman was."
By Ilse Degryse and Koen Bollen
We meet them for the interview at the home of Wim Henderickx, in his music studio in the
attic of his house near the Stadspark in Antwerp. On this cold December day, the
government has just decided to drastically limit audience sizes for cultural productions to 200
people. While Stefan Hertmans sips his coffee, the composer installs himself at the piano,
with an exhilarated energy. "Can I play you my first sketch for the overture for The Convert",
he asks. "I read Stefan's book in December 2016, just after it came out. I devoured it in two
days and I instantly felt: this is going to become my great opera, my grand opéra. By the
third day, I had already composed these first chords, and they have remained virtually
unchanged ever since. Wait, I'll just play it for you…"
The music fills the room that is chock-full of a diverse array of instruments from the four
corners of the earth. The first melodic phrases already draw us deeply into the tragic life
story of Vigdis, the Christian heroine of Stefan Hertmans' novel, who, for the love of a young
Jewish man, decides to abandon her family and the protective world of her youth. It hits you
at once: the sense of impending doom, the anticipation of a tumultuous emotional journey
and a story that will leave an indelible impression.
Stefan Hertmans nods approvingly as he plays. "Fantastic, Wim", he says, afterwards.
"That's the same piece you played for me when we met for the first time. You said: listen,
this is going to be The Convert. And lo and behold: the idea of the entire opera was already
encapsulated right there."
Hertmans was initially surprised when he received the request from Henderickx to turn his
book into an opera, he recalls. "But once the idea was there, it seemed so self-evident. As if
it had always been there. Of course, then you have to be lucky enough to have compatible
personalities. A collaboration of this kind is a very personal and intuitive process, but I
instantly felt: this guy is my buddy. From the get-go, I had the complete trust in Wim,
because he's very generous and at the same time very precise. I like people who have that
ability to reconcile exuberance and perfectionism. And Wim is someone who cultivates his
own enthusiasm with the utmost care."
"I was very nervous about meeting Stefan", admits Henderickx, in turn. "Would he be open
to the idea? Would I actually be allowed to create this opera? But he immediately gave me
carte blanche. The process of working together has been an absolute dream, from the start.
Everything has grown in such an organic way."

What was it about the book that made such an impression on you, Wim?
Wim: When I read The Convert, I felt as if this book had been written especially for me and
that – I don't mean to sound pretentious here – there was no other composer who could turn
it into an opera. All the subjects that preoccupy me both personally and an artist are in there:
the notion of an impossible love, the concept of la condition humaine. How far will you go
before you give up? At what point you say: nothing matters to me anymore? In these Covid
times, that's an awfully relevant question, don't you think? Also, the religious theme, how the
beauty of religion can devolve into absolute brutality, that makes the book highly topical, to
my mind. The story takes place in the eleventh century, but it's about our present age.
Stefan: When I heard that first musical concept by Wim, it was an emotional moment for me.
You have to realise: I've lived with this story, day in day out, for four years. The process of
writing it was incredibly intense. The Convert was created in a place that's very special to
me, the village of Monieux in de Provence, where I have a house. That's where I first
encountered the story of Vigdis. And from there, I began to travel in the footsteps of that girl
– who, up until then existed only in my head – everywhere, even into the sweltering heat of
Cairo. My aim was to tell a story about something very close to my own life, something quite
intimate, and before my eyes, it exploded into a worldwide story, with ramifications in New
York, Chicago, Tel Aviv, etcetera. I recognise the same emotionality from my book in Wim's
music.
Stefan, in many of your books the central character is female. For example, your
grandfather's mother in Oorlog en terpentijn (War and Turpentine) or the wife in your
recent book De opgang. As a middle-aged white man, what drives you to always seek
out the female perspective?
Stefan: Since as far back as the nineteen nineties, I've been fascinated by Greek heroines,
such as Antigone, Medea, Iphigeneia and Helen. In feminist literature, you often find the
thesis that all of these women are victims of a patriarchal society. I never understood it in
that way. On the contrary, I saw them as pivots, as turning points. When they say no, the
entire patriarchal world of men collapses. They have a castrating effect on order. That is
actually where my obsession specifically with Antigone began and with how, as a white man,
you can find a meaningful way to put that into words. Ultimately, it comes down to the
question of how, as a white man of my generation, you experience the feminine. In an
interview, Maylis de Kérangal, a female French writer I know well, made the distinction
between vulnérabilité and fragilité, vulnerability and fragility. All of us are vulnerable, by
default. You can also open yourself up to fragility, and that feminine aspect is something I
have always searched for in myself as a man. Because, from my personal life, I know that as
a man you can only love well when you also explore your feminine side. A man can only
become a good lover once he sees the woman in himself. That's the secret. (laughs)
You're nodding in agreement, Wim?
Wim: What I thought was so great about Stefan's book is that there's no question that Vigdis
is the protagonist of the story. This is all about her and that's also what gives the story its
power. I think she's an incredibly strong woman. It would have taken unbelievable courage in
those times, to give up everything for your love. She's a big personality, no shrinking violet,

but a woman of character who fights like a lioness for her children. You know, I previously
created a musical theatre piece about Medea.
Stefan: Vigdis had to have been highly intelligent, yes. Conversely, I also see the
masculinity in all those female figures. Just like the Greek heroines, Vigdis is a woman who
doesn't let herself be pushed around, who has certain masculine traits that she can turn
against the man who threatens and oppresses her. While I was writing The Convert , I often
thought about Flaubert, who said: Madame Bovary, c'est moi. As a male writer, at a certain
point you have to cross that bridge and immerse yourself in the sensitivity of how it is to exist
in the world as a woman. You need to be able to describe that from the inside out. After a
while, that actually had a tremendous impact on me. I would be walking through an empty
parking garage at midnight and suddenly, I would feel how creepy that is for a woman.
Wim: The emotional arc of Vigdis is the common thread throughout this opera and we bring
it to life not only by having it sung by soprano Lore Binon. We follow Vigdis in her dreams, as
well, in her inner world, as she reflects. We do this with the entire orchestra, chorus and
children's chorus, the city chorus and the electronics in the theatre hall. We open up the full
register, it's truly a grand gesture. You need that in order to convey that powerful emotion.
And like Stefan says: in the process of creation, you become your character. I was equally
compelled to follow that human drama and feel who she is. Just like Stefan, I very intensely
became Vigdis while I was working on the opera. At certain moments, I even wondered if it
really had to be so awful in the music? Did she really have to suffer like that? I wanted to
rescue her at the end of the opera, as a composer, but of course, that wasn't an option. On
the contrary: Stefan wrote her tragic fate and I added a layer on top of that, musically, you
could say.
Stefan: I did a lot of research for The Convert. People always think that the more research
you do, the more theoretical you become, but the opposite is true. The more you research,
the more engaged you become. Your intelligence opens up, your thoughts shift into higher
gear. I realised that Vigdis did not possess a Freudian vocabulary to describe what was
happening to her. She cannot say: I've been traumatised. At a certain point I realised that
she also no longer had a god to pray to, that she must have come very close to a position of
atheism. Naturally, in the eleventh century, that's the absolute abyss. And then I realised:
she loses her mind. It was an experience of a deep abyss for me to describe that loss of
identity, but there was nothing I could do, it was no longer under my control. Her story had
me in its power.
There's tremendous emotion in The Convert , both in the book and in the music. But
at the same time, as you both have mentioned, it's about the great themes of our
contemporary world: about migration, refugees and religious fanaticism. Is this art as
social activism?
Stefan: While I was writing it, I tried to imagine how Vigdis crossed the Mediterranean Sea,
fleeing from the pogroms waged by the Christian fanatics. At night, I would turn on the
television and see the tragedies unfolding in Lampedusa and Lesbos at the time. That's
when I understood the political impact of this story and why I absolutely had to tell it, to hold
up a mirror to our age. However, I don't want to force-feed it to the readers, they need to
discover it for themselves.

Wim: The function of opera, for me, is not to offer a night out or some entertainment. It's
okay if art throws you off balance. It's our role to make you think and to make you feel things.
The Convert begins with a Gregorian mass and ends with the Jewish Kaddish (prayer
recited in memory of the deceased, ed.). In other words, the opera places the great religions
at the poles of the drama – without making any choice among them. There is never a
chastising finger.
Stefan: Neither one of us wanted to moralise, but rather to present an experience in which
the viewer is immersed, just like in a good Netflix series. With the very first notes, you'll be
thunderstruck. And when you leave the theatre, hopefully you'll think: this is still happening,
all I have to do is look around in my own city. We don't have a message, but nevertheless,
it's our experience that your empathy is aroused when you're immersed in a story like this,
that it expands your horizons.
Wim: I did my research for The Convert during the lockdown so I wasn't able to travel. But
here we are in the heart of Antwerp, in the middle of the Jewish quarter. I only had to sit in
my garden and listen to my neighbours to hear the Sephardic music I wanted to explore.
Another important aspect is the role played by the city chorus in The Convert . Together with
Opera Ballet Vlaanderen, we really wanted to bring the opera to the city, to people for whom
opera is only a vague or even elitist concept. The city chorus that we put together in
cooperation with the organisation Madam Fortuna in Borgerhout, is made up of some fifty
residents of Antwerp with highly diverse backgrounds, each with their own stories and each
of whom is given their own voice and their own input into The Convert.
Wim, you mentioned that you outlined the basic musical structure for The Convert. Of
course, there was plenty more to do after that. How did the composition process
develop from there?
Wim: The music came to me in one day, but when writing a large-scale drama like this, you
need to take your time. Over the course of the past two years, I tinkered with it intensively
and along the way, you feel that you reach a deeper level. This was not a rushed job, by any
means, but a solid process of reflection and empathy.
Stefan: As far as I know, this is the first time that a Flemish composer has composed a
grand opéra like this, that tells such a universal story with all the styles he can imagine and
which he also needs. In fact, that's another area in which it clicked between Wim and me: we
both felt that in order to present this story in an authentic way, we would have to free
ourselves from all the literary-technical and musical dogmas that we were trapped in.
Wim: In that sense, I truly feel how I am living in the 21st century, also as a composer.
Parochialism, and certainly artistic parochialism, is a 20th-century mindset. I wasn't afraid to
work in a highly intuitive and open way. I wanted to compose music that people could feel
and which would have a direct impact on them. I wasn't concerned with whether it was
modern or ethnic music or whatever aesthetic it contained. In The Convert there is music
from all over the world, just as the story spans the globe. I felt liberated from all dogma that
could constrain me as a composer. I'm thinking here of the German schools, modernism …

Stefan: It was the same for me. The Convert changed me irrevocably because it set me on
a path to a new way of telling stories. I come from modernism, where emotions were
forbidden and everyone had to write in the style of Beckett. The Convert drew me into an
emotional dynamic that I hadn't seen coming. Now, I'm no longer afraid to write in many
expressive tonalities.
You had two other important partners in crime: librettist Krystian Lada and director
and scenographer Hans Op de Beeck, who also designed the costumes.
Stefan: In my novel, I don't let Vigdis say a single word, because I felt that I simply could not
let her speak. We were just talking about empathising with her as a woman, but at the same
time, I didn’t want to 'culturally appropriate' her, to use the contemporary term. I don't know
her language, which dates from the eleventh century. But in the opera, our protagonist does
need to sing lyrics, and that is the translation that Krystian Lada made.
Wim: He did a brilliant job of putting it into a language that works in the opera, in short
sentences in contemporary English.
Stefan: Krystian took a highly cinematic approach, each scene has its own colour. It's
extremely beautiful.
Wim: I had previously worked with Hans to create the music theatre piece Void. I'm a great
admirer of his work, we share a penchant for the mystical. What I really love is that for The
Convert, he took up painting again. We needed to find a way to evoke all the journeys that
Vigdis makes and it would probably have been too predictable to simply use video. When I
saw the first old school painted scenography by Hans, I felt the openness that the image
projected. You instantly get the feeling: anything can happen here. Hans also isn't the type
of director to override the score, he works in the service of the drama. Just as we all do, in
fact: we are all servants of the great story. (laughs)
Stefan: At the same time there's something else that connects us: the lyricism, the poetic
sensibility about the world. That's totally different than an epic sensibility, which is always
concerned with content. Lyricism is about using your intuition to get as close as possible to
things, and that's exactly what Hans does. I've been a fan of his work for a long time, too.
When I heard that he was on board, I knew: this is going to be great.

