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Silent Scream by Henriétte
van Gasteren: A Cry that
Breaks the Silence
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Art has the power to uncover redlities that
often remain hidden. With Silent Scream,
photographer and writer Henriétte van
Gasteren raises her voice against the
taboo of sexual abuse, turning every page
of her book into an intimate space that
invites reflection and action.

This project is born from a personal story and is
nourished by multiple testimonies, both from victims
and perpetrators. By gathering and shaping these
accounts, Van Gasteren aims to spark a broader
social debate and, in doing so, contribute to a
profound transformation in the way our society
confronts the trauma of sexual abuse.

The Silent Scream project bagan-taking shape with the story of the outhor's own - doughter, Kriesi who was
wvisdently sexually assoutted during her univarsity years: This incident cwakened in Hanridtts an intanse
dasire to understand, to confront the darkness she hersalf haod sxperienced in the past and that har
daughter was now also living through. From that moment she felt o need to creote somsthing copabla of
breaking tha spiral of silence, shame, ond guilt that so often isolates victims. Conceived as a choral
narrative, tha book introduces o wide range of experiences: young men and wormen who suffered abuse in
fomify sattings, odult survivors: denouncing agarassions from their post, and the voices of perpetratcrs

who, in various circumstances, acknowiedge having overstepped the intirmate boundaries of others.

Zna of the most striking ospects of Silent Screarn is the photographic return-of victims and perpetrators to
the “crime scane” or the ploce whare the gssoult hoppanad. With camera in hand, Hanrigtte invites aach
participont to revisit that space, once filled with pain and powarlassness. The result iz images that move us
through their honasty and starknesz: foces that embody fear, rage, regret, or the longing for justice. At the
same tirms, thase portraits ars interwoven with texts and interviews that explore the full cornplexity of the
ermotional sxparisnces falt by all invalved. Consegueantly, Silent Screom does not remain on the surfaca of

the testimony, but rather drows us into theaintegral experience of trourmia.

Singer and TV presenter Angela Groothuizen, upon reading about the project and seeing the phiotographs,
stated emphatically: "The imoges and tastimonies grab you by the throat._ This work deserves a book” For
her, the evocative power of avery word and svary imoge Von Gaosteren includes is undeniabla. Formear
museum director Rick Vercouteren fikewise underscoras the essential human values and wgent social
importance of this andaavor, neting that "all these silent screams make the inflicted poin—and society's
daafness to it—deeply visible,” shedding Tight on the enduring taboo around openly discussing sexuwal
abuse., Both parspectives converge on an essential idea: this is a crucial book, arriving ot a historicat

ramant when discussions about saxuwal karassmeant ond obuse are increasingly relevant.

another voice that highlights the impoct of Silent Screom is Marigétte Hamer, the Dutch Government
Comrmissionsar on Sexual Misponduct Homer contributed the foreword to the book, stressing the
importance of giving visibdity to survivors” occounts and praising Henriétte for also allowing. perpetrators
to share their experiencas; Homer emphosizes that itis not enough to repeat the statistics—one in two
wornan and ore infive men will ba victims of sexual ossault at some point in their lives—bat that we st
hurnanize those figures o that society feels empathy and commits to the cultural transformation that is

=0 desperately nesded.
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Within the poges of Silent Socream, we find the account of Tessa, a wornan wiho was abused by her

grandfather starting when she wos a baby, and who kater suffered ongoing sexual assauits in her
adolescence at the hands of keachers ond acquaintancas. Her life waos charocterized by hospitol stays in
pavchiatric canters, self-harm, and a ralentlezs struggle to find a reascn thot would kaep her alive. Sadly,
her stary confirms the existence of o destructive cycle fed by silence aond worsensd by the lock of
supportive natworks or tirmsely justice. Meverthelass, Tesso and others fectured in the book oleo dlustrate
remarkabée resilierice and the ssorch for helip, De it through desensitization theropy or the steadiost

support of g partnar ond friends.
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Meanwhile, the story of Gioyao Timmernmans shines a light on the raality of refigicus manipuwiation and

sewual abuze within o sectarian environment. As o teenager, she wos racruited by o Geqrnan Cormirmurmity
where she was immersed in a dyrnomic of power and isolation. Years fatar, through extensive self-
reflection and therapeutic woark, she was able o identify os *rope” what the group leaders insisted was
meraly “part of conjugal life.” Like Tessa, her healing process invelved acknowledging that the abuse left

lasting troces on her identity, while alzo motivating her to share her story in order to warn others .and

reclairm her own senze of worth.

O tha perpetrotors’ side, Silent Scream offers insight into o dimension that is frequently overlooked in the
public conwvearsation: what does somaaons who cormmits esxual obuss fes], think or experiance? Some
parpetrobors in the book shara the circumstancas that led them to cross boundaries—childhood obuse,
parsonality disorders, growing up in viclent envircnments—while othars show indiffarence or a total lack of
resmorsa. As uncormfortobée as'itis, these parspectives ara a crucial part of understonding that behind
every act of aggrassion, there is-a hurman dimension that cannot be resolved through legal punishmant
alone, & broodar approoch is needed. ona thot incledes prevention, emotional educotion, and

compranensive peychological support.

Photographer and author Henriétte van Gostaren confronts the complex reality of portraying both victims
and perpetrators, in har narrative, she does not judge or condemn; instead, she opproaches each story
with o sensitive perspective, awara that understanding the phenormenon is not about justifying or
obsolving anyone, but obout showing how sexual obuse con ariss from o multitude of social,
paychotogical, and relational foctors, Her main purposa is to break the silenca that protects obusers and

sitences victims, while also driving our society to hondle this issus with greatar responsibility and humanity.

Silerit Screorn is not.an easy read, but it is o necezsary ona. ks pages, filled with heartrending testirnonies
arnd striking photographs, confront us with the urgent need to open cur eyes to a problem lomg concaaled
bya culture of silance, Moreaver, the project extends bayond the printed poge: it includes a traveling
exhibition that brings thase portraits and stories to public spaces, from police stations to art galleries,

seeking to reoch all kinds of oudiences and remind them thot each person can oct os an agent of change.
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The positive and supportive responses thot the book has received—from wall-kniown perforrmers, public
officials, and ordinary people who s themsslves reflectsd in thase stores—confirmn that society is
urgently calling for honest discussion. A discussion that, more than pointing fingers, can kead to solutions
and prevenbon megsuras. Itz up to educotors, lowmakers, ond citizens at large to turn the call of Silent

Sorearminto concreta steps for reducing the alorming statistics surrounding ssxeol obuss..

Uitimately, Silent Scream reminds us of the imparative to s8e the individual beyond the “victim® or
"perpetrator” labei. Through her'caomera ond her words, Henriétte van Gasteren ldys bare the emotional
weight each person carries and opens a door for truth and understanding to emerge, even amid so much
darkness. &s readers, we are left with the responsibility mot to look the other way, and to join forces in

bailding a cultura of respect and equity—ons thaot doss not tolerate complicit silenca or indiffarenca.
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