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message in a box poem
Text and photography inge hoonte\

A poem in a box. A boxed poem. Why does it move us so? Its movement 
is caught, trapped in the transferal of different media. The boxed poem 
implicates us in the imagined excitement of the found object, as it might 
have been left for us; by a stranger or a lover. The poem also embarks on 
different movements, translating its meaning onto inanimate objects that 
hold its letters. Even the iconic matchbox swallow seems caught in its poe-
tic delight, fluttering its wings, soon to take flight.
- Robert Steltenpool

a  s p e c i a l  f o r  b o o k s  t h a t  w i l l  s a v e  y o u r  l i f e

l i t e r a r y  f e s t i v a l  b y  s t u d y  a s s o c i a t i o n 

E t c e t e r a  &  A t h e n a e u m  a t  s p u i  2 5 ,  m a y  7 t h  2 0 1 4 

During the last seven years the editors of Writer’s Block have 
worked hard to found and maintain a lively literary commu-
nity at the University of Amsterdam. Most credit, however, 
should go to the authors who overcame their doubts and fears 
and successfully submitted their works. The following “best 
of ” is a big thanks to those writers, selected from submissions 
of the last two years. It is also a showcase of good writing of 
which we would like to see more. Let yourself be inspired by 
the following pages and submit your work to Writer’s Block.

introduction

C ontact us:
Emai l  writerssblock@gmail.com
Faceb o ok tinyurl.com/agmkmpq
Website  writersblockmagazine.wordpress.com

C over  Photo Jan van Arkel
L ayout  Nora van Arkel \
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While writing a good essay is a hard task already, writing one that is enter-
taining too is even more difficult. With his essay “An Ode to Imperfection”, 
Christiaan Roodenburg succeeds in doing both these things, delivering 
a paper that is both convincing and enjoyable. Captivatingly, he makes 
complicated philosophical enquiries into art and the pursuit of perfection 
understandable by guiding the reader through his arguments using vivid 
examples from art and modern technology. The final paragraph provides 
us with a thought that is prone to linger on the reader’s mind for a while. 
It does not merely give us an insight into a passage of Salinger’s, it also pro-
vides its reader with a message about our human striving for perfection.
- Isabel Harlaar

an Ode to imperfection essay/Text christiaan Roodenburg

In J.D. Salinger’s 1955 novella Raise 
High the Roofbeam Carpenters, in 
one of the most mysterious and 
touching scenes from the book, 
the narrator Buddy Glass describes 
how his brother Seymour scars a 
childhood friend:

We were up at the Lake. 
Seymour had written to 
Charlotte, inviting her to 
come up and visit us, and 
her mother finally let her. 
What happened was, she 
sat down in the middle of 
our driveway one morning 
to pet Boo Boo’s cat, and 
Seymour threw a stone at 

her. He was twelve. That’s 
all there was to it. He threw 
it at her because she looked 
so beautiful sitting there in 
the middle of the driveway 
with Boo Boo’s cat. Every-
body knew that, for God’s 
sake – me, Charlotte, Boo 
Boo, Walker, Walt, the 
whole family. (69)

Seymour threw a stone at a lit-
tle girl, not out of anger, not out 
of ignorance, not out of boredom 
or for lack of interest, but because 
he thought she was beautiful. The 
beauty of the sight was apparently 
so great that it compelled him to 

break through the constraints that 
would normally keep him from 
throwing stones at people. The nar-
rator says ‘everybody knew’ that it 
was for beauty that Seymour threw 
the stone, indicating that they un-
derstood, though maybe not ap-
proved of, this motivation. For the 
reader it may seem a strange thing 
to try and destroy or disturb some-
thing so beautiful. Yet it is precisely 
this destructive impulse towards 
overly beautiful things that I would 
describe as exemplary for some-
thing that is common to all forms 
of beauty, and art: imperfection.

The discussion about the na-
ture of beauty has a long and com-
plicated history, a history as old as 
any conception of beauty itself, and 
it has by no means been resolved. 
Without pretending to offer a so-
lution myself, I will explain what I 
take beauty to entail on at least one 
count, and show how imperfection 
is of vital importance in the human 
endeavour to produce beautiful 
things for themselves. This endea-
vour has often been called art, and I 
would agree that art is indeed a hu-
man striving for the (re)production 
of beauty in some form. One of the 
oldest and most prominent known 
reflections upon beauty is the Sym-
posium, by Plato. Here, beauty is 

taken to be an ideal, an absolute 
‘form’ of beauty, complete perfec-
tion. Plato uses beauty and good-
ness almost synonymously, and is 
not quite talking about beauty and 
art as we would at present (his in-
tention is more ethical/political), 
but I think his notion of an unat-
tainable is very applicable to the 
fine arts as well. Whether we are 
writing, painting, playing music or 
building chairs, when we try to do 
our best, we have a certain ideal for 
which we strive. The problem with 
an ideal, however, is precisely that 
it is an ideal: it exists only in our 
minds. Plato stresses that human 
beings will never be able to attain 
the perfect form of the beautiful or 
of the good, because humans are by 
nature finite, and perfection is in-
compatible with finiteness. We are 
thus reduced to a constant striving 
for this absolute ideal of the beauti-
ful without ever reaching it. 

I take Plato’s notion of beauty 
as something perfect to be limited, 
or, rather, I would apply this notion 
to the fine arts with one important 
alteration: I would separate beauty 
and perfection, and describe beau-
ty (as the fine arts attempt to por-
tray it) as the inherently imperfect 
striving towards perfection. What 
I think art tries to do most of all 
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is to move its observer with the 
perceptual means (light, material, 
composition, sound etc.) available. 
This is also what I take to be the 
most important quality of beauty: 
a moving, touching effect upon its 
beholder, provoking a response. 
This beholder is a human being, a 
living being, finite and imperfect. 
In order for beauty to provoke a 
response, it needs to mirror this 
imperfection, to have identical 
qualities. Art needs to be vital, re-
flective of life on earth, to portray 
beauty. This was described, in dif-
ferent terms, by the 18th-century 
German philosopher Friedrich von 
Schiller. He conceived of beauty as 
a combination of sensuous and for-
mal instincts of humans, together 
forming a play instinct. According 
to this definition, beauty is made by 
the beholder, combining the purely 
sensuous aspects with the purely 
formal in a play of beauty. Pure, 
sensuous life means striving, going 
somewhere. This somewhere is not 
objectively given, but humans can 
conceive of something like perfec-
tion, like Plato does, which they 
take to be the aim of life’s striving 
(the form). Although life is always 
imperfect (because it is finite), the 
notion of a perfect goal lends a spe-
cial quality to it, making it possible 
to call it beautiful.

Talking about perfection and 
beauty and life is all very well, but 
it may be hard to see how this ap-
plies to concrete, specific artis-
tic expressions. Let me take as an 
example the work of M.C. Escher, 
a Dutch graphic artist famous for 
his ‘impossible constructions’ and 
mathematically inspired artwork. 
In terms of proportions and ma-
thematics, his work is probably as 
close to perfect as human creati-
on can come. A friend of Escher’s 
called this his “intuitive feeling for 
geometric perfection” (Coxeter 42). 
Escher’s work is still widely known, 
and considered to be beautiful by 
many, but this cannot be only be-
cause of his geometric perfection; 
there is something else, something 
that makes us remember him as 
an artist, and not some computer 
producing even more perfect geo-
metric figures. If the execution of 
Escher’s works is almost perfect, 
the depiction most certainly is not. 
Escher plays games with the au-
dience: he draws hands drawing 
themselves, he shows us seemingly 
perfect circular staircases leading 
endlessly on both up and down. 
On many levels, his work mirrors 
not a world of perfection, but our 
own world, a world in which things 
are not always what they seem, in 
which mathematics do not provide 

solid foundations for our under-
standing of life.

This is also the reason that live 
music performances are still given, 
or that analogue photography and 
analogue music recordings are still 
around; the real world is endles-
sly more variegated and littered 
with tiny imperfections than the 
computer-generated one. Com-
puters cannot submit to chance 
or environmental factors the way 
voices or pencils or minds can, 
and, most importantly, they are not 
creative. Sequences of information 
producing light and sound and 
movement can only be reproduced 
according as they have been pro-
grammed, whereas art, and beauty, 
have the capacity to startle at every 
turn. Perfection, or the very near 
approximation that computers and 
science seem sometimes to attain, 
is dull and flat: it precludes crea-
tivity, the creation of beauty. The 
quoted passage from Raise High the 
Roofbeam Carpenters might be ex-
plained with this insight; perhaps 
Seymour was so overwhelmed by 
the flawless beauty of what he saw 
that it scared him, scared him be-
cause it hinted at a complete flaw-
lessness, at a place without crea-
tivity or innovation. We have to 
destroy and restrict in order to 

create, and maybe that was exactly 
what Seymour was trying to do, in 
an act similar to a little kid thro-
wing a stone in a still pond, or a 
ripe raspberry withering and star-
ting to rot.

Beauty encompasses imper-
fection like the act of flying en-
compasses gravity and the struggle 
against it. In order to create and 
behold beauty, we need that which 
it tries so hard not to be. Ugliness 
is essential to beauty, if only as a 
means of contrast. This argument 
being made, it would seem that the 
inquiry into the nature of beauty 
has at least partly been solved. Ho-
wever, nothing is that simple. For 
example, the statues of Bernini 
seem so life-like and perfect that 
we almost believe them to be real, 
but we do not feel the urge to dest-
roy them. Where is the imperfecti-
on here? Perhaps it is in the games 
the artist plays with our imaginati-
on. We feel we can press our fingers 
into their flesh, but in the end, it is 
only cold, hard marble that meets 
the touch. Maybe this is what frigh-
tens us about perfection. Maybe 
Seymour threw the stone because 
he was afraid of there being marble 
instead of flesh. In any case, I am 
glad that he threw it. WB
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This is a personal favourite of ours, because it manages to relativize the 
significance of humanity without being too melancholic about it. With 
humility, Paul Hofma handles a big topic through his stream of conscious-
ness. The word choice, imagery and the flow of the piece all complement 
the writer’s style. We’ re looking forward to reading more of his work! 
- Ines Severino & Joeri Vrouwenvelder

on thought poem/Text paul hofma

As the hours race past  me
A wave of  f lowing sound and
Motion
Time has stopped yet
I  keep moving
Forever trapped in my prison
Of stars,  planets ,  galaxies
Things more grand than
Most minds could fathom
Yet I  can never stop the
Waterfal ls ,  f lowing out of  their
Wells ,  the buckets  forever
Replenished
I know not how

I am unable to care
It  does not matter
Matter… matter… antimatter.
Al l  so… simple.  Common. Known.
You cannot see Pain.
Cannot touch Hatred.
Cannot smel l  Envy.
Cannot wrap yourself  in Love
And hide yourself
From the world in it
My blanket wil l  shield me 
Against  the darkness of  the 
Void.
All  devouring
But i f  I  just  think
Litt le  thoughts
Maybe I’ l l  be too small
To notice.
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This poem shows us once again that a strong poetic image can be just as po-
werful as an elaborate epic one. Manthei impressed us by making the small 
things matter. He explores a range of emotions, emphasised by the rhythm of 
the poem, and we hope you will experience that as well by reading it!
- Ruby de Vos & Nora van Arkel

what I meant to say poem/Text alex manthei

What I  meant to say
is  that  love is  a  t iredness that  sustains
- it  keeps
you awake
I thought cleaning out your mug,

the sponge dir t ier  than the cof fee it  replaced.

You always lef t  a  l itt le  cold at  the bottom. My f ingers
would f ind your shoulder
turned from me in the bed.  I  can’t  tel l
i f  you’re asleep or faking it  l ike me

and then you mumble -  You didn’t  have to.
-  What?
- You keep forgett ing we have
a dishwasher.

where nothing ever happens short story
Text nadia de vries\

Despite the title, everything happens in this story: the use of original and 
vivid imagery, a variety of interesting personages incorporated very aptly 
and humorously, all add to the reason we chose Nadia’s story as one of our 
absolute favorites. Whilst being ever so subtle, Nadia manages to make the 
reader feel like they are experiencing the same as the protagonist is, while 
the topic she addresses is in most cases very foreign to the reader. Her cap-
tivating touch leaves you pondering for days and we hope you enjoy it just 
as much as we did.
- Yentl Dudink & Isadora Goudsblom

Dead people were laughing on the 
television. Their guffaws and snic-
kers, canned somewhere in the 
early sixties, reverberated on the 
walls of our country-style kitchen. 
The jubilant hysterics were reduced 
to ominous moans through its sin-
gular walls. Nobody was alarmed. 
Dead people or not, it all comes 
down to the same thing: sound. Vi-
brations. 

All life is made of noises. I should 
know. I hear voices every night be-
fore I fall asleep. You got to excuse 
me for making this sound more se-
vere than it actually is. Most of my 
night-time visitors are remarkably 

benign. Marilyn Monroe sings me 
birthday songs. Anne Frank whis-
pers secrets in my ear. Franz Kafka 
thinks my eyes are beautiful. Even 
Bette Davis agrees. Though I realise 
how ridiculous it is to be flattered 
by people who do not exist outsi-
de of pictures, I consider them my 
dearest friends. It are their words 
that triumph the din of mundane 
life, that force my fears into no-
thingness.

Caroline is blasting The Sugarcubes 
in her room upstairs. The strange 
lyrics, sung with a strong Icelandic 
accent, slither down the stairs like 
a wailing spectre. Caroline had just 
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turned fifteen, and at her age it was 
common to appreciate music of a 
generation other than your own. 
In her case, that of the early nine-
ties. Caroline may be impressiona-
ble, but she is a good kid.  I wish 
I could tell her about my bedtime 
conversations, but she wouldn’t un-
derstand. Caroline dabbles in the 
world of the living; I spelunk in the 
abyss of the dead.

The night air is cool as it slips 
through the crack of my window. 
Mom and Dad are still watching 
television downstairs. I lie in bed, 
facing the ceiling. Brown blotches 
taint its flaking surface. My heaven 
is rotten.  How could it be any diffe-
rent, with so many souls ascending 
to the skies every day. The putrid 
stains are like a silent foreboding. 
Like the smell of old people’s hou-
ses. Stuffier than hospitals, but still 
the clinical scent of a death knell. A 
place inhabited by people with skin 
like parchment and nitroglycerin 
pills in their pockets. Just a small 
fright away from a heart attack,  the 
end always looming near.

When my grandmother died, my 
parents and I took care of her be-
longings. Caroline was too young 

to accompany us at the time, so 
she stayed with my aunt for the 
weekend. Mom equipped me with 
a pair of gloves and a garbage bag, 
and commanded me to throw away 
everything that couldn’t be sold on 
Craigslist. At the time, this seemed 
a strange request from someone 
who just lost the one who gave her 
life. Of course, now I know that 
people have their own ways of co-
ping with loss. For Mom, it was 
the destruction of any evidence 
that she once had a mother of her 
own. Drastic, but acceptable. With 
the open garbage bag trailing be-
hind me like a plastic shadow, I 
traversed the staircase and did my 
best to heed my mother’s request. I 
entered the bathroom, where I pe-
rused my grandmother’s toiletries. 
These seemed particularly useless 
to me as no one cares for second-
hand sundries, so out went the 
toothbrush, the hand-mirror, the 
half-empty bottle of Coco Made-
moiselle. A small stub of red lip-
stick was spared this tragic fate and 
slipped into my pocket as a prize. 
I was a scavenger hunting for trea-
sure. Unlike my mother, I refused 
to annihilate the living memory of 
the dead. 

The stains in my ceiling, they’re 
products of that same philosop-
hy. They give my room character. 
When it rains, small droplets col-
lect in a ridge to form larger drops 
that fall down on my face as I sleep. 
I do not mind them – it feels like 
dead souls are crying with laughter 
at my bedside, amusing themselves 
with my juvenile dreams. I prefer 
their laughter over the canned kind 
from the television any day. In fact, 
I consider myself lucky to be in 
their presence. Many people would 
gladly die for someone at their side 
every night.

Caroline turns off her stereo. A mild 
thump, the result of her ritual jump 
on the bed before sleep , and I know 
the last of living noises has ceased 
for this night. My heart swells in 
my chest but the organ is mute, and 
I am not sure if I am alive or dead. 
I wonder about this a lot. Yester-
day I felt the skin on the back of 
my hands and noticed they weren’t 
as smooth as they were a few years 
ago. They felt dry and cracked, like 
those of my grandmother as she lay 
in her coffin. I remember stroking 
them softly before they lowered the 
lid. The smoothness was replaced 
by an almost reptilian roughness, 

and I realised I had begun to age 
somewhere along the line and that 
from now on everything would 
be one decline after another. Such 
is life, Grandma would have said. 
Only she did not say that. She was 
throbbing in the earth somewhere 
with all my former goldfish and 
guinea pigs.

Maybe they aren’t coming tonight. 
The voices, I mean. Maybe they 
never were here in the first place. I 
guess that must be Death’s idea of 
an awkward silence. She has an odd 
sense of humour. I should know. 
When I came down the stairs after 
filling my garbage bag with dental 
floss and hairspray, I noticed Mom 
silently crying in the hallway. She 
was clutching a gilded baby shoe 
with pink laces. But when she tur-
ned around to face me, she was smi-
ling as if someone had just told her 
a charming anecdote. Something I 
could not hear. I guess sometimes 
being dead is just that. Silence. A 
story saved for another life. 

I focus again on the ceiling. The 
stains look darker tonight. For a 
minute I think I hear something, 
then I realise it is just the wind 
rustling my curtains. I resume my 
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normal heart rate. Perhaps they 
are not coming tonight. It would 
not be the first time the living were 
ignored by the dead. Thousands of 
prayers are launched from chur-
ches worldwide on a daily basis, but 
none ever receives a reply. Funny. I 
draw the sheets up to my shoulders 
and wonder where my friends have 
gone. I fantasise about Marilyn and 
Anne distorting radio signals with 
their literary discussions. I hear 
Kafka cracking jokes to a colony of 
cockroaches. They all think it’s hi-
larious. Even Bette Davis agrees. I 
let out a chuckle before my eyelids 
start to flutter, and I know that I am 
drifting towards sleep. My friends 
will be fine. The dead go on living 
in ways we cannot fathom. A lady 
on the news said her late husband 
contacts her every evening around 
supper. The phone rings twice and 
she is never on time to get it, and 
when she dials return she gets the 
number of her husband’s old cell 
phone. His voice-mail tells her that 
she cannot reach him right now, 
but that he will be sure to call her 
back if she left him a message. She 
says she misses him, and puts down 
the receiver. Then she returns to the 
potatoes boiling on the stove.

None of this is cause for alarm. We 
expect the dead to come back to 
us. We accept ghosts as a legitimate 
possibility. The idea that our loved 
ones have dispersed into nothing-
ness is much harder to process. 
So we invent rituals, we light can-
dles after Sunday service, we burn 
incense at our window. We keep 
pictures in our wallets. The dead 
always smile at us when we pay for 
our morning coffee. Because un-
like them, we do keep on living. We 
wake up every day and we go on. 
We need those pictures to remem-
ber their faces. Maybe I think of my 
grandmother before I fall asleep 
because I do not want to lose her a 
second time. They say the first time 
is always the hardest, but I beg to 
differ. It is the decay that hurts. 

Look at your hands. Notice how 
they are not smooth like they were 
before. Look at them again tomor-
row. Keep this up for a year or so. 
Think about me when you see the 
flakes forming. When you start to 
fall apart. Remember that wallets 
get stolen all the time. Nothing 
lasts forever. You are not exempt 
from this fact. Sleep tight.  WB

WB
wants to 
read your 
work too

email us at writerssblock@gmail .com
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