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a challenge Editorial/Text tessel rijneveldshoek & yentl dudink

We all know that our precious Humanities department here at the UvA has been 
under siege by money wolves and inconsiderate managers for some time now. Ne-
vertheless, the tumult provides food for thought and inspires to set some priorities 
straight. 

For example, what is life without art and books to arouse new energy and motivati-
on in your professional as well as your personal life? What will we do when we lose 
knowledge of languages and, in consequence, get lost in translation and communi-
cation?  Is it not more valuable to educate people to question choices and decisions 
made by humanity in order to move ahead, than to train people to gain more and 
more money and after that, earn even more money? (Although, of course, in our so-
ciety, money is needed for that progress…)

Anyway, let’s take a rain check on this discussion and move it to a location where we 
could have a beer to help us to get the creativity flowing. In the meantime, we will 
continue to publish your work, on our website and in our physical magazine, which 
helps all of us to get our minds off our worries and on to more enjoyable things. We 
hope to remain a platform for all Humanities-related issues and non-issues, of cour-
se with our main focus on the art of writing, poetry and literature. 

We plan to continue challenging those who dare to be challenged in competitions 
such as the Short Story competition that is featured in this issue. Next to excel-
lent short stories and poems, we have a bookcase interview with one of our beloved 
English Literature teachers, a photography feature, an essay from WB’s former edi-
tor-in-chief, and much more for you to discover. 

As always, this issue is about inspiring you to read and write and think, and, since 
we’re staying free, we don’t even have to threaten to sell you out for money! WB

A society full  of
       crumbling people
      running
       their custodian 
      constantly absent
 
Walking on shells
                           dropped
   during the wars
                           f ights
void of
      meaning

fearing most
           the cracking
                         of shells

Injuring and
     crushing them
while crashing
     about their pasts
never safe

staying
eternal wanderers

Walking on eggshells poem
Text joeri vrouwenvelder\
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why good fiction needs math essay/Text robert steltenpool

There is a textbook on my shelf that I refuse to 
take down because it is an important testimo-
ny to my history of personal failure. In a large, 
cold font the title reads Vector Calculus, and on 
its cover Isaac Newton gives me a disapproving 
look. Calculus, for those not familiar with the 
pain it causes, is a branch in mathematics de-
scribing change, such as the slopes and curves 
in differential calculus and the areas underne-
ath such curves in integral calculus. During a 
brief spell studying mathematics and physics, I 
struggled with most of the book’s content, but 
there is one crucial theorem that still haunts 
my dreams: differentiation—arguably one of 
the most crucial aspects of calculus. I forgo 
any attempt to explain it further—to be honest 
I do not know where to begin—but I will leave 
you with an excerpt from my textbook to con-
template upon. (p.8) 
I had not given calculus much thought after 
switching to other studies, until I realized 
that two of my favorite authors—Joseph Con-
rad and F. Scott Fitzgerald—had faced similar 
difficulties with math early in their careers. 
Could that experience have changed the struc-
ture of their literary narratives? Not only can 
math be a difficult subject to master, it also re-
quires a particular type of abstract and spatial 
thinking. 

Fitzgerald first encountered advanced mathe-
matics during his time at college. While he is 
famous for his exuberant life style, short sto-
ries, and his later novels, especially The Great 
Gatsby, we often forget that he was a medio-

cre student at best during his time at Prince-
ton University (1913-17). Fitzgerald scholar 
Kenneth Elbe notes that “his average was 5.17 
on a grading system in which 5 was the lowest 
passing mark” (39). His real nemesis at Prin-
ceton, however, was math. We can learn a lot 
about his troubles with math from his first 
novel, This Side of Paradise, which is only a 
thinly veiled rendition of Scott’s experience at 
Princeton. Elbe underscores that “Fitzgerald’s 
academic accomplishments at Princeton were 
about those of Amory [the protagonist of This 
Side of Paradise]” (39). From the novel we sur-
mise that the principal subject Fitzgerald drew 
inspiration from was something called conic 
sections. Here is a passage from This Side of 
Paradise: 

It seemed a stupid way to commence 
his upper-class years, to spend four 
hours a morning in the stuffy room 
of a tutoring school, imbibing the in-
finite boredom of conic sections. Mr. 
Rooney, pander to the dull, conducted 
the class and smoked innumerable Pall 
Malls as he drew diagrams and wor-
ked equations from six in the morning 
until midnight.

A conic section is a curve you obtain by slicing 
a section of a cone. Different angles provide 
different shapes such as ellipses, hyperbolas, 
and parabolas. In order to gauge the difficul-
ty of the questions about cones that Fitzgerald 
had to answer, I have tried to locate the math 
textbook Fitzgerald would have used at Prin-
ceton. A brochure advertising the latest tex-

tbooks lists The Elements of Plane and Solid 
Analytic Geometry by Albert L. Candy (1909) 
as the likeliest candidate. As can be seen in 
the image below, the coursework was anything 
but easy. Without going into detail, the most 
fascinating aspect of considering these cone 
slices is the way geometry is able to uncover 
curves that can be rendered in formulas and 
raw numbers. The ellipse for example can be 
rendered in the terms:  

This is a strikingly elegant formula that can be 
used to describe the orbit of the planets in our 
solar system. 
  
Perhaps I’m going out on a limb here, but I be-
lieve that the mental gymnastics required for 
conic sections fosters an understanding of na-
ture in which different perspectives lead to al-
ternate but equally viable truths. For example, 
in conic sections one has to continually switch 
back and forth from a spatial representation 
of shapes back to the totally abstract world of 
formulas that describe curves. What is true for 
one dimension of thought (spatial) is true for 
the other (numbers). Experience in thinking 
through these different perspectives could be 
useful in writing complicated narrative struc-
tures. Fitzgerald seems to have pulled it off 
in the critically acclaimed The Great Gatsby, 
where the action is not presented directly but 
is filtered through the eyes of Nick Carraway. 
Yet, his attempt to include a complicated nar-
rative structure in his subsequent novel is less 
of a success. He tried to create a modernist 
masterpiece in the style of Ulysses, but the re-

sultant novel, Tender Is the Night (1934), had 
a difficult publication history. In the first edi-
tion the chronological order has been broken 
up to offer a more fragmented perspective of 
his protagonist. However, after sales had been 
doing badly for several years, he decided to re-
vise the book so that it had a straightforward 
chronological narrative. The result, in my opi-
nion, is a far less interesting book, and demon-
strates Fitzgerald’s inability to—as in his ma-
ths courses—complete a complicated strain of 
thought. His best work, we must also remind 
ourselves, was done in his numerous short sto-
ries, which allowed him to explore one theme 
in a simple narrative structure. 

The contrast between Tender Is the Night and 
Nostromo (1904), Joseph Conrad’s greatest ex-
perimental achievement, could not have been 
greater. Rather than change the order of sever-
al chapters, Conrad thoroughly uprooted the 
temporal structure of the novelistic structure 
in this book. Reading and rereading it has be-

x2 y2

a2 b2
_ _+           = 1



98

come an experience in itself, and several stu-
dents have devoted master’s theses to putting 
the events of the novel back in chronological 
order. 

Although Conrad expressed his dislike for co-
nic sections—he assumed that “most of us will 
agree that a map is more fascinating to look at 
than a figure in a treatise on conic sections”—
his naval career required a thorough under-
standing of trigonometry in order to chart and 
plot the courses of the ships he served on. After 
becoming a British subject, he trained hard to 
finally attain his master’s degree which allo-
wed him to take command of the Otago. From 
a manual that was used to prepare people for 
the exam, Seamanship: Examiner and Instruc-
tor of Masters and Mates for the Board of Exa-
minations (1870), we can learn what kind of 
questions Conrad had to answer to pass for 
his degree. Aside from endless questions about 
knots, sails, and rigging, a considerable degree 

of mathematical knowledge was required. As 
can be seen from the figure below, he needed 
to know advanced concepts such as parallax, 
which describes the apparent displacement of 
an object viewed from two different positions; 
a very apt description of his narrative method 
I would say.   
Admittedly, the topics Conrad had to study for 
his exams were less demanding than those that 
Fitzgerald had to take at university. Still, Con-
rad was less prepared for them and had to take 
the examination in a language different from 
his native tongue. Where Fitzgerald quit colle-
ge in 1917, Conrad trained again and again to 
finally pass his examination. His relentless per-
sistence in scientific study and maths helped 
shape Conrad’s fiction. It gave him confiden-
ce to abandon the confines of ordinary reality 
and space, and the determination to embrace 
distorted chronologies and uncertain perspec-
tives. The art with which Conrad navigated 
ships by calculating their position through 
the positions of the stars might have assisted 
him in composing narratives that approached 
the human spirit haunted by an indifferent 
universe, sounding out its depths, charting its 
breadth, calculating its different modulations, 
uncertainties, and assurances. 

These thoughts take me back to Fitzgerald and 
my own failures. Like him, I was unable to per-
severe and figure out the true depths of the math 
presented to me, and I worry that it might have 
had a bad effect on my thoughts and writing. So 
every year I take down my Vector Calculus, as-
sured by the idea that with age comes wisdom, 
only to realize that I still don’t understand limit 
theory and probably never will. WB

Thin
     and thick
strands
     of a dance
twisting around my legs

Constricting
          the cool air
    waving
    breathing
               into my brain

Dense forms
evaporating
before my very own
    visionaries
ever fully
    grasped them
    baited them
    hit them, f it  them
          into concrete

Wall of sticks and stones
    weighing down the paper
    crowding pages

          leaving only

ink and paper poem
Text nora van arkel\
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rudolph glitz’s bookcase interview/Text and photography Yentl Dudink & Isadora Goudsblom

Rudolph Glitz used to be the interim head of the 
Department of English Language and Culture at 
the University of Amsterdam. We talked to him 
about his interest in books.

How did you come to teach here in Amster-
dam?
Well, I’m originally from Germany, studied in 
Heidelberg and Berlin, went abroad for a year, 
which was compulsory, and then never went 
back to finish my German degree. At first I 
didn’t know I wanted to be an academic. I ho-
ped to get into publishing and become a ‘Lek-
tor’, someone who reads manuscripts all day 
and decides whether they get published or not. 
But scholarships came and it was hard to say 
no to Oxford and Cambridge. I did my doc-
torate abroad, after which I went to all the big 
publishing houses in Frankfurt to ask for a job. 
But they wouldn’t hire me unless I did at least 2 
years of unpaid work for them. I was 29 with a 
doctorate in hand, and felt this was just exploi-
tation, so I stuck with academia. To do that in 
Germany, you need connections there, though, 
and I hadn’t published or networked enough 
in either Germany or England to have an easy 
time landing a job. After about thirty applicati-
ons to all kinds of unis across the world, I got 
a response from the American Harlaxton col-
lege, which was basically a castle in England 
filled with American university students from 
all over the US. So I taught there and learnt a 
lot about how to further improve my teaching. 
I did that for two years but eventually felt a bit 
claustrophobic in the castle. I wanted to see so-
mething bigger and have a bigger intellectual 
community around me. So I looked online and 
found an opening in Amsterdam. I’d read A.S. 
Byatt’s Possession where at the end the protago-
nist gets job offers from Amsterdam and Barce-
lona. I remembered reading this and thinking 

of the Amsterdam one: “This would be a nice 
letter to get. I’d go there.” I’d never been to Am-
sterdam at that time; it was this mythical city 
to me I only knew through books and movies. I 
thought I’d take a shot at it and it worked out in 
the end, and now I have been living here since 
2007.

What are you reading at the moment?
I’m reading Shakespeare again, because of my 
work and research. I’m re-reading the history 
plays, Henry IV and all that. I also re-read a lot 
of other things. Often it’s poetry: Philip Larkin, 
Auden, Dorothy Parker, etc. I have a favouri-
te book, a Norton anthology of poetry, English 
and American. It’s this huge tome, an old editi-
on which I’ve been using since I was an under-
graduate. It’s a great selection and has 2.000 pa-
ges or so, mostly poetry. I just open it randomly 
and flick through it.

Do you read contemporary fiction?
Sometimes. Not that often, because there’s so 

much guaranteed good literature. I find it hard 
risking the possibility of having a bad reading 
experience. I mean, I haven’t read all of the clas-
sics yet, and these of course have the advantage 
of having been regarded as good by many, many 
intelligent people. That’s quite a filter! Whereas 
contemporary stuff is regarded as great by its 
publishers and some newspaper critics, who 
aren’t very reliable. But sometimes I do read 
contemporary books, when I don’t have a book 
with me at the airport for instance. The other 
day I read Ian McEwan’s Sweet Tooth. I thought 
it was pretty decent but not earth-shaking, of 
course. Not the same as a novel by George Eliot 
for instance. Some time ago I also read Jonathan 
Franzen’s Freedom. I loved it at the time, but it’s 
one of those few books that in my memory get 
worse over time. I wouldn’t feel like teaching it 
for instance.

Why would you not want to teach such a con-
temporary novel?
It’s not because it’s a contemporary novel, it’s 
just that if I’d choose to teach that novel, it 
would mean giving up teaching a really well-
known and wonderful book that I know for sure 
is great. So anything new that I teach needs to 
be damn good in my mind. I need to love it and 
have things to say about it and feel like I’m not 
short-changing the students. However, if I wan-
ted to make a particular point about popular 
fiction or certain ideologies, then I would have 
no problem choosing a contemporary novel or 
other popular text in any medium. Anything 
can be interesting and worth researching, but 
in most of my courses I still want to get students 
to read books they would not necessarily read 
otherwise. Whether we want to or not, we tea-
chers are creating a canon, and I don’t want to 
feed too many unworthy texts into that canon. 
One still somewhat recent novel I’d definitely 
would consider teaching would be Angela Car-
ter’s Nights at the Circus, an 80s roller coaster 

ride of a book. For me it was very unusual to 
read, unlike anything else. Deliberately gothic, 
playfully exuberant, entertaining, philosophi-
cal, feminist, what have you.

Do you ever read anything written by students 
that you find interesting?
Sometimes, yes. It depends on what kind of text 
I teach. If I teach something that has been writ-
ten about a lot already then it’s very rare. To be 
honest, I started out teaching thinking I’d get 
all these new perspectives from students, but 
I found that most of the perspectives I read in 
students’ essays have been expressed before. Es-
pecially when it comes to the classics. But that’s 
not the students’ fault. Other people might have 
had their ideas because they are good and can 
be backed up well by reference to the text. So-
metimes you do get unusual readings from stu-
dents, but often they are not very well suppor-
ted by the text. So then you have an amusing 
and original side-journey but you can’t really 
say that it’s a very good reading of the text. Still 
what I almost always like, and that’s where much 
of my pleasure in reading student work comes 
from, is when someone finds a really nice way of 
putting things – like, a certain phrase, or when 
they phrase their point of view very crisply and 
cut to the chase, that sort of thing.

Do you write fiction or poetry yourself? 
Well, not anymore, but as a student I used to 
write poetry and I hope to write non-academic 
work again one day after I’ve finished writing 
my next academic book. As a student I used to 
write very formal poetry, like Petrarchan son-
nets or even sestinas. One of my sonnets worked 
out well. In retrospect it was as good as I could 
make it and I probably would have liked to read 
it even if I hadn’t written it myself, which is my 
goal when writing any piece of text.

continue on the next page >>
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Which book is most valuable to you? 
It must be something by Nietzsche. I read him 
when I was younger, in my early twenties, and 
it was doing to me exactly what it did to lots of 
younger people: it blew my mind. But still, even 
now reading him refreshes me. He writes these 
short passages, aphorisms, sometimes reflecti-
ons on culture in general or existential questi-
ons, sometimes on human psychology. Just the 
sustained courage of it, the way he went against 
normative assumptions of that time is impres-
sive to me. I mean, think about the biggest ta-
boos of the day, he’s cutting through them and 
talking about them. Many readers at the time 
hated Nietzsche. I mean, of course he benefitted 
from not being read very much in that he wasn’t 
attacked that much either. But he still practically 
lost his job over this. Just the things he questio-
ned... He would question anything, even the de-
arest assumption or gesture. That’s what I think 
being an intellectual is: someone profoundly ir-

reverent who takes nothing for granted and is 
able to question anything. This sort of attitude 
comes at a cost, of course. It makes it hard to 
fight for anything. If you want to take a clear 
stance for or against something, you’ll probably 
be doomed being on the observing side rather 
than the doing side. But back to your question, I 
think my favourite of Nietzsche’s works is Men-
schliches Allzumenschliches. As far as novels are 
concerned though, it would currently be Mid-
dlemarch. Virginia Woolf, whose works I also 
like, said that Middlemarch was the only book 
of the 20th century written for grown-up peop-
le. This might not be entirely true, but I think I 
know what she means. 

Do you share Nietzsche’s pessimistic views? 
How do you place yourself alongside him in 
your role as a teacher? 
It’s hard to say. I think that, ideally, what people 
learn in university is the value of or the attempt 
of disinterested thought. To take your own in-
terests out of the equation for a while and not 
just accumulate ammunition for your precon-
ceptions, gut feelings, and prejudices. I think it 
does matter whether you try to be neutral about 
something. If students learn to suspend judge-
ment, then they have a little ivory tower within 
them, if you will, an ivory tower in the best 
sense. So what would be ideal is that even after 
uni people have a space, at home, maybe after 
work, but even better all the time somewhere at 
the back of their minds, where they can distan-
ce themselves from immediate concerns such 
as feeding the family and thinking about what 
next practical step to take. I guess university an-
chors that space a little more deeply, or at least, 
that’s what I would hope. As regards Nietzsche’s 
pessimism, it is important to note that his early 
work was actually quite optimistic and enligh-
tened. I mean he questions some fundamental 
values and is pessimistic with regard to them, 
but ultimately his goal is still to improve life. WB

A tired traveling soldier needs a place to spend the night

“Hello, Mrs., bed and breakfast’s what I seek”

“The best for the guest. Come on in”

They served him supper. It was half-past nine

The soldier counted the people at the table. They were five.

Mrs. Carter, her children, and himself, the guest

The food tasted strange, but it didn’t taste bad

“Breakfast’s at seven. Be up by then”, 

and he was guided to his room.

Closed his eyes,

Cleared his mind, 

But it was seven way too soon

The soldier counted the people at the table. They were four.

Had that look in his eyes one could never ignore

Mrs. Carter bit her sandwich

“Don’t worry. That’s what children are for” 

lAKEBOTTOM, SUMMER OF 2009 poem
Text MILENE CORREIA\
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winner of the short story competition

We don’t like talking about mother.

 People never bring her up around here. 
They don’t even whisper about her or what she 
did, and we don’t like to think about it neither. 
But that’s mother, not Ma. No one knew Ma 
like us. But you seem nice, we think, and you’ll 
be our first guest in years. It’s been a bit rough 
lately. We found out a few weeks back that sis 
died. We hadn’t heard from her in a long time, 
but it was still sad for us. But enough with the 
blues, come in, come in. It’s Ma you want to 
hear about.

It’s funny. After it all happened, there were 
dozens of reporters like you flocking around 
here. What was she like? They screamed. Tell 
us! Was your mother always so violent? Did she 
ever harm you too? This last question bugged 
us the most, ‘cause if people knew the truth, 
they’d know that our recollection of Ma, then 
and now, is not a painful one.

We don’t remember much from the earliest 
days, though who really does? We have various 
images and blurs from when we were little, fa-
ding in and out of perception. Our father’s hush, 

sis’s girlish squeal, Ma’s bright young smile. But 
what we can both agree on is this: our Ma’s eyes 
were always tired, even in the beginning. Deep 
lines beneath them, dark. No glimmer. But at 
that age we didn’t care to notice; they were the 
sparkling diamonds of the universe. 

Back then, Ma was always caring to us and 
sis. We both have a memory of a day when she 
brought us to the playground off Hay Street. 
We were young: four, five, six maybe, though 
we’re not too sure. The climbing frame seemed 
a grand castle to us, the grass our emerald sea, 
and our Ma, the queen of the land. We have an 
image of us climbing the stairs, running foot 
by foot, then racing down the slide. It shone a 
bright yellow, and it twinkled in the sunlight. 
We slid down time and time again, and always 
at the bottom was our Ma, her arms outstret-
ched and her face looking up with joy, getting 
bigger and bigger with our descent. Our father 
watched from the sidelines, but it was Ma who 
caught us, lifting our bodies up for hugs, the 
sand of the box swirling around us in a whirl-
wind rush. We’ve since visited that park. They’-
ve torn down the structure we once knew. The 

For this issue, we were eager to organize a short story competition. We only had one restriction, besides a word limit, 
which was to include the phrase “Please wash the mugs” – which is on a sign that hangs in the office where we meet. 
Erin La Cour – literature teacher at the UvA, former WB editors-in-chief Rob Steltenpool and Nora van Arkel hel-
ped us decide on the winning story, which you can read here. Three runner-ups have been published on our website.

Sometimes rhythm is all you need in a story, but this one gives you more: it is woven together with flo-
wing and exotic metaphors, is extremely well written, and leaves you with something to wonder about.”

- Nora van Arkel, former editor-in-chief of Writer’s Block

memories of ma written by nicholas handfield-jones

new one is slate and sterile and reminds us of 
burlap.

As the years went on and our numerical 
identities entered double digits, the voices of 
our parents began to rise, raging loudly, two 
great sonorous machines battling against each 
other’s power. But we didn’t hear the full blast 
of it, not then. The sounds were all muddled as 
if underwater, blocked by swinging doors, late 
nights beneath bed sheets, pats on the head, 
and Ma’s hushed voice: “don’t worry sweetie, 
mommy and daddy are just fighting right now.” 
But real quickly, that turned into “don’t worry 
sweetie, we won’t have to listen to daddy any-
more.” On the final night, Ma’s hand grasped 
our wrists firmly, as if holding the handle of 
a fateful blade. A wild blur in the pale moon-
light. An unfocused swipe past the rusty swing 
set that hung in our front yard. The seats were 
rocking back and forth, the wind was howling, 
and when the car door slammed shut, the bang 
vibrated off through the blackness of the wor-
ld. But that’s how we remember that. It could 
have been a dull daytime for all we know.

The next few years were a tumult of moves 
in what we now call the “flurry of houses.” We 
drove around. Ma had managed to buy a rusty 
old bender, so we rode state to state, living in 
one place until we could afford to travel to the 
next. The car sprawled across the land, our Ma 
the scout, we her troop of rabbles, a great cara-
van of desert fellows trotting along. These were 
the best times, the most fun. The roads see-
med to grow, creeping outwards like the tenta-
cles of some great beast. We were getting into 
our teens by then, sippin’ on sodas. And while 
you might think that “adolescence” warranted 
some rebellion on our part, the constant pick-

me-ups forced us to stick with Ma. We remem-
ber her bringing home our first record player. 
It had been in the Westerway apartment. Ma 
had been so excited. We’d had little money, but 
she surprised us with a 45, Bill Haley and his 
Comets. That was our favourite, the comets 
shooting through our living room—so small it 
could have been a closet, but big enough for 
the four of us and the streaking stars. Streaks 
of dust climbed up the windows so we could-
n’t see outside, but the music roared through 
us. We danced, Ma sang. When the chimes ring 
five, six, and seven/we’ll be right in seventh hea-
ven. Good times these were, the best, when Ma 
was happy sis was happy we were happy. 

It’s kind of funny. We don’t exactly remem-
ber the change, ‘cause it sure wasn’t sudden. 
This wasn’t no Hollywood trigger. Ma was get-
ting a lot of sand in her eyes, ‘cause more and 
more we noticed that she was crying up, the 
salty tears grainy from the dirt, sticking to her 
leather skin, the folds on her cheeks like clo-
th. We remember her becoming less… we don’t 
know how to put it, friendly? “Please wash the 
mugs, kids, so we can get back to the music” 
went to “Wash! Now! Ma’s gotta work!” And 
the sleeping, we don’t know, we just remem-
ber a lot of it. By the time we were done with 
high school, and the songs of our youth were 
beginning to fade into the ground, Ma found 
a permanent job at a diner, not near the coast 
like she’d always wanted, but in a rotten nobo-
dy’s town, the same one we live in now. And 
then we went our separate ways. Sis got into 
this big university in the east, while we travel-
led around. We drove trucks, delivered mail, 
anything we could to keep moving. We didn’t 
want to let go as sis had. We tried to always be 
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there for Ma, but you know. Life gets in the way 
sometimes. 

We got the call soon after they invented 
cell phones, or at least soon after we got them. 
In a way, we weren’t surprised by what they 
told us, and at the same time, it was the gre-
atest shock of all. Mother had been different 
for quite some time, and her actions could have 

just been a release, a downward whoosh of a 
knife cutting her agony apart. It’s hard to say, 
but we don’t like to think about that side of her. 
And whenever one of you reporters comes al-
ong, we always try to say the same thing, that 
our Ma was kind. So make sure you put that in 
whatever article you write, sir. Remember the 
music. Remember our Ma, not our mother. WB

days/daze poem/Text elise van der linde

always making amends
in the Garden of Eden
always so wired
there’s an air of repression
this is al l  that I’ve thought
I am no. 1
I’ve learned to appreciate some times
I’m starting to believe the white lights
my head’s getting older
my fingers keep trying
death before dishonour

always making a mess
in the Garden of Hedons
always so tired
there’s an air of depression
this is al l  that I’ve fought
I am no1
I’ve learned to appreciate sometimes
I’m starting to believe the white lies
my head’s getting colder
my fingers keep lying
death before this horror

It is always wonderful when artists you admire 
have multiple strings to their bow. One group 
of such artists is Insomnium, a melodic death 
metal band from Finland that has been at the 
forefront of their genre for a number of years 
now, thanks to their beautiful mix of epic me-
tal onslaught, angelic acoustic guitar work and 
thrilling vocals. So far in their career, they 
have managed to produce masterpiece after 
masterpiece, all whilst the members were stu-
dying and working. We spoke with Niilo Sevä-
nen (singer and bass player) and Ville Friman 
(guitar player and singer) about the band and 
its history, how they manage their time and 
how their creative process works.

Insomnium was formed near the end of the 
previous century, “when we were sixteen, se-
venteen years old,” says Niilo. Ville has known 
Markus Hirvonen, their drummer, since they 
were seven. “We went to the same primary 
school and were even in the same class.” Niilo 
was there as well, but he was one year older 
than them. “They were irritating little guys,” 
he laughs, “but we found each other in high 
school and later formed the band. That’s how 
it started.” 

The band began writing original material al-
most instantly. They rehearsed a couple of 
cover songs and learned to play together, and 
quickly started coming up with riffs and me-
lodies. “I think we all had this ambition to do 
our own music,” says Ville. Their name, which 
is a Latin term for a dreamlike yet wakeful 
state, was found in a dictionary. Their music 
and lyrics both convey grand stories, as well as 
deep, personal struggles that are relatable and 
engaging. There is a maturity and intelligence 
in their songwriting that is rare and unique, 
which might be a result from their academic 
careers.

After high school, all members went off to 
different universities. Niilo studied Cultural 
History in Turku, Markus did Environmen-
tal Technology in Lappeenranta, and Ville 
read Biological and Environmental Science in 
Jyväskylä. In Turku, they met Ville Vanni, who 
studied Medicine. He and Nillo both played 
in the band Watch Me Fall, and in 2001, Ville 
joined Insomnium. According to Niilo, “Tur-
ku was pretty much [their] base, because two 
of [them] lived there.” “The internet was gro-
wing then, as well, which helped a lot,” adds 
Ville. 

During their studies, they released three al-
bums (In the Halls of Awaiting in 2002, Since 
the Day It All Came Down in 2004, and their in-
credible masterpiece Above the Weeping World 
in 2006) and occasionally toured through Fin-
land. “Back then it was easy,” says Niilo. “We 
only needed to concentrate on our studies at 
that time. In Finland, university studies have a 
loose schedule and you can pretty much deci-
de when you want to do what you want. Medi-
cal school, of course, is more structured.”

“It all depends on the subject,” adds Ville, “and 
the universities are free. There are no yearly 
fees or anything. Most people take five to six 
years for their studies, including a Masters de-
gree. We took our time. It needed a lot of or-
ganising in combination with the music, but 
that has always been periodic. Like Niilo said, 
when you’re studying you only need to con-
centrate on that. Now, for example, he has a 
family and we all have our own responsibili-
ties.” In the early days Niilo and Ville shared 
most of the song writing, but now Ville is the 
primary composer and lyricist. He writes riffs 
and melodies on a trusty acoustic guitar, re-
cords demo tracks based on that material and 

insomnium                                                interview
Text jules schlicher\Creativity between Studies, Jobs and Lives
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e-mails these to his bandmates. They plan their 
practice sessions in Finland and when they get 
together, the songs evolve from the input of 
the various band members.

In 2011, guitarist Ville Vanni left the band, be-
cause he could no longer combine the growing 
demands of Insomnium with his career as a 
general surgeon and him becoming a father. 
Markus Vanhala has since filled his place. Vil-
le Friman, at one point, moved to England for 
his studies, but there was never any talk of him 
leaving the band. “I did my PhD [in Evolutio-
nary Ecology] in Finland, and I’m in England 
for my post-doc.” He currently works at Impe-
rial College London, where he conducts rese-
arch on the “interplay between rapid evoluti-
onary and ecological dynamics,” and his work 
has been published in scientific journals like 
Ecology Letters and the Journal of Revolutio-
nary Biology. “I could never leave music and 
be entirely focussed on work, because then I’ll 

be lacking something essential to me.”

Every member in the band has a busy life. Ni-
ilo, for instance, is Director of Culture in the 
city of Kotka. Drummer Markus is going back 
to school. “He’s specialising in another profes-
sion. He does that every Thursday to Saturday, 
and in the rest of the time he is building a house 
and teaching at a Polytechnic University. Even 
on the morning of our departure for our latest 
tour, he was working on his house until 5AM,” 
says Ville. The other Markus is a guitar tea-
cher and he works at his father’s wood logistics 
business. “And he is going back to school, as 
well,” says Niilo. “He’s studying to be an event 
producer.” For Insomnium, these day jobs put 
bread on their tables and their activities keep 
them occupied, so they can make their music 
without having to worry about sales and so, 
when they make it, it feels like a release and a 
holiday. 

“Only recently we’ve become so big that we 
might play with the idea of leaving the day 
jobs and just concentrating on making the 
music,” says Niilo, but Ville adds that “it’s a 
big risk to just dedicate your life to music. 
There’s no guarantee that you’ll make it.” 
Their record company, Century Media, ac-
cepts that the guys keep their individual jobs. 
Niilo: “We just concentrate on making the 
best albums we can and Century Media can 
market them and promote them as much as 
they like, and it’s a good combination.” 

Furthermore, singer Niilo has said in the past 
that he aspires to write a fantasy novel. “If I be-
came a millionaire and had more time I would 
just spend my time writing music and writing 
books. I began writing a couple of stories and 
actually wrote a few short stories. In 2007, I 
won a short story contest in Finland, which 
was kind of cool. My story was a historical 

work with some fantasy elements – that kind 
of thing. After that I really had no time for se-
rious writing. But, maybe in the future…” 

Throughout this interview, it became clear 
that Insomnium is a labour of love and passion 
from a group of hardworking and intelligent 
people. Each member has a full life and fulfil-
ling career, but they need the band as a creative 
outlet. Ville: “Life would be boring if it’s just 
work or if you focus on just one thing. I need 
to do creative things, or else I won’t be happy.” 
“[Still,] it’s a good idea to graduate before you 
want to become a rock star,” says Niilo. “Have 
a plan B.” “In the end, it’s all ephemeral,” con-
cludes Ville.

We thank Insomnium for taking the time for 
this interview, and wish them the best for their 
hopefully long career, both in and outside mu-
sic. WB

G u s  M o y s t a d  a r t w o r k
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Nightcrawler, not to be mistaken for one of 
the characters from the X-Men universe, stars 
Jake Gyllenhaal in the role of Louis Bloom, 
an unemployed man seeking a job. During 
Bloom’s search to change his current state of 
unemployment, he roams the streets of pre-
sent-day Los Angeles, until he lands himself a 
job filming gruesome crime scenes and getting 
there before any other reporters do. Bloom 
then sells the footage to the highest bidding 
news channel. 
Becoming increasingly proficient at his work, 
the risks Bloom begins to take to get better 
footage let the viewer become more and more 
aware of Blooms sinister and psychotic perso-
nality which is masqueraded by a comforting 
smile and a good sales pitch. 
Gyllenhaal’s excellent performance as Louis 
Bloom ensures Nightcrawler to be regarded 
as a must-see for any movie lover. Apart from 
Gyllenhaal’s performance, the screenplay and 
directing of Dan Gilroy not only capture the 

night streets of Los Angeles beautifully, they 
also neatly focus on the different layers of 
Bloom’s character in minute detail. 
The overarching theme of the film is undoub-
tedly a critical point against current media and 
its hunger for sensation. As a consequence, 
after watching Nightcrawler, you might find 
yourself asking where the footage we see on 
everyday news channels actually comes from 
and how it is obtained, in turn giving an un-
settling feeling while doing so. 
Despite being very well directed, Nightcrawler 
does have some flaws: while it focusses on fles-
hing out Bloom’s character, there is an incre-
asing lack of attention towards the characters 
surrounding Bloom, especially Nina played by 
Rene Russo, characters that just beg to be de-
veloped further.  
However, this does not detract from the overall 
movie: with solid acting, well-written dialogue 
and an excellent screenplay, Nightcrawler is a 
movie you want to watch multiple times. WB

nightcrawler review
Text thomas wiertz\
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e m m a  s c h o o k  a r t w o r k
Text judith kroon & isabel harlaar

Hi Emma! Could you tell us the story of how and why you became a photographer?
It’s always difficult to say that you are a photographer – when do you exactly become some-
thing? I started taking photographs early on, got my very first camera quite soon, but it was 
nothing special really. When I was about sixteen years old, I wanted to start taking pictures with 
an SLR camera. These cameras were, however, very expensive. My parents still had their old ca-
meras stored in the attic. They were analog SLRs. When I found these cameras, I started taking 
photography more seriously and sometimes thought more about what I wanted to capture and 
how I wanted to photograph something. This is a process I’m still going through and I feel that 
I’m becoming more and more critical and am increasingly better at looking at things. I take a 
smaller quantity of pictures nowadays, but I’m more satisfied by the pictures I do take. I have 
never immersed myself in digital photography. I like the constraints of analog cameras. 

What are your main sources of inspiration?
People, nature, art, and architecture. People especially, but they are also the scariest to photo-
graph. It’s possible to observe nature and art endlessly. Taking pictures of people has to be done 
quickly and sometimes in a bold manner.

When looking through your pictures it becomes clear that you’ve travelled a lot. Do your 
travels impact your work and your life? Does it impact the way you look at things?
I take most of my pictures when I’m travelling. That’s when I’m always carrying my camera 
around my neck. Sometimes I push myself to look at everything around me and I’m able to cap-
ture something on film whenever it’s necessary. Travelling around the world lets me think about 
things I never really thought about before, simply because I had not encountered something 
before. By contemplating these things, I open up to new things, new thoughts. This changes 
the way I think about certain things. It doesn’t immediately change the way I look at things, or 
notice them, but ultimately it will, because my interests change.

What has been your most influential journey or what have been the most inspiring places 
you’ve visited?
When I was fourteen, I went to a big scouting camp where almost 40,000 teenagers from the 
ages of fourteen to eighteen of 158 different nationalities came together. That was a very im-
pressive journey, especially because I was still so young. Last year, I went on an exploration 
journey across Iran. That was a beautiful trip as well! 

What are your ambitions for the next five years as a photographer and as a traveler?
It seems really cool to be able to fill a few small exhibitions with my pictures. Furthermore, I 
hope to have a house large enough to have a permanent darkroom within five years. That way 
I will be able to focus more on black-and-white photography, which I think is very beautiful. I 
have so many travel plans! I would love to go to Nepal and India, make a journey across Ame-
rica, travel from West to East and be stranded on a waddeneiland for a week and enjoy the sea 
and the silence. WB
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you can read more writer's block
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for reviews, columns, suggested events and more

loveletters poem/Text Lianne Zwanenberg

Moribund metaphors
crawling underneath my skin,
scratching, like a cat in fear, 
at al l  that could have been.

Paraphrased paragraphs – 
your words, not mine.
Lost in words and works;
desire in decline.

Your allegories bore me;
novelties I pursue.
A mirrored mirage, if  only – 
I had invented you!

I sunk my teeth into your heart
and language leapt up, hard-bitten.
Love cannot be but plagiarism,
or rather – history rewritten.
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