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sleep
ana cahen-eden

Sun, sea salt and submissions
roselinde bouman and judith kroon

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the-

re are only three things worth leaving your bed 

for: sunshine, caramel sea salt chocolate, and 

a good read. Summertime and Tony’s Choco-

lonely will take care of the shine and snacks 

and where good reads are concerned, Writer’s 

Block’s got you covered. This issue contains all 

the ingredients for a great summer read, be it 

on the beach, on your balcony, or – well – in 

bed. Because let’s face it, there are really no 

things worth leaving your bed for. Your bed is 

the best. And you have some serious catching 

up to do after all the sleep you missed studying 

for exams and writing essays overnight. But 

now imagine being in bed with the sun shining 

through your window, a caramel sea salt cho-

colate bar on the nightstand and WB’s winning 

short story in your hands. See? You really can 

have it all.

This issue features gorgeous poetry by Gary 

Beck, Luc de Vries and C.G. Huff; stunning art-

work by Ana Cahen-Eden and Floris Pieterse; 

and an inspiring article on Songkran by Thai 

student Waneerat Thanaphokhai. Furthermo-

re, our editor Roos interviewed Dr Jane Lewty, 

who will sadly leave the UvA this year, and Tom 

van Veenendaal wrote a review on 2015 docu-

mentary Best of Enemies. 

And last but certainly not least, we are excited 

to present to you the winner of our 2016 short 

story competition. A huge success the previ-

ous academic year, we decided the competi-

tion would be the perfect end to another year 

of Writer’s Block, writer’s blocks and creative 

writing. We would like to thank all our ama-

zing submitters; we have read your work with 

great pleasure and we were pleasantly surprised 

by how difficult the decision was. There can, 

of course, only be one winner: congratulations, 

Charlotte Nijhuis!

If, like us, you cannot get enough of these in-

credible short stories, why not visit our web-

site to read the runner-up stories? Or, better 

yet, submit your own! Despite the fact that the 

academic year is over, we at Writer’s Block are 

already working hard to make sure our upco-

ming, post-summer issue is also filled with 

brilliant and inspiring work for you to enjoy. So 

if, at any point this summer, you find yourself 

inspired by your travels, being outside in the 

sunshine, or maybe just that one chocolate bar 

we all know you are consuming, you are always 

welcome to submit your work to us. Just drop 

us an email at submissions@writersblockmaga-

zine.com. We are already looking forward to it. 

Happy summer! WB
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ShoRT STORY COMPETITION WINNER:
in between places
charlotte nijhuis

Hungaria

The bumping of the carriage on the railway 

could put me to sleep within minutes. Using my 

backpack as a pillow and the views flashing be-

fore my eyes as a lullaby, it was easy to drift off. 

Nights in hostel beds made out of little more 

than a card wood box helped, too. We’d been 

traveling little over three weeks when we figu-

red out our rhythm: days were for coffee shops 

and museums; nights for hostel-cooked dinners 

and dancing; trains for sleeping. 

Though we had long left August behind, the 

summer heat lingered in Hungaria, and even 

more so in Hungaria’s public transport. In each 

new place we visited we learned to say hello 

in the language and bought fruits at the mar-

ket. This time it was Szia – easy to remember, 

sounds like ‘see ya!’ – and tangerines. She han-

ded me the paper bag. 

“Can you peel one for me? You’re so much bet-

ter at peeling.” 

I peeled while she took pictures. She bent down 

on the opposite side of the carriage to gain eye 

level with the seats, and playfully prompted me 

to look away. Outside, an endless formation of 

green hilltops unfolded, getting higher as we 

went on, while on the forefront small ranches 

alternated fields of cattle. Cows looked the 

same everywhere. 

With her elbow resting on my leg she held up 

the camera. 

“Look.” 

I blinked my eyes open. 

“What do you think?” 

The image was skewed slightly to the left and a 

bit underexposed, but the composition wasn’t 

too bad. I showed her some settings – it was 

my camera she was using – and she got up to 

give it another try. To the sound of the camera 

clicking I finally drifted off, my cheek resting 

against the sunlit window, half a tangerine res-

ting in my lap. 

the wind blew leaves up in a 
whirl; a miniature hurricane 
unfolding right in front of 
us. minus the destruction.

Bukarest, Romania

The small square in Romania’s capital was dren-

ched in a faint morning light. The wind blew 

leaves up in a whirl; a miniature hurricane un-

folding right in front of us. Minus the destruc-

tion. We were sitting in a café on the western 

side. Outside at first, until we had no tea left 

to warm our hands and decided to move to a 

spot by the window. We ordered another round 

– with milk and sugar, the lady decided for us. 

Personalized drinks are a Starbucks thing, not 

a Bukarest thing. We discussed bus timeta-

bles and laundry and how we should probably 

buy warmer jackets soon, carefully tiptoeing 

around the one thing neither one of us dared to 

address: this little bubble would pop sooner or 

later. The next stop was Bosnia. 

Sajarevo, Bosnia

We first met in Prague. On the fourth floor, or 

maybe the third, of that club I didn’t want to 

go to in the first place. I asked her to dance – 

she was a ridiculous dancer, her head wouldn’t 

move in synchronicity with her body – and she 

told me she’d never seen a girl as pale as me. We 

exchanged formalities; where were we from? 

– Ireland, Mexico –, where were we headed? – 

Bratislava, anywhere –, what did we think of 

the Czech Republic? 

“I love it here,” she yelled over a high-pitched 

Beyoncé song. “Don’t you?” 

I left the next morning for Bratislava, slept 

my way through the six-hour journey. I hadn’t 

forgotten about the girl named Isabella with a 

uniquely high tolerance for tequila shots, but I 

convinced myself I would, soon. Two days later 

she walked into the kitchen at the hostel during 

we first met in prague. on 
the fourth floor, or maybe 

the third, of that club i 
didn’t want to go to in the 

first place.

breakfast time. A sign from the universe, she 

said. And: we should travel together. 

Five countries later I still hadn’t asked her 

about jobs or plans or her idea of a future beyo-

nd backpacking. It didn’t seem to matter; the 

present kept us busy. Sarajevo was filled with 

history I had never found in my high-school 

textbooks, and architecture that called for ela-

borate photo shoots. It was here, in Bosnia, 

where I first realized how lucky I had been. 

How, maybe, us meeting again was a sign from 

the universe. Or maybe that was just her, and 

her almost childlike willingness to believe in 

miracles, rubbing off on me. 

“Hvala means thank you,” I read out loud, “and 

molim is please.” 

I flipped through the Lonely Planet that we’d 

found lying around at the hostel. We were stan-

ding in line for the Jewish museum. 

“How do you say ‘sorry’?” 
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wishing well
kevin casey

He had thrown in his lot with the weather 

and the seasons, having been lucky enough 

to come back in one piece from the war. 

After two good harvests, there was money 

to take a practical wife, and to bring

the well-digger to rattle his rig 

through the shale at the end of the porch. 

The young farmer turned a lucky penny 

in his pocket, hoping water would be found,

while his practical wife stood in the doorway,

dishwater drying on her apron.

The pump in place and the house plumbed through-- 

all copper elbows and chrome spigots--

she made him buy a five dollar wishing well 

at the hardware store to cover the stub

of steel casing now sprouting in her dooryard.

That miniature well with its shingled roof

was the sole metaphoric reach she would make

in all their married years, and if it was 

just a rare decorative touch, or was made 

to honor or deride his carefree nature,

in sixty years, he never thought to ask.

“Let me see, I probably won’t pronounce this 

right … Sorry is oprostite.” 

“Oprostite.” She echoed. 

We were silent for a while. I skimmed the histo-

ry & religion chapter. Two more steps and we’d 

be standing in the sun again.

at night she’s dressed in 
silver; she wakes up in rusty 
crimson. 

“I’m sorry.” It sounded like a question. 

I flipped another page. “Do you think they list 

verbs in here or—”

“I am going home.” 

It took me a few moments to understand she 

meant home home, Mexico home, not the hos-

tel a couple of blocks down the road. The line 

moved forward. 

“Home home?” I thought I’d make sure. 

She nodded. “I got this job, so I need to come 

in on Monday… I never thought I’d get it, to be 

honest.” She paused. “I am flying out to Brus-

sels tomorrow, in the afternoon.” 

I realized I was still holding up the Lonely Pla-

net, open, with two hands. Closing it would 

mean I’d have to look up. 

She placed her hand on my lower arm. “I really 

am sorry.” 

I got on a train to Vienna that same night. 

Vienna, Austria

It is a truth universally acknowledged that lea-

ves change color before they fall. Autumn is a 

time embellished by warning signs: shades of 

red and orange where we first saw green. Win-

ter may come sooner or later, and in the height 

of spring it may seem like it never will, but it 

does, and we always get a warning. 

She is not a tree. She is quiet blue on one day 

and screaming pink the next. She turns from 

fiery red to sunflower yellow to the pale pas-

tel hues that fill my mom’s closet. At night she’s 

dressed in silver; she wakes up in rusty crims-

on. She leaps from summer to spring to fall. 

And I never saw this coming. WB
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While in the West there is just one New Year: on 

January 1st, in Thailand, there are three. Apart 

from the international one on January 1st, there is 

the unofficial one celebrating Chinese Lunar New 

Year, and an official one celebrating Thai New Year. 

Known for its water festival, this Thai New Year 

festival is called Songkran and takes place from 

April 13th to April 15th.  While Songkran is one 

of the most famous holidays in Thailand, I have lit-

tle knowledge of it, even though I have been living 

in Bangkok for several years. So, since most shops 

will be closed and many of my friends will leave the 

city to return to their families in other provinces, 

I thought: why not to turn these lonely days into 

an opportunity to learn more about Songkran?

  

After having found some information from the Tou-

rism Authority of Thailand, I set up my route. On 

the first day of Songkran, I went to Wat Pho, a Bud-

dhist temple that features the largest reclining Bud-

dha statue in Asia. There, I wanted to witness the 

tradition of washing Buddha statues with fragrant 

water, a ritual performed to ask for blessing. People 

would also light joss sticks and candles to make wis-

hes. But what I found was much more interesting: a 

monk, sitting on a high platform, was blessing peo-

ple by patting them on their heads and shoulders 

with a bamboo broom-like object that was soaked 

in fragrant water. Despite the ritual’s serene nature, 

the monk handled the bamboo stick rather aggres-

sively, and I saw that the people were pretty nervous. 

songkran: having fun together
waneerat Thanaphokhai

While being patted, they closed their eyes and put 

their hands together in the gesture of “Wai”, to pre-

pare themselves for the monk’s rigorous blessing. 

After their blessings, they moved away gratefully to 

one of the other three monks who put either a red, 

purple, or yellow – whichever preferred – thread-li-

ke bracelet around their wrists for good luck. 

At Sanumlung, the center of Bangkok, an area the 

size of six to eight football fields often used for royal 

ceremonies, five beautifully decorated vehicles at-

tracted my attention. They were parked and garnis-

hed with thousands if not millions of dry grain seeds 

and flowers. The flora was arranged into images to 

show other Songkran traditions, like the washing of 

the hands of elderly family members to pay respect 

and ask for blessing. There was also the image of 

fertile landscapes, which symbolized the nurturing 

power of water and was meant to urge people to pre-

serve it, especially during this record drought year.

I continued my journey, crossing the wide street 

for Khao San Road, well known for its populari-

ty among backpackers. It is also a hotspot for wa-

ter fights, an activity that not only helps people 

to cool down during the hottest days, but is also 

believed to wash away dirty things, thus bringing 

good luck for the coming year. Two bus stops 

away from Khao San, I found myself surrounded 

by vendors who were selling water guns, calcium 

carbonate powder (which can be mixed with water 

to smear on people’s faces for fun), protective glas-

ses, various kinds of food, beverages, and slippers.

Walking down the narrow path between them, 

I suddenly felt a small stream of icy water being 

poured down my neck. Gasping for air, I tur-

ned around and found a Thai guy smiling at me. 

I smiled back and continued my walk. The clo-

ser to Khao San I got, the more difficult it was to 

move through the crowds. Holding water guns, 

some of them were completely wet, with wa-

ter dripping from their faces and their clothes.

Since parts of my toes’ skin had been rubbed off 

by my previous badly fitting shoes, I tried to avoid 

wet puddles and squeezed my way to the entran-

ce. The road, which was about twenty meters 

wide, had been divided into two parts (one for 

entering and the other for exiting) and was guar-

ded by a dozen police officers who screened peo-

ple for inappropriate clothing, super-powered 

water guns, weapons, and powder. With only mo-

derate water guns allowed, major injuries would 

be reduced. The ban on powder would hopefully 

prevent sexual harassment, since it could lead to 

people smearing the powder on unwanted places. 

Walking along the edge of the sidewalk, I was sud-

denly blocked by a strong Indian guy wearing a 

turban. Seemingly not satisfied with his moderate 

water gun, he grabbed a bowl-like container, fil-

led with water that he had just bought for 50 Baht, 

and poured it in a larger bucket. He then whacked 

the water down on the crowd like a whip. With 

more guns aimed back at him, he put in more ef-

fort and quickly refilled it, producing even more 

powerful water whips. Many more guns combined 

could not match his vigor. People smiled and wal-

ked away. A Thai girl, completely soaked by him, 

came back. While wiping the water from her face, 

she pushed her empty gun towards him, asking 

for refilling. “5 Baht!” the guy said. The girl pau-

sed. “Ok, for free,” he yielded. “Just fill it yourself.” 

the nimble movement of 
their waists, hips, and legs 

won cheers from the crowd. 
they were applauded with 

water and plastic-wrapped 
camera shootings.

While waiting for a ceasefire in this water batt-

le to slip away without meeting the man’s water 

wrath, I noticed loud music coming from a near-

by beer shop. It prompted two young men and 

women to get up on their feet and they started to 

dance together, accompanied by the popular Sou-

th Korean song “Gangnam Style”. The nimble mo-

vement of their waists, hips, and legs won cheers 

from the crowd. They were applauded with water 

and plastic-wrapped camera shootings. When I 

talked to them later, one of them revealed that 

they had travelled from Malaysia to Thailand. 

Being dance lovers, they simply could not restrain 

themselves to give a spontaneous performance. 

While standing in the middle of Khao San, I watched 

Thai and foreigners alike throw water at each other. 

Some were enthusiastically looking for unfortunate 
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targets, others swiftly dodged water attacks or were 

unavoidably doused. I found myself laughing all 

the time. Watching Songkran reports on television 

never brought me as much joy as just being there. 

When the Indian guy finally halted, I slipped away. 

Not quite sure how my high sole Plimsolls had 

been drenched, I longed for a break so I could 

change the bandage around my toes. Roaming 

around from early morning to late afternoon un-

der the scorching heat had also tired me. So I left.

On the second day, I went to Silom, another hot-

spot for water splashing. On its wide road, the 

crowd looked much less packed than Krao San. 

But on my way back home, I saw something intri-

guing. A teenager, holding a bucket of ice water in 

one hand, quietly approached the passengers on a 

Tuk Tuk, which had stopped in front of a red traffic 

light. With the other hand forming a “Wai” gestu-

re, begging for forgiveness from God, he quickly 

poured the bucket down on the passengers’ backs. 

While they screamed, he laughed and ran away. 

On the last day, still yearning to relive the fun I had 

at Khao San, I went back. To my surprise, I could not 

find any vendors, or the crowd. I was left stranded in 

the middle of the road. Unwilling to leave, I walked 

the same path I did two days ago. While some shops 

were opening again, I was deeply immersed in my 

memory: the crowds, splashing water, screaming, 

loud music, and, above all, laughter. I really wanted 

barely finished
ana cahen-eden

to invite everyone, from the bottom of my heart, to 

come out and rejoin the party again—the New Year 

celebration that I had enjoyed the most so far! But I 

realized that it was too late, at least for this year. WB
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time
luc de vries

becoming jane: academic, teacher, poet
roos gravemaker

After six years, dr. Jane Lewty, poet, scholar, and 

creative writing teacher, is finishing her last semes-

ter at the UvA. Identifying herself first as an Ame-

rican Poet and then as an academic, her passion 

for creative writing and poetry has influenced the 

English department significantly. In 2014 she es-

tablished a Creative Writing course and has been 

closely involved with many other creative writing 

student initiatives, such as the Amsterdam Writers 

Guild. Lewty leaves behind a trail of enthusiastic 

(student) writers. 

With the move of the Bungehuis to the P.C. 

Hoofthuis on its way, Jane Lewty is sitting in a vaca-

ted office. “Well, at least I don’t have to worry about 

moving all my stuff to the P.C. Hoofthuis now,” she 

laughs. The bookcases are as good as empty, but the 

wall behind her is still decorated with posters of 

quotes from student poets. 

Lewty grew up in Leeds, England and did a PhD. in 

Glasgow on James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake (1939). 

During her studies she made a name for herself 

through pioneering a new field in Modernist Stu-

dies called Radio Studies, which focused on the 

impact of sound technology on experimental ear-

ly twentieth century literature. After having done 

a post-doctoral at University College London, she 

moved to the University of Northern Iowa. “My 

area of expertise was James Joyce and it seemed as 

though the most exciting work on Joyce was being 

done in America. So I just thought: ‘these are my 

people’.” However, in Iowa she realised that the aca-

demic career was not for her; “I had an epiphany: I 

want to stay in this country, but I don’t want to be 

merely an academic anymore.” 

Having come to this realisation, she made the 

bold move to give up her job at the University of 

Northern Iowa and did a Master of Fine Arts at the 

Iowa Writers’ Workshop. It was a unique experien-

ce for Lewty. Being the first ever creative writing 

institution in the US and occupying the status as 

being the best, most competitive, and most pres-

tigious, the program was immensely instructive 

and also intense. “It was competitive at times. Of 

course, as is the case everywhere, you meet a few 

assholes, and on top of that you get the writers’ ego 

and insecurities.” But having left behind a busy and 

hectic academic life, it was the best decision in her 

life. “I met very gifted writers and I learned a lot 

from them. I made the best friends of my life there.”   

After having received her M.F.A. in Iowa, she saw a 

job opening for one year at the UvA and took it. But 

her post at the UvA did not have the same job secu-

rity as in Iowa. During the last couple of years, the 

UvA has been providing its workers only with three 

temporary contracts varying from one to three 

years, after which the university decides whether to 

give the academics a permanent position or to fire 

them. The original plan was to protect the workers 

there’s no saying

fuck you

against time

it won’t hear your words

for it is deaf

it won’t see your middle finger

for it is cross-eyed

but it will respond

the moment you regret

not saying it

bear by ana cahen-eden
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and keep the academic job market fluctuating so 

that it remains available for unemployed academi-

cs. But according to Lewty it really doesn’t. “It only 

means that institutions don’t invest in people. They 

can exist on temporary contracted workers forever, 

because they know that if somebody is asked to le-

ave, people will always fill in the gap. Many edu-

cators feel as though we are up against an autho-

ritative institution that doesn’t truly acknowledge 

the individual whatsoever. We’re just numbers on 

a spreadsheet.”

The University of Amsterdam and other Dutch in-

stitutes of higher education are not the only ones 

who penalize academics due to the increasing bu-

reaucratization of education. In the United States, 

many academics succumb under the pressure 

of wanting to earn job security. Lewty mentions 

“Tenure Death”, a notorious phenomenon in the US 

where the tenure-track system causes academics to 

collapse after having worked so hard for five or six 

years to earn the job they already have. Exhausted 

by all the stress of teaching, researching, and trying 

to get their first books published, the academics’ in-

terests, along with their motivation, often comple-

tely perish after they achieve the much-sought-af-

ter permanent position. Lewty, too, felt her interest 

in working on James Joyce and Radio Studies fade 

away after some years. “I just stopped because I got 

as far as I wanted to go with that, which is in fact 

academic suicide. But I just didn’t like it. I wasn’t 

happy.” 

Still, Modernism had never completely left her life. 

Though her academic drive was dwindling, during 

the first years in which she started to identify her-

self as an American poet, she felt as though she re-

wrote all of her modernist interest in poetic form. 

“My first book, Bravura Cool, contained so many 

references to my academic work that it was in a 

way cathartic. A lot of it was about communicati-

on breakdown, radio and other technologies. It had 

many references to modernist literature.” Recent-

ly, her poetry has started to move away from mo-

dernist influences. Her latest work mixes genres, 

experimenting with non-fiction essays and short 

prose poems. She describes it as very indistinct and 

having a lot of flexible boundaries as to how one 

might describe a piece of writing. A recently-com-

pleted manuscript is inspired by dance music and 

as a result she stretched her capacities to look at the 

sonic quality of poetry, which she found quite libe-

rating. 

However, she says she will never stop being an aca-

demic. In writing poetry, the clinical academic way 

of approaching a topic and a text has never gotten 

out of her system. Rather than following her im-

mediate sensory instincts, she is still a research-ba-

sed poet; she decides on a topic and plans out how 

her poems are going to echo in one another before 

writing anything down. “I am just not one of tho-

se poets who just writes a phrase down sitting in 

a bus. I had a life before this which was dictated 

by certain practices and it has been difficult to get 

away from that.” 

In an ideal world, Lewty would be teaching at a 

place where her creative ambitions can flourish. 

She says that in the current academic climate in the 

Netherlands there is strong resistance towards in-

corporating creative efforts of academics as well as 

students into the curriculum. Lewty considers this 

to be a big mistake and believes that creative writing 

is essential to any arts degree. From the two-year 

experience of her Creative Writing course, she saw 

how, in a short amount of time, students had beco-

me more observant and critical in a very advanced 

way. The students were more capable of identifying 

the intentions of a text, and they had improved their 

writing skills immeasurably. “Many courses here 

are about improving your writing skills and I feel 

that writing a short story and making it legible does 

as much as any other rhetoric or academic writing 

class. I mean, when you are writing an essay it is 

still creative non-fiction: it’s professional writing, 

journalism, editing.” She also stresses how creative 

writing can help students in their future careers. “In 

the US when you’ve done a joint degree in Creative 

Writing and English Literature, you can consider a 

career in journalism, advertising, social justice, etc. 

because you know how to take risks and you know 

how to be observant. It is much more of an edu-

cation (and vocationally) oriented subject than the 

authorities in educational institutions think here.”                     

The future is still uncertain for Lewty. She believes 

that eventually she will go back to the US. Having 

applied for several jobs there, she hopes to get cer-

tainty sooner rather than later. If all else fails, there 

is always the possibility to return to the UvA after 

a six month gap. But she doesn’t find that ideal, be-

cause she is prevented from specializing in either 

of her areas of expertise and believes she can’t con-

tribute to the English BA and MA programs in the 

way she would like to, and, moreover, in a way that 

would be beneficial to students. Regardless, she re-

mains positive. Having a summer full of freedom 

ahead of her, she intends to go to the States for a 

few months to visit her friends and her husband’s 

family. In the latter part of the summer, she plans 

to come back here to enjoy Amsterdam, which had 

been difficult this last year due to the uncertainty 

about her position. She will also start writing new 

individual poems with no major plans and projects 

in mind, which she, despite this year’s stress and 

current uncertainty, finds most liberating.  WB
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sex in politics
tom van veenendaal

moments
gary beck

The last cherry blossoms have fallen.

Only pink leaves remain,

swirling on the tainted ground,

eddies of fading petals

reminding those who notice

of the briefness of beauty.

In 1968, ABC’s executives thought of an original 

way to cover the American national presidential 

conventions: they would invite a liberal and a con-

servative representative, who would debate for an 

hour every day during the Republican and Demo-

cratic convention. One of the chosen representati-

ves was William F. Buckley Jr., a conservative and 

founding editor of the National Review, a current 

affairs magazine for conservative news, commen-

tary, and opinion. The other one was Gore Vidal, 

novelist, essayist and “homosexualist”, as he ter-

med it. The debates famously resulted in Buckley’s 

outburst, “Now listen you queer, stop calling me a 

crypto-Nazi or I’ll sock you in your goddamn face, 

and you’ll stay plastered.” An ABC broadcaster re-

calls someone in the broadcast room asking “Can 

they say that?” The debates haunted Buckley and 

Vidal for the rest of their lives.

Best of Enemies, a 2015 documentary directed by 

Robert Gordon and Morgan Neville, chronicles 

these events, their cultural circumstances, and their 

melancholic aftermath. By uncovering the hidden 

tensions between the two men, it reveals that a ma-

jor clash of characters was bound to happen. As 

journalist Christopher Hitchens informs us, “There 

was nothing feigned about it: they really hated each 

other.” Vidal had made his mark on the American 

scene as a novelist, but had ruined his chance of be-

coming a widely respected novelist by writing the 

rather disappointing The City and the Pillar. This 

novel told the story of a man discovering and de-

aling with his homosexuality – something which, 

in-and-of-itself, was enough to upset the conser-

vative establishment. Meanwhile, Buckley play-

ed a major role in creating the modern American 

conservative. The National Review was marked by 

Reagan-era conservatism and credited with paving 

the way for Reagan’s presidency. As both men had 

considerable political aspirations, this was a unique 

chance to get their voice out there.

Upon being selected as first debater, Buckley was 

asked if there was anyone with whom he wouldn’t 

want to debate. He had responded with “A com-

munist... Besides that, the only one I can think of 

is... Gore Vidal.” For both men the other stood for 

everything they despised, which the documentary 

shows effectively by delineating both men’s history. 

Various witnesses describe Buckley’s gentle digni-

ty and the growth of his pure conservative ideas; 

whereas others talk about Vidal’s habit of pushing 

the moral and sexual boundaries of 1960s America. 

Essentially, Buckley’s eventual outburst was only 

inevitable. 

Where the documentary really shines, though, is in 

chronicling the aftermath. There was a massive me-

dia craze about what had happened, many lawsuits 

followed, and both Buckley and Vidal were invited 

to recount the events numerous times on TV and in 

print. Vidal watched the events over and over again 

with visitors, while Buckley could not forgive him-

self for the way in which he let himself go. When 

Buckley died in 2008 from a heart attack, the feud 

was far from over. Vidal, at that point in time, had 

been largely forgotten. Truman Capote, another li-

terary rival of Gore Vidal, is even said to have stated 

that it was not a question of whether Vidal would 

be forgotten, but when the forgetting would begin. 

Vidal’s last days are recounted as being spent wri-

ting somewhat paranoid pamphlets about 9/11 and 

the American government, before passing away in 

relative obscurity in 2012. 

Best of Enemies shows not only how impactful these 

televised debates were, but it also asks an impor-

tant question: Was it right to put these two men to-

gether on national television? By shifting the focus 

from that of mere entertainment to one of morali-

ty, the documentary finds lasting relevance in the 

more than fifty year old debate, only proving, in the 

end, Vidal’s favorite dictum: “Sex is politics.” WB



20 21

bottom’s up
floris pieterse



22 23




