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Literary festivals, lectures, readings, poetry 
slams: when it comes to literature, there’s a 
lot going on in Utrecht. The Literatuurhuis 
is involved in most of the literary events that 

take place in the city. In 2013, Utrecht University’s 
Michaël Stoker took the helm of this new organisa
tion, which brought existing foundations and 
initiatives together under one roof. ‘Literature is a 
relatively small player within the cultural landscape  
as a whole — that’s true in all cities — but we can 
definitely say that we have a thriving literary scene  
in Utrecht,’ Stoker says.

And yet many people believe that literature is 
under threat. According to Professor of Modern 
Dutch Literature Geert 
Buelens, this idea is partly due 
to the fact that literature is still 
viewed as a solitary pastime. 

‘The image that people 
have of literature is people 
reading a book by themselves. 
It’s true that literary fiction and 
literary writers have a harder 
time reaching their audience 
nowadays,’ he agrees. ‘But over the past decade, 
literature has increasingly come to be situated  
beyond the confines of the traditional book as well. 
Take poetry, for example. Few people buy poetry 
collections. But if you consider how many people 
actually come into contact with poetry and enjoy  
it, that number is much higher.’ Poems on city walls, 
YouTube videos, lines from a poem tattooed on 
someone’s arm: that’s literature too. People have 
always turned to poetry in private as a way of proc
essing major life events, but nowadays this process 
often happens publicly and collectively as well. 
Buelens mentions a poem that Bart Moeyart, 

Antwerp’s Poet Laureate, wrote following a racially 
motivated attack in 2006. ‘In those kinds of moments, 
you need someone who can find the right words.  
A poem can bring people together and play an almost 
therapeutic role.’ 

Onstage

In a city such as Utrecht, literature is also increasingly 
in the spotlight — literally — during both smallscale 
and largescale events. In May, the TivoliVredenburg 
event venue hosted the International Literature 
Festival Utrecht (ilfu); in September, the Nacht van de 
Poëzie (Night of Poetry) is once again sure to draw 
more than 2,000 visitors. 

Stoker: ‘The need to come 
together and experience 
literature or other art forms 
goes back a long way. But 
during the second half of the 
20th century, we saw a 
proliferation of literary 
festivals. The urge towards 
public performance and 
expression came about in the 

1960s and 1970s, leading to the birth of the culture of 
largescale, professionally run festivals. Writers who 
grew up in the wild and free 1970s, on the other hand, 
turned their back on these established, institutional 
festivals by organising liter ary evenings themselves.’ 
That notion fit perfectly with the doityourself 
mentality of the 1980s. ‘Of course, getting up on a 
stage yourself is a lot easier than selfpublishing a 
book,’ Buelens adds. 

And that’s how in 1980, after several anarchist 
poetry nights in Belgium, the Night of Poetry  
arose in Utrecht: an annual festival in which poets  
— established names and new voices alike — get up 

 ‘Over the past decade, 
literature has increasingly 
come to be situated be
yond the confines of the 

traditional book.’

If Michaël Stoker, Director of Het Literatuurhuis (House of Literature), 
has his way, Utrecht will soon become the next unesco City of 
Literature. This title for life is awarded to cities with a rich literary and 
intellectual past and — more importantly — a thriving literary present. 
We talked to Stoker, and Professor Geert Buelens, about the visibility  
of literature in the city. 
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onstage. ‘In the 1990s, the Night of Poetry became an 
institution in its own right. Everyone wanted to join 
in, but at the same time it was something of a closed 
society,’ Michaël recalls. There were other groups that 
took a more smallscale, lowkey approach, getting 
together in libraries or cafés. ‘Under the name Het 
Poëziecircus (Poetry Circus), poets including Ingmar 
Heytze, Vrouwkje Tuinman and Ruben van Gogh 
would organise readings in venues such as Café De 
Bastaard, just leaping up on the billiard table — often 
without microphones.’ 

 –
Unique

It didn’t seem likely that these disparate initiatives — 
the Night of Poetry, the Poetry Circus and others, 
such as the Utrecht Literary Activities Foundation 

(Stichting Literaire Activiteiten 
Utrecht, slau) — would join 
forces, until the municipality 
of Utrecht made the decision 
to cut its funding for literature. 
A manifesto protesting this 
decision, with signatories that 
included the then Dean of the 

Faculty of Humanities (Wiljan van den Akker), had 
no immediate impact in the political sphere. 

‘But it did get all the people in Utrecht who were 
passionate about literature to start thinking.’ The seed 

for the Literatuurhuis, which opened its doors in 2013, 
had been planted. 

By his own account, the Literatuurhuis has been 
Stoker’s way to ‘brick by brick build a solid home for 
literature in Utrecht.’ The Literatuurhuis is thriving  
as part of a culture experiencing a boom in live events. 

‘It’s not surprising that festivals and other events are 
doing so well,’ says Buelens. ‘Music and tv shows that 
you can stream any time, anywhere — all that is great. 
But it also heightens the cachet of oneoff, live events. 
And the more culture we consume through head
phones and screens while sequestered away in our 
apartments, the greater our apparent need for expe
riences that we can literally share with one another  
— not by sending each other links, but by actually 
experiencing them together.’ 

Research into experiences

Stoker regularly invites academics from Utrecht 
University to appear at events at the Literatuurhuis. 
He has also invited Buelens to the stage on multiple 
occasions. ‘Literature is essentially about under
standing the world. A writer tries to put a certain 
perspective, an event and the relationships between 
people into words. Who are we? Why do we do  
what we do? That’s not all that different from what 
academics do, especially in the field of the humanities.’

‘At the end of the day, everything in the humanities 
comes back to literature,’ Geert Buelens adds. The 
way that literature is experienced — for example, at 
literary events — also forms the subject of academic 
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 ‘Of course, getting up  
on a stage yourself  
is a lot easier than self 
publishing a book.’

 –
Flemish Professor Geert Buelens has worked at Utrecht  

University since 2005. In 2008, he also became a guest lecturer  

in Dutch Literature at Stellenbosch University in South Africa.  

His research focuses on the interrelationship between modern 

Dutch literature and society. This summer, he is hoping to 

complete a cultural history of the global sixties. In addition  

to his work as an academic, Buelens is also a poet.

 –
Michaël Stoker is Director of the Literatuurhuis in Utrecht,  

which organises a wide range of events based around literature. 

While doing his degree in Language and Culture Studies (2004), 

Stoker volunteered with various literary organisations and 

initiatives in Utrecht. He took this interest to a more professional 

level during, and especially after, his PhD research into the 

Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa (2013). In the same year, he 

brought the existing literary organisations in Utrecht together 

under the umbrella of the Literatuurhuis.
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research. ‘Research no longer focuses on 
just the literary work and its context. It’s 
also about how people use texts and what 
they mean to people. That’s always been 
an important part of the study of 
literature,’ says Buelens. ‘There’s a long 
tradition of reception studies, but all that it 
really amounted to was looking at reviews, 
which of course will only tell you some
thing about a very small segment of the 
population. Now, by looking at customer 
reviews on Amazon and sites such as 
Goodreads, you can really get an idea of 
how people experience works of litera
ture.’ Stoker: ‘Digital culture plays an 
important role here too. Thanks to today’s 
digital exhibitionism, there’s a wealth of 
useful information that we can uncover.’ 

International plans

Stoker has great plans for the Literatuur
huis. Submitting an application to become 
unesco City of Literature is just the 
beginning. If unesco decides to award 
Utrecht the title in this autumn, it will be 
the first city in the Benelux countries to 
become part of the international network 
of more than twenty unesco Cities of 
Literature. 

‘In such a family of literary cities, we 
can help each other to promote Dutch 

writers abroad, have books translated  
and invite writers to come to Utrecht for 
residencies or readings.’ Stoker knows 
from previous experience that there’s  
no shortage of international interest: he 
previously managed to lure Nick Cave, 

Paul Auster and Michel Houellebecq to 
Utrecht. ‘Foreign writers often find 
Utrecht to be a pleasant surprise: while  
the city boasts a beautiful, historical city 
centre, a large university and a young, 
highly educated population, it’s also quite 
laidback and unceremonious. Nick Cave 
was able to go out on the Neude square to 
have a smoke like anyone else. It’s as Dick 
Bruna said: despite being famous all over 
the world, he could bike to his studio in 
Utrecht without anyone bothering him.’ 

  www.uu.nl/alumni

‘Foreign writers  
often find Utrecht to be  

a pleasant surprise.’

 –
Wanted: street poetry

Literature isn’t always confined 

within the pages of a book, it can also 

be found on the street. With Buelens 

as her supervisor, PhD candidate  

Kila van de Starre is carrying out 

research into other ways of experi-

encing poetry. On her website  

www.straatpoezie.nl, she collects  

as many examples as possible of 

poetry in public spaces within the 

Netherlands and Flanders, in order  

to subsequently archive them as 

literary heritage.

  Have you spotted a poem while  

you’ve been out and about? Submit  

it to www.straatpoezie.nl

 –
Email and win

For those of you keen to experience 

literature live, we are giving away 

two tickets to the Night of Poetry on 

16 September. Do you prefer reading 

in the comfort of your own home? 

Participate in the prize draw to win 

the 2016 Nachtbundel (‘Night Anthol-

ogy’, published in Dutch) and a book 

about literature in Utrecht published 

by the Literatuurhuis. Answer the 

following question — name a poet 

who will be on stage during the 2017 

Night of Poetry — and send your 

answer to alumni@uu.nl. Don’t forget 

to give your address details and 

preference (tickets or book).

Wall poem by Eddy Lie, on the exterior wall of Café de Poort, Ledig Erf
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