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“Bangkok” was to me truthful fiction. If  one picks up the mere facts from 
the story, as “facts” are generally understood, the result would pale in com-
parison with Peter’s draught of  fish. I do remember that I didn’t use any 
notes when I was writing the story. I had taken notes, of  course, but I didn’t 
use them. And, more importantly, I had two tapes of  voices. Recollections. 
I wrote the whole story at once, and changed nothing afterwards, just cor-
rected a few words. Spelling and grammar are something I’ve never wanted 
to learn.—A good fact can be changed into fiction with a comma.—The 
most essential thing is, though, that fiction must never intentionally run 
over fact.1

Such is how the Finnish journalist Esa Kero thinks back about writing 
the article “Bangkok” twenty-five years ago. It raises several questions. 

What is “truthful fiction” and how does it relate to the “reality boundary” 
Norman Sims asked for in the inaugural issue of  Literary Journalism Studies 
when it comes to the writing of  literary journalism?2 And why does Kero 
play down the journalistic credibility of  his story by claiming that there are 
not too many facts in it? ���������������������������������������������������        If  Kero calls “Bangkok” a truthful fiction, can we 
even call it a piece of  literary journalism? Yes, I would suggest, because, on 
closer examination what we discover is that he is playing mischief  with our 
expectations. While he may appear to engage in fiction in the conventional 
sense—if  we mean by fiction scene-by-scene description, for example—he 
then is very much a practitioner of  the literature of  fact. And when it comes 



40  Literary Journalism Studies      

to the shortage of  facts, that only refers to Kero’s view of  facts; he sees 
them as statistics, numbers, and other hard data, undeniable and unambigu-
ous details, something that he gives less value to than does traditional news 
journalism. Part of  understanding his mischievous and ironic nature is to also 
to understand that he was, in his time, whether witting or not, very much a 
postmodern journalist, the kind that would be unlikely today in Finland.

In order to understand such stories like “Bangkok” by Kero it is first im-
portant to look at the context in which he wrote them. The 1980s were “the 
wild decade” in Finnish journalism; the cultural atmosphere was free and 
liberated after the narrow-minded 1970s. There was an upswing in the econ-
omy, and urban culture was making its way to Helsinki, the capital. Gonzo 
had landed in Finland, and some wild journalistic experiments can be found 
in, for instance, the numerous little punk magazines that were published all 
around the country at the time.

For thirty years, from 1977 to 2007, ����������������  Kero worked for Helsingin Sanomat, 
the largest newspaper in the Nordic countries. It is fair to say that when 

he published “Bangkok,” he introduced a whole new world to many of  the 
readers of  the Monthly Supplement of Helsingin Sanomat. As he says at the begin-
ning of  the story, he along with the photographer Tapio Vanhatalo wanted 
to go to India but had not been able to get press visas. Bangkok sounded 
fascinating as well, so that ended up as their destination. At that time Thai-
land was not even mentioned in the charts that presented the most popular 
holiday destinations among Finns.3 Things have changed since then; data-
bases by Statistics Finland show that Thailand has been the most popular 
long-distance holiday destination for several years now, and among the ten 
most popular vacation destinations in total. Back in 1985, however, the story 
“Bangkok” did not depict an environment that was familiar to its readers, but 
one that was rather exotic and strange.

Prostitution was something exotic to Finnish readers as well. At the end 
of  the twentieth century many Finns believed that there was hardly any pros-
titution in Finland.4 This was not really the case; prostitution existed, but it 
was well hidden. Street prostitution increased significantly at the beginning 
of  the 1990s, due to, among other reasons, the deep recession and the col-
lapse of  the neighboring Soviet Union and its consequences.5 But in 1985 
prostitution was very much a hidden phenomenon in Finland. Yet Bangkok 
has long been well-known for prostitution and sex tourism; research from 
the 1990s shows that 70 percent of  tourists who travelled to Thailand were 
men, and many of  them travelled with the intent to buy sex.6

One would imagine that a story that tells about a man who travels to 
Bangkok to engage the services of  prostitutes would have at least a slightly 
swaggering tone to his voice. As Kero writes: “Upon first coming here, Finn-
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ish men are full of  illusions, and this is the place where those illusions are 
dispelled. But we don’t talk about that back in macho Finland. In Finland 
people talk about prices and sex.” Certainly sex and prices for sex are two of  
the ultimate measures for objectifying women. In “Bangkok,” however, Kero 
does not do that. He writes a story that is so bluntly honest it may leave read-
ers—male and female—uncomfortable with his subjective revelations: Since 
when were men supposed to have feelings for prostitutes? This becomes the 
ultimate cultural revelation.

His strength as a journalist at the time lay in his capacity to assimilate 
into his topic; he has identified himself  effortlessly as an expert of  Russian 
street fashion, or a member of  a Finnish pensioner group on its spa trip to 
Romania. He would adopt the language and report the way of  thinking of  
those he wrote about in a style that would create humorous insights and yet 
remain respectful of  those he depicted. “Bangkok,” however, goes even be-
yond these because Kero concentrates more on his inner thoughts than his 
perceptions of  others, or rather on how he feels about others. In this sense 
the story is perched between literary journalism and memoir, the boundaries 
between which are often porous anyway.7 Most important for the literary 
journalism side, it becomes a revelation of  a Finnish man’s sexual desires and 
sensitivities.

There is a related reason why Kero’s story is an important one in the con-
text of  Finnish literary journalism. I would claim that “Bangkok” could 

not be found in a Finnish magazine today. The narration is far too subjective. 
As a reflection of  that, Kero engages in free association, which can be de-
tected in the fact that “Bangkok” is not written in chronological order.  But it 
does reveal a great deal about Finnish literary journalism in the 1980s. 

A heightened subjectivity has long been noted as a ubiquitous feature of  
literary journalism. Kero does not try to disguise this in “Bangkok,” nor for 
that matter in many of  his other stories. On the contrary, he often empha-
sizes it. He makes sure that the reader realizes that his story is merely one in-
terpretation of  the reality he describes. One consequence is that Kero poses a 
challenging case when it comes to the reality boundary of  literary journalism. 
He is probably the most obvious example of  a postmodern journalist in Fin-
land, should one be named—and analogies have long been drawn between 
late twentieth-century literary nonfiction and postmodernist writing.8 “Bang-
kok” includes several features that have been identified as characteristics of  
postmodernist writing. First of  all, it is a fragmentary text by nature. Again, 
it does not present the events of  the journey in chronological order, but “in 
an order in which they bubble into his mind,” as he writes. The same section 
shows a hint of  self-reflexive or meta-factual9 nonfiction that tells the story 
of  its own becoming: “Allow me to vent these matters in some semblance 
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of  an order.” When the narrator addresses the readers in the second-person 
plural, he is addressing them directly, and makes clear that he recognizes the 
act of  “telling a story” and his own role as the narrator who has the power 
as well as the responsibility to choose those events to share with his readers 
and in which order. These examples demonstrate the idea that no narrative 
can be a natural “master” or omniscient narrative, and that all narratives are 
constructions, and thereby inherently limited interpretations of  the world.10

One could even argue that Kero’s stories approach a panfictional point 
of  view towards the world; in other words, it’s as if  he thought that all rep-
resentations of  the world were equally fictional, which is still another post-
modern feature.11 However, as Kero himself  stated in the citation at the be-
ginning, “fiction must never intentionally run over fact.” Thus, by his own 
acknowledgment he does intend to separate fact from fiction.

Kero also questions the genre the story represents—journalism and its 
conventions—which is another typical feature of  postmodernism as 

well. For instance, when he says that “the state is doing its best—how on earth 
do I know this?—to get rid of  the slums,” he makes ironic an expression that 
is typical of  a faux omniscient narrator used in foreign correspondents’ sto-
ries, as well as one that emphasizes that journalists depend on their “official” 
sources, and in many cases have no choice but to trust them—regardless of  
whether they are trustworthy or not. This further example of  self-reflexivity 
unveils the journalistic work process and thereby emphasizes the artefactual 
nature of  the text—in other words, it shows that the text, as well as all other 
texts, is a result of  numerous choices made by the author. Stories don’t write 
themselves; instead, they are always constructions, made by people. There is 
another kind of  an example of  an “official” source in “a certain missionary” 
who described the slum of  Khlong Toei as something very different from 
what Kero saw and experienced. It is mentioned in the text that Kero and the 
missionary have had a conversation, but the missionary is left anonymous, 
the anonymity only pushing both of  them further away from the subjectivi-
ties of  men who hire prostitutes, as well as of  the prostitutes themselves. 

It could also be argued that Kero’s reluctance towards obeying grammar 
is another postmodernist expression, one that gets to the nature of  post-
modernist thinking in which language is fluid. Kero’s description of  his work 
process in “Bangkok” seems rather amateurish from today’s point of  view, 
knowing that the Monthly Supplement of Helsingin Sanomat has one of  the high-
est editing standards in Finnish press, and that the story processes are much 
more complicated.12 Then again, Kero is a distinguished journalist and most 
likely well aware of  the grammar and the ways he is breaking the rules—is 
this yet another example of  his mischievous nature? �������������������������   Kero relates an anecdote 
to this effect. He recalls one of  his teachers, in what is the Finnish equivalent 
of  high school, making a remark on one of  his youthful essays: ���������� “��������� Esa, you 
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have your own punctuation rules. Some kind of  a logic there is to them. I’m 
going to correct them here just because the Matriculation Examination Board 
doesn’t understand cuneiform, either.” In the translation of  ���������������� “��������������� Bangkok,” such 
problematic grammar has been left intact. If  it is confusing to the reader in 
English, it was equally confusing to the Finnish as well. � 

Still, Kero will insist we have to respect the “reality boundary” of  the facts 
of  phenomenal experience. This is another place where the mischief-

maker in him is revealed, and it can be detected in another text by him. In a 
work of  reportage, “On the Way to the Land of  Bars!”, published in 1991, he 
tells the reader at the beginning that the story is not going to be truthful��:� 

Most of  us take our annual vacation in the summer when the lakes glitter and 
thousands of  flowers display their color . . . oh, well. We did our test trip in 
April, so that You, Dear Readers, would have a pretty trip package ready in 
time before the holidays begin. The circumstances were lousy, sleet and cold. 
It really took imagination to see the sea looming through the sixty centime-
ter thick ice. Therefore, a part of  this story was necessarily stimulated and 
imagined to correspond with the summery settings. Or do you think that one 
single motorist would take the Road of  Poem and Border13 on a summer day 
if  I told everything the way it really happened?14

How should the reader interpret this?  If  the narrator starts the story by ad-
mitting that it is not true, what does this do to the story’s credibility? Readers 
could be forgiven at this point if  they stopped reading because they thought 
they were going to read journalism. But then readers discover the point of  
the journey is to stop at every bar along the way and drink beer. This is the 
“test” trip the author is taking on behalf  of  the reader. Where the narrator 
does use his imagination is, moreover, easy to detect. And here one can see 
that he does not violate the reality boundary because he engages in a judicious 
choice of  description. For example: “At Purnujärvi we stop. We take a swim 
in the bright waters of  the public beach of  Hiidenjärvi lake.” A careful reader 
realizes that what they see is thick ice instead of  bright water, since they are 
travelling in April, and therefore they definitely don’t take a swim. But that 
is as far as the narrator goes in fabulating; he has not, for instance, placed 
bikini-clad young women on the beach. Alongside the text there are several 
pictures that reveal the real circumstances; there is snow on the ground, and 
people wear warm clothes. Kero, of  course, is playing the ironist again by 
playing with and upsetting our expectations.

There is a difference between a story like this that openly pretends not to 
be true (because the reader can decipher the fabricated parts), and a story that 
claims to be true but on later occasion proves to be false, such as any number 
of  fictionalized articles revealed to be fakes in the United States like those of  
Jayson Blair of  The New York Times in 2003.
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When discussing the reality boundary in “Bangkok,” one should also 
take into account whether the narrator is or is not engaging in free in-

direct discourse, or rather is serving as a ventriloquist for actors, as in the case 
of  fiction. Dorrit Cohn notes that one of  the crucial differences between 
factual and fictional representation is that in factual stories the discourses of  
the narrator and the actors of  the story are conducted separately and can be 
identified as such. Her claim is that free indirect discourse cannot be used 
in nonfiction.15 Even the distinguished scholar Phyllis Frus has noted that 
“free indirect discourse is always imagined, whether by a fictional character 
or a historical one,”16 but as Markku Lehtimäki reminds us, imagining and 
speculating on other people’s thoughts is a common and human way of  inter-
preting and making sense of  life.17 Moreover, according to Lehtimäki, there 
should be a distinction between free indirect speech, which can indeed be 
reported in a nonfictional text, and free indirect thoughts, which are far more 
problematic when it comes to the epistemological nature of  nonfiction.18 
Those problematic free indirect thoughts can be found in, for instance, sev-
eral  sections of  Norman Mailer’s book The Executioner’s Song where the nar-
rator presents people’s thoughts.19 Mailer later admitted to the partial fabri-
cation of  those scenes.20 Kero is revealing in this regard: “The youngest of  
the girls is wearing a white skirt; she is the prettiest and the most obviously 
nervous. Perhaps she senses that, if  anyone is selected, it will be her. ������� And if  
the man doesn’t understand properly, it’ll hurt.”

The first sentence is clearly an interpretation made by the narrator. It is 
“his opinion” that the youngest girl is the prettiest and looks the most ner-
vous. In the next sentence “perhaps” is the key qualifier. It demonstrates that 
what follows is a matter of  speculation instead of  claimed fact. But in being 
forthright about his speculation, Kero remains factual. That is the paradox.

At the heart of  Kero lies linguistic and existential ambiguity, or the will-
ingness to let such ambiguities tease us with possibilities of  meaning. This 
can be detected in the last sentence of  “Bangkok”: “Woe, the scorpion in 
me!” According to Kero, the editor of  the story had asked if  he could leave it 
out because he couldn’t understand it. “Take it or leave it,” he had responded 
to the editor. Apparently the editor left it, but what the scorpion refers to 
remains a mystery. 

While still working at Helsingin Sanomat, Kero took up writing books. He 
has written several books for the publishing house Building Information, 
Ltd. about nostalgic Finnish buildings, such as, barns, guest houses, play-
houses, outhouses, and village schools. Lately, Kero has also written about 
birds. The books consist of  photographs and Kero’s texts in which nonfic-
tion and fiction intertwine. In leaving daily journalism behind, he has re-
treated ����������������������������������������������������������������������            to the region of  his childhood home, living just a few kilometers away 



  45   KERO’S REALITY BOUNDARY

from the place that he mentions in the beginning of  “Bangkok,” the Turvala 
estate in Punkaharju.

Things have changed at Helsingin Sanomat as well. It is still Finland’s major 
newspaper today, and its monthly supplement includes remarkable examples 
of  Finnish narrative journalism. But as a journalist who works there stated, 
although the 1980s were a time of  narcissistic first-person narrators and oth-
er features that he today finds rather amusing and unprofessional, he said he 
misses the spontaneity of  the processes and the roughness of  the texts. He 
mentioned Esa Kero as an example of  what was missed most.21 Nor is he the 
only one. Although only anecdotal, a pseudonymous “Willa” has written in a 
web conversation what might capture best Kero’s influence and impact: “Esa 
Kero was for decades the one journalist in Helsingin Sanomat whose stories 
you just had to read, and they often made women (and men too, a couple 
have confessed) cry. He just has his own way of  writing.”22

In today’s Monthly Supplement of Helsingin Sanomat, it is unlikely that a journal-
ist could get away with the kind of  reporting Kero did, his unconventional 

use of  language, the subjective style, and the ambiguities that begged for 
interpretation. It is not worth a story nowadays if  someone goes someplace 
and experiences things from his or her strongly affirmed subjective point of  
view. Whereas the outcome may be polished and richer with facts, something 
gets lost in the process, the authenticity of  contingency, of  those experiences 
in life that tease us with possibilities of  meaning. That’s what makes such 
writing literary.�����������������������������������������������������������������             And if  anything, the reader is likely to feel that such ambigui-
ties are never entirely decipherable, and for that reason are extremely honest 
and factual.
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