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The soil is a busy place. It is full with hungry earthworms that eat 
whatever comes their way, leaving tunnels and casts behind: the 

start of a new home. Sometimes, little roundworms called nematodes 
happen to be on their path. Once they are swallowed, some 

individuals take the opportunity to nestle inside the earthworm’ 
intestine to complete a part of their lifecycle. A home inside a home.

 This story, one might say, is such a tale.





To my brother Michiel
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Afterword
 
Have you ever noticed how much overlap there is between words for love and desires on one hand, and food on the 
other? Words like “hunger” and “craving” play an ambiguous game in this story; teasing you to decide what kind of 
hunger the characters are talking about.
 
Even more mindboggling is the fuzzy line between sex and parasitism. When Nema wants “to be inside” the Lady, 
what exactly does he mean? If we can associate the pleasant with the perceived unpleasant, can we perhaps also 
come to terms with the idea that parasitism is not always a bad thing?
 
Candy House opens up perspectives on and from the small but busy world under our feet. While we are first 
introduced to human ideas about invertebrates (e.g. the possibility of eating them), the story gradually morphs to 
take on an invertebrate perspective, making sense of the particular skills and habits of the characters.
 
The three men turn out to be nematodes; the Lady an earthworm; the gardeners are leaf-cutter ants and even the 
cat turns out to be an insect. And that is only a small scoop of the millions of animals the Japanese call mushi: the 
small crawling animals that live in and on the soil! Snails, slugs, millipedes, centipedes, springtails, spiders, beetles, 
mites...
 
Nematodes are small, colourless roundworms that live in soils worldwide. They are smooth, unsegmented, and move 
in wave-like motion. While some are parasitic to plants (and thus considered pests), they are generally considered 
a sign of good soil health.
 
Steinerma feltiae (Steiner) is an insect parasitic nematode, used as biological pest control on farms and in gardens. 
They kill “pest insects” such as fungus gnats, thrips, caterpillars and ants. They enter the insect through a body 
opening, multiply and release a bacterium called Xenorhabdus which poisons the host.
 
Tode is a fungivorous nematode, whose mouth is a stylet designed for piercing and eating fungal hyphae (fungus 

“roots”). The feeding actions of these nematodes are important for making nutrients available to plants - especially 
nitrogen, the nutrient that many plants need in the largest amounts.  
 
Nema is a parasitic nematode that spends part of its lifecycle inside an earthworm’s body. Most of the time, it does 
not harm the earthworm. When earthworms eat soil and organic matter, they may swallow nematodes as well. It is 
not known if these nematodes wait to be eaten, or if they take action and burrow inside their host’s body.
 
The lady earthworm has a slight manliness to her. That’s because earthworms are hermaphrodites; they both have 
male and female sex organs. Earthworms are segmented, have five hearts, and move by contracting and expanding 
their bodies. They feel vibrations, but cannot hear nor see. The role of the earthworm in the soil is very important: as 
they eat their way through the soil and mix it with dead leaves and residue, they improve the soil structure, aeration, 
water-movement, nutrient recycling, and plant growth. Their burrowing actions even help to bury historical artefacts!
 
Leaf-cutter ants tend fungus gardens that look like crazy crater-like structures. The ants feed off them. They are 
very protective about their gardens - and about their colony in general. They fight off intruders and diseases, 
following strict health and safety protocols. Their underground tunnels too, help mixing and aerating the soil.
 
Armadillidium vulgare, or the common pill bug, was a strange cat. Pill bugs like humid, dark places and are often 
found under logs and stones. They have two pairs of antennae, and curl up as a protection mechanism. They mostly 
feed on decaying plant and animal matter.
 
Perhaps this household wasn’t quite as human as it initially seemed. But, dear reader, we witnessed a world in which 
relationships constantly form, morph and break. A world of both hospitality and hostility. A world of food. A world 
of interdependence. A world... much like ours.



Credits
 
Text on page 32 (panel 3); page 33 (panels 1-4), and page 39 (panel 4) contain a few sentences translated and adapted 
from the Dutch 1951 novella Het Behouden Huis by Willem Frederik Hermans (2013 edition, Amsterdam:
De Bezige Bij). The title was translated into English by Estelle Debrot as The House of Refuge.

Text on pages 25 and 30 (panel 2-4) is adapted from the film Monsieur Ibrahim (2003), directed by François Dupeyron. 
The film is based on Éric-Emmanuel Schmitt’s 2001 novel Monsieur Ibrahim et les fleurs du Coran.

Thanks to Steve Ting for carefully scanning my images; Brandon Gantt for helping with design and book production, 
and for making it fun; Dominic Geers for building me a flower press.



Suzanne Claessen is a writer, illustrator, and beekeeper. Her work aims 
to reconcile earthly concerns – such as environmental degradation and 
consumerism – with imagination and the bizarre. She is always on the lookout 
for opportunities to turn the ghastly and sombre into the wonder contained in 
nature and mankind. Surrealism and existentialism are her guides.





If you were lost in a forest - for hours, for days, for weeks / if you 
were lost in a forest but you didn't even know where you were headed 
in the first place / if you were lost in a forest and then stumbled 
upon a house with smoke coming out of the chimney... Who wouldn't 
take the chance to have a good peek inside?
 
Candy house starts off with the journey of three men who seem to 
have dropped in a fairy tale scenario. And that's only the beginning of 
their metamorphosing search for identity.


