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Light-hearted, playful, engaged, humorous. These are descriptions 
that keep coming up in relation to the work of Guus Kuijer (b. 1942). 
This year, the author was awarded the Astrid Lindgren Memorial 
Award, the ‘Nobel Prize for Children’s Literature’. 

Kuijer has written over thirty children’s books since winning the 
Gouden Griffel for his debut Met de poppen gooien (Throwing Dolls) 
in 1975. These are contemporary stories that express social criticism 
without being affiliated to any political faction, and which are 
populated by enterprising, spirited children who wear their hearts 
on their sleeves as they provide their commentary on the world. 
Kuijer describes their quarrels and crushes with affection and a 
fine sprinkling of humour. ‘Humour is needed to create distance, 
to cheer yourself and others up a little and to put things into 
perspective,’ he says. 

Four years and eight children’s books after his debut, Kuijer received 
the most important Dutch oeuvre award for children’s literature. He 
is the only author to have won the Gouden Griffel four times. His 
books have been successfully adapted for stage and screen and his 
characters Madelief and Polleke have gained the status of classics. 
Their adventures are read far beyond the Dutch borders. 

Guus Kuijer:  
the master of the pure,  
childlike gaze.

Looking through a child’s eyes, you see in  
a direct, simple way and it strikes you more 
strongly how absurd things are and how 
oddly people behave. By imagining what it 
would be like for a child, you can sometimes 
clarify something without simplifying it.’ 
 
Guus Kuijer 
 
 



New generations of children’s authors are indebted to Kuijer for 
his light-hearted style, his realistic dialogue, and also for the way 
he reduces big problems down to children’s size. In his stories 
he unconditionally takes the child’s side. He observes human 
behaviour with the open gaze of a child. In this respect, Kuijer 
is a true successor to Annie M.G. Schmidt and her subversive 
mentality, sharing her aversion to dogmatism and adult authority. 
‘Grown-ups like it when things aren’t allowed,’ remarks Polleke, the 
typical Kuijer girl, and just like her creator she seems to find that a 
ridiculous idea. There are a number of young characters inhabiting 
Dutch children’s literature nowadays who would get along well 
with Polleke. They have the same outlook, the same commitment, 
the same vibrancy and the same humour. They have sprung from 
the imagination of a new generation of authors, but their way of 
thinking is close to that of Guus Kuijer, the master of the pure, 
childlike gaze.
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Children’s books by  
Guus Kuijer  

‘With an unprejudiced gaze and a sharp intellect, Guus 
Kuijer portrays both the problems facing contemporary 
society and life’s big questions. Respect for children is as 
self-evident in his works as his rejection of intolerance 
and oppression. Kuijer combines serious subject matter 
and razor-sharp realism with warmth, humour and 
visionary flights of fancy. His simple, clear and precise 
style accommodates both deep philosophical insight and 
graceful poetic expression.’ 

From the ALMA jury citation, 2012



Een kleine kans (Against the Odds, 2006)
• Gouden Griffel
•  Gouden Uil & Gouden Uil  

van de Jonge Lezer
•  Nominated for the Deutscher 

Jugendliteraturpreis

Kiek is worried about her father, who is 
working as a doctor in a war zone. Her 
mother reassures her: there are hardly any 
children with dead fathers. So there’s only 
a very small chance that something will 
happen to Kiek’s father. Kiek decides to 
make that chance even smaller. She doesn’t 
know anyone with a dead dad and a dead 
mouse. And if you add in a dead dog, the 
chance becomes very small indeed. Kiek 
decides to take her dog for a walk to the 
viaduct... In direct, lively language, Hof 
describes how a young girl attempts to 
allay her fears. ‘An incredibly intelligent 
and scintillating book, in which absolutely 
everything is just right,’ said the jury that 
awarded the book with the Gouden Griffel.

Als niemand kijkt  
(When No One’s Watching, 2009)

Books in the Slash series are based on true 
stories about young people’s lives. For her 
Slash title, Hof immersed herself in the life of 
Iris Kuijpers, a girl who was accepted at ballet 
academy at a young age. Iris is given a voice 
in the character of Julia. Hof describes the 
arduous training, the competition between 
the girls, the fear of failure. Julia’s doubts 
start to grow. Why does she dance? And 
does she still want to dance even if no one’s 
watching? ‘This book is about the difficult 
path to fame for every talented youngster’ 
(young people’s magazine 7Days). When No 
One’s Watching shows the real struggle that 
young people have to go through to get to the 
top, a struggle that is much more difficult than 
TV talent shows would have you believe.

Other Titles 
 

Oversteken (2007)
 

Moeder nummer nul (2008)
 

Mijn opa en ik en het varken Oma (2011) 
• Vlag & Wimpel

Marjolijn Hof (b. 1956) worked for almost 
twenty years as a librarian before daring 
to fulfil her dream of becoming a writer. 
She wrote for educational publishers, 
collaborated on collections of stories and 
had her first children’s book published in 
2006. Her arrival in the world of children’s 
books did not go unnoticed. Een kleine kans 
(Against the Odds) won the major Dutch and 
Flemish prizes for children’s literature and 
has been translated into twelve languages. 
Five years later this book was made into a film 
with the title of Patatje oorlog, which won the 
European Children’s Film Association Award 
for Best European Film at the BUFF Film 
Festival in Malmö.

Like Guus Kuijer, Hof is able to reduce 
problems to child size. Her characters are 
not daunted by the adult world around 
them. They are thinkers, but not worriers. 
As a renowned critic has said, Hof has the 
talent of looking inside children’s heads and 
reproducing the strange ideas that she finds 
there in a way that is completely believable. 

This writer is at her best for readers from 
around the age of ten. She also wrote Moeder 
nummer nul (Mother Number Zero, 2008) 
for this age group, a story about Fejzo, who is 
adopted and goes in search of his biological 
mother. Hof herself is adopted and, shortly 
after this book was published, her biological 
mother found her. It turned out that she lived 
only a five-minute bike ride away.

Marjolijn Hof

‘Marjolijn Hof is one  
of those rare newcomers  
who can hold their own  
with the great names  
of children’s literature.’  
Jury report,  
Gouden Griffel
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‘Bibi Dumon Tak’s  
infotainment  
style is addictive.’ 
Trouw

Bibi Dumon Tak

In 2001, when Bibi Dumon Tak (b. 1964) 
wrote Het koeienboek (The Book of Cows), 
she redefined non-fiction for children. Her 
approach was journalistic, but her style 
revealed great literary skill. Newspaper 
Trouw described this genre as ‘infotainment’, 
a powerful combination of information and 
entertainment. In the 1980s, Guus Kuijer 
showed himself to be a keen observer of the ins 
and outs of the lives of the creatures around 
his farmhouse in North Holland, in his book 
Eend voor eend (Duck by Duck) and a tribute he 
wrote to his dog Olle. Just under twenty years 
later, Dumon Tak followed in his footsteps 
with her well-documented, personal approach 
to her portraits of animals. ‘The idea that what 
I am writing has really happened makes it 
more authentic for me,’ she says. ‘Reality is 
sometimes so banal — you couldn’t make it 
up.’ Dumon Tak does not avoid issues such as 
factory farming or using animals for scientific 
purposes, but she does not pass judgement. 
Like Kuijer, dogmatism is alien to her.

The Zilveren Griffel award for her debut was 
followed by a rapid succession of prizes. Juries 
praised Dumon Tak’s literary approach to 
describing real life. For the Slash series of true 
stories about young people with dramatic lives, 
Dumon Tak spoke to Castel, a former criminal 
who managed to escape from the most 
notorious prison in the Dominican Republic. 
The magnificent literary narrative voice 
employed in Latino King (2010) prompted a 
critic in newspaper NRC Handelsblad to draw 
comparisons with Céline. 

Soldaat Wojtek (Soldier Bear, 2008)
• Mildred L. Batchelder Award

During the Second World War a group of 
Polish soldiers find a baby bear. They name 
him Voytek and take him along on their travels 
throughout the Middle East and beyond. 
In the years that follow, Voytek becomes a 
mascot, a sleeping companion and a bomb-
carrier. He is made a private of the 2nd Polish 
Corps and even becomes the company 
emblem. Dumon Tak describes the true story 
of the bear in a fascinating account that is 
a blend of fiction and non-fiction. Voytek 
keeps causing trouble in the army camp, but 
his misdeeds are always forgiven because 
he has such a cute furry face. ‘Dumon Tak 
describes it all in a vivid, precise style, with a 
fine eye for detail,’ wrote NRC Handelsblad. 
This is a perfect monument to the most 
famous mascot of the Second World War.

Winterdieren (Winter Animals, 2011)
• Zilveren Griffel

The North Pole and the South Pole are the 
father and mother of the earth. A little bird 
flies tirelessly back and forth between these 
two deep-frozen extremities of our world. 
This is how the Arctic tern keeps each of the 
poles informed about what the other one has 
been up to — at least, that’s what Bibi Dumon 
Tak says in Winter Animals. She presents 
the inhabitants of the poles in 23 portraits, 
from the reindeer to the Emperor penguin, 
using everyday language to describe the 
unique winter gadgets with which these 
animals are equipped: the shag-pile carpet 
on the musk ox’s back, the antifreeze flowing 
through the veins of the Antarctic toothfish. 
In her captivating style, Bibi Dumon Tak even 
manages to place krill, the most insignificant 
creature in the world, on a pedestal.

Other titles  
 

Het koeienboek (2001) • Zilveren Griffel
 

Camera loopt… actie! (2003) • Zilveren Griffel
 

Laika tussen de sterren (2006)
 

Bibi’s bijzondere beestenboek (2006) 
• Zilveren Griffel
 

Latino King (2010)
 

Fiet wil rennen (2010) • Zilveren Griffel
 

Mikis de ezeljongen (2011)
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The teenagers in the books of Mariken 
Jongman (b. 1965) have a humorous outlook 
on life. There’s plenty to worry about, but 
you can find something funny about most 
things if you look at them in the right way. 
With a frankness that is also typical of Kuijer’s 
characters, they observe life and attempt to 
take charge when things do not go as they had 
planned or hoped. In Jongman’s books too, it 
is not the problems that count, but the people, 
whose struggle to turn life around makes 
them so appealing. 

Before making her debut in 2005 with 
Rits, Jongman wrote songs and theatrical 
productions. Right from the start of her 
career, in Rits, she wrote in the same playful 
and original voice that rings out in her later 
books. ‘Jongman has a cheerful and pragmatic 
view of herself and reality,’ wrote a critic from 
De Volkskrant about her work. ‘And a smooth 
style in which she strings together sentences 
to form a novel with amazing ease.’ 
 
Rits, his beer-loving uncle Corry, teenager 
Kiek — Jongman’s characters all have that 
pleasantly elusive quality that makes them so 
authentic. ‘This is something that only good 
books can do,’ said De Volkskrant, ‘They bring 
real people closer to us, even people who do 
not seem nice or who stubbornly persist in 
incomprehensible behaviour.’

Kiek (2009)

Fourteen-year-old Kiek was conceived in 
a broom cupboard by an unknown bass 
player. At least, that’s what her mum says. 
She knew him, of course, but she refuses 
to tell her daughter anything about him. 
She doesn’t want to be reminded of when 
she was a pregnant seventeen-year-old. 
Kiek decides to make her own dad instead. 
Together with her best friend, she throws 
herself into the world of bands and creates 
her own playful portrait of her father: the 
nose of one bass player, the ears of another. 
In the meantime, an excursion into the past 
leads her to a much more promising route 
to her father. De Volkskrant: ‘Right from 
the beginning, the reading bubble that 
accompanies successful children’s books 
begins to grow around you, enveloping you, 
and you don’t want to leave. (…) Kiek is by 
far one of the finest YA novels of the past 
year.’

Liefde, liefde en nog eens liefde  
(Love, Love and Once Again Love, 2012)

Kiek and her friend make a deal that they’ll be 
‘dethingied’ before their sixteenth birthdays. 
Deflowered, in other words, but that sounds 
so silly. Kiek has a suitable candidate in mind, 
but — oh, the shame! — he turns out to be 
more interested in her mum. Love, Love and 
Once Again Love shares many ingredients 
with other books for girls, but Jongman’s 
original and playful style makes this story 
so much more. Crushes are unrequited, 
complicated fathers remain complicated and 
mothers just do their own thing, regardless 
of their unhappy daughters. ‘Unlike in Kiek, 
Kiek’s plan to solve everything neatly does 
not work this time,’ said NRC Handelsblad. 
‘Jongman has replaced the sort of childish 
worldview that we encounter far too often in 
teen novels with real-life quirkiness — and it 
works.’

Publisher: Lemniscaat
Contact for rights: Diana Garibbo
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Other titles  
 

De opmerkelijke observaties van Rits (2005)
 

Sokkenthee en chocola (2011)Mariken Jongman

‘Writers as good as  
Mariken Jongman are  
few and far between.’  
NRC Handelsblad



‘The vivid, short sentences  
are reminiscent of  
Guus Kuijer’s books.’ 
Vrij Nederland

Simon van der Geest 

Simon van der Geest (b. 1978) was training 
as a teacher at drama school when he felt the 
urge to start expressing himself in writing. He 
has been doing so ever since, in plays, books 
and poetry — preferably for a young audience. 
Because, as he says himself, the language of 
children comes naturally to him and he has no 
time for cynicism. And because the dividing 
line between imagination and reality is still so 
wonderfully porous at that age. After having 
published some poetry here and there, Van der 
Geest went on to establish a firm position for 
himself in children’s literature with Geel gras 
(Yellow Grass, 2009). ‘In this debut, Van der 
Geest has shown himself to be a powerful and 
original voice in Dutch children’s literature,’ 
said NRC Handelsblad. 

A year later, Dissus came out, an adaptation of 
the Odyssey set in the Dutch polder landscape 
and written in a staccato, poetic prose. The 
tone is light and direct. It does not feature 
overblown lines of poetry, but almost colloquial 
sentences that feel authentically boyish. This 
is a touching, but also rough-and-tumble story 
with just the right dose of coolness. Boys are 
not girls; they’re not going to burst into tears 
when yet another pal disappears into the waves. 
The story reads like a count-down, in a similar 
vein to Ten Little Indians; the question of how 
many more boys are going to die before the 
gang gets safely home is what lends the book 
its pace and tension. Dissus won the Gouden 
Griffel for the best book of the year. In his latest 
book, Spinder (Sputterfly, 2012), Van der Geest 
has once again succeeded in creating a perfect 
portrait of boys.

Geel gras (Yellow Grass, 2009)
• Nominated for the Gouden Uil

Ten-year-old Fieke’s parents leave her 
behind at a French campsite. One morning 
she unzips her tent and finds them gone. 
Where their tent was, there is now only a 
patch of yellow grass. Fieke can imagine the 
conversation between her parents in the car: 
‘“I still feel like we’ve forgotten something.” 
“You always say that.” “Yeah, well, that’s 
because we always forget something.” “It’s 
sure to be something small. How about 
we just forget that we’ve forgotten?”’ 
Fortunately, Fieke meets Jantwan, a Dutch 
boy who has had enough of his parents 
for the time being. In vivid sentences and 
amusing dialogue, Van der Geest describes 
the adventures of the two children. But then 
Fieke loses Jantwan too! It really is about 
time she found her parents...

Spinder (Sputterfly, 2012)

It’s war between Hidde and his brother! 
Hidde has an insect laboratory in the cellar, 
but now Jeppe wants to use the cellar for 
his drum kit. He gives Hidde a week and 
a half to move out. Hidde uses wasps and 
slug slime to chase Jeppe away, but his 
brother is not going to give up that easily. In 
his secret notebook, Hidde describes the 
increasingly bitter battle with his brother. 
There is no father on the scene, their 
mother is rarely at home and they also have 
a secret that is becoming too big to bear. In 
his desperation, Hidde uses this secret as a 
weapon in his war. Sputterfly is an intense, 
honest tale about an exceptional boy. This 
is a story that could easily become the 
favourite book of many children, wrote NRC 
Handelsblad.

Other titles  
 

Dissus (2010) • Gouden Griffel
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Gideon Samson

Gideon Samson (b. 1985) is the youngest 
author ever to have won a Zilveren Griffel. 
At the age of 22, he made his debut with Niks 
zeggen! (Say Nothing!), which won a Vlag & 
Wimpel. In this book for readers from the 
age of nine, Samson set the tone for his later 
writing with his short, wry sentences and a 
keen understanding of children. With Pom, he 
introduced a likeable little lad with true-to-life 
anxieties. Two years later, Samson upped the 
age of his protagonist and his audience by a 
few years. He got Ziek (Sick, 2009) onto paper 
in three months and promptly won a Zilveren 
Griffel. ‘It felt as though writing was no effort 
at all,’ Samson said later. ‘The sentences just 
flowed out, as if there was no other way the 
characters could have said them. Sometimes 
I wondered where they got them from. And 
then I thought: Oh yes, from me.’ 

Samson, the son of children’s writer Marjet 
van Cleeff, is sparing with his praise, but Guus 
Kuijer is one of his favourite authors. Samson 
shares with Kuijer the open outlook of a child 
and the ability to create true-to-life dialogue. 
In terms of composition, Samson goes a step 
further, experimenting with flashbacks and 
perspectives. His latest book Zwarte zwaan 
(Black Swan, 2012) is aimed, like Sick, at 
older readers. Samson is at his best with this 
audience: sharp and honest and, in the case of 
Black Swan, chilling.

Ziek (Sick, 2009)
•  Zilveren Griffel

The desperately sick Belle does not leave 
her hospital bed for the entire length of this 
book. This is a daring premise for a YA book 
but, as a critic for De Volkskrant noted, Sick 
has a charm that remains intact right to the 
last page. In her notebook, Belle writes an 
account of her life, which has come to a 
standstill. Passages in the present about 
her bitchy friends, a tearful mother and a 
narcissistic father, who shuffle in single file 
past her sickbed, alternate with memories 
of a happier life, when everything was still 
normal. Then, a moment later, we return 
to the surly teenager in the hospital bed, 
who curses her sickness in caustic prose. 
Only her grandparents offer any comfort. 
The question is whether things are going to 
turn out well for this angry girl. The ending 
of the book is left open. Another operation 
is planned and the reader can only guess 
whether Belle is going to make it or not.

Zwarte zwaan (Black Swan, 2012)

Rifka makes things up. Lies and dangerous 
games. She thinks it’s a laugh. “‘My dad died 
last night.’ ‘What?!’ ‘Only joking.’” Rifka’s 
latest plan is to go to her own funeral — still 
alive. Her best friend Duveke tells her she 
can’t do that, but Rifka is sure that she 
can. This is going to be her stunt of the 
century. Samson carefully builds up the 
tension. Slowly a story develops about a 
manipulative girl who is constantly pushing 
her boundaries — until she pushes too far. 
But there’s always more than one side to 
every story. The perspective changes as 
Duveke, her brother Olivier and Rifka tell 
their own version of events. A book with a 
thriller-like appeal, a dark ending and a real 
troublemaker.
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Other titles  
 

Niks zeggen! (2007) • Vlag & Wimpel
 

Met je hoofd boven water (2010)  
• IBBY Honour List
 

Hoe word ik een superheld (2011)
 

Met je hoofd boven water (2012)

‘Guus Kuijer has  
found his successor.’  
Vrij Nederland 
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