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Dick Bruna: Backgrounder
The Early Years

Dick Bruna was born in Utrecht on 23 August 1927 – the year of the rabbit, according to the Chinese zodiac.  As the son of a publisher, Dick was introduced to books and authors at an early age.  He grew up in Zeist, surrounded by chickens, dogs, goats and rabbits (he built a rabbit warren in his garden). He enjoyed a wonderful childhood with his brother Frits.

During his school years, Dick developed a keen interest in art and drawing.  Then came the war, and Dick and his father were in danger of being taken into forced labour.  The family went into hiding and lived ‘underground’ for two years in a house by a lake in North Holland.  Occasionally they would hide from the Germans in a small boat which they would row amongst the reeds on the lake.  During this time, Dick spent hours drawing, playing the accordion, writing songs and working on a book. 
Bruna was 18 when the war ended, and immediately his father sent him first to London for an internship at W.H. Smith, and then to Paris to work as a trainee at the publishing house, Plon. Whilst in Paris, he walked the streets feeling inspired by the posters of Raymond Savignac and Cassandre. He visited every museum he could find, and it was during this time that he discovered the works of Picasso, Braque and most importantly, Léger and Matisse. Matisse’s later works were what inspired Bruna the most, particularly his paper cutting technique. He admired the simplicity and precision of contour which Matisse obtained, while at the same time ensuring the picture stood unmistakably as a whole. Léger’s two-dimensional use of line and colour also influenced Bruna’s young, impressionable mind. The figures in Léger’s compositions consisted entirely of lines and contours, painted directly onto white canvas, with colour only being added in large abstract planes at a second stage. Much like Léger, Bruna would become very precise about drawing a line, and would study composition and contrast ponderously.

Bruna returns to The Netherlands 
Returning to Holland in the early fifties, Bruna took classes at the Art Academy of Amsterdam. But formal training was not for him and he soon left, preferring to learn his trade directly from his friends, some of whom were the most talented graphic designers of the so-called Reconstruction generation: Otto Treumann, Dick Elffers and Jan Bos. At the time graphic design captured the spirit of optimism and harmony with which the Dutch were rebuilding the trade, industry and infrastructure of Holland, after five dark years of Nazi occupation and persecution. With a growing curiosity for everything new in art, music and culture spreading across Europe, it was the ideal time for a young designer like Bruna to start his career. 

The revival in Dutch culture was encapsulated by the emergence of the Holland Festival, which quickly developed into one of the most progressive cultural events in Europe. For over fourteen years Bruna’s friend, Dick Elffers produced the posters which created the image of the Festival. With his half abstract, half figurative compositions, Elffers seemed to refer to the contemporary art of Cobra and Karel Appel, who in those days were first exhibited in the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. The museum’s first postwar director, Willem Sandberg, was intent on transforming the existing 19th century collection of the Stedelijk into the progressive junction of modernity it still is today: arts, photography, film, furniture, and graphic and industrial design. Like Bruna, he had travelled to Paris, Vienna and Berlin and met with the protagonists of the European avant-garde. Influenced by the new aesthetics of Bauhaus, Cubism, the de Stijl Movement, Dada and Functionalism, Sandberg used this new, broader sense of modern culture to break boundaries at the Stedelijk with new, exciting exhibitions. Bruna and his friends followed suit; by designing new ‘non-authoritarian’ styles of posters for these events, they were soon reshaping Dutch graphic design.

After marrying his wife Irene in 1952, Bruna joined his father’s publishing house, A.W. Bruna & Zoon not as its next director as his father had intended, but as a freelance designer. The company had recently started adding the first bookstands in Dutch railway stations to its ever-increasing distribution network. Bruna began working on the ‘Black Bear’ series of pocket paperbacks - a popular new format at the time for detective stories and thrillers by authors such as Simenon, Havank, Charteris and Fleming. Sales of these pocket books were particularly high from railway bookstands. Bruna designed his covers in the same style as his posters, so that the windows of the A.W. Bruna & Zoon bookshops soon competed with advertising billboards in streets and on train stations.  

This period was the foundation of Bruna’s work as an illustrator; he designed over two thousand book jackets in all, giving each one the graphic features of a poster: intricate composition, gaudy colouring and extra large lettering. He experimented with different techniques such as montage and collage, all the time drawing inspiration from the pictorial principles he had learnt from Matisse and Léger. Fellow Dutchman, Gerrit Rietveld once saw a piece of Bruna’s work and commented what a beautiful shape it was. Bruna said “I went round with my head in the clouds for weeks afterwards!”

This was also a busy time in Dick’s personal life with the birth of his three children: son Sierk in 1954, son Marc in 1958 and daughter Madelon in 1961.  In 1962, Bruna was appointed co-director of the publishing house and continued to give the company a striking house style until the early 1970s.  

Miffy and the world of picture books

In 1955 during a rainy seaside family holiday in North Holland, Bruna first started drawing rabbits to entertain his toddler son, and very soon the character Miffy was born.

Stories about Miffy plus books about other characters quickly followed, and soon Bruna was using his spare time to publish three or four pictures books per year. In 1959 he decided on a square 16cm x 16cm format for his books. He discovered that small hands had difficulty with the taller format of the earliest books, and he also wanted a picture on one page and the text on the opposite page, which is not only graphically far more elegant, but also easier for children to grasp. The text would always span four lines, with a fixed rhythm and rhyme that was easy to remember.  Bruna wanted his books to represent a kind of toy for his young readers: strong, jolly and recognisable.  Even today, inside each front cover is a ‘This book belongs to….’ label – amongst the first children’s books to hit upon this simple, effective idea.

Miffy’s Birthday appeared in 1970 – in this book Bruna depicts Miffy in a floral dress - he thought a dress was a more interesting shape to draw than trousers. By 1975, the series had taken off and Bruna was established as a children’s author and illustrator. He decided to work for himself and finally left his father’s publishing house. 

Miffy’s creation was the culmination of his earlier years spent mastering the art of reduction. He said “I always search around for a long time, throwing lots away, before I reach the moment of recognition. What matters is reducing everything to its essence. No line is redundant. Every shape captures the imagination, and I leave plenty of space for that imagination to roam. That is the strength of simplicity: the art of omission”.  

Even after more than fifty years of drawing Miffy, Dick would still sometimes produce a hundred drawings for one illustration. He found the eyes and mouth the hardest feature to capture – a question of millimetres could make the difference between an expression of joy or sorrow. He said “I work very hard on tears, making two or three of them, and then finding that one tear is more effective. For me, less is more.” 

He believed drawings evolved from memories, saying: “I don’t look at things as I see them now, but at how I saw them in the past.  For Miffy’s grandfather I think of my own grandfather, how I used to go to the playground with him and how he held me by the wrist.”  Bruna’s characters are always drawn facing outwards from the page, sometimes from behind, but never in profile. “It’s all about being as direct and clear as possible.  I often imagine there is an invisible child sitting opposite me in my studio watching me and checking that my work is just right for them…not their parents or anyone else”.  
The four same basic colours - red, yellow, green and blue - always recur, with the occasional use of grey for an elephant and brown for Snuffy the dog and Boris Bear. Bruna outlined all his characters and objects in black - to strengthen their clarity. He drew these outlines by hand using a brush and ink - a method which inevitably resulted in a slightly jagged effect or, as he described them, ‘lines with a 'heartbeat’. He liked this effect and insisted upon it for any reproductions.

Consistency of shape as well as colour was also critical to Bruna; for example each animal he has drawn always appears the same throughout his books, so it becomes familiar to children worldwide. To them, his dog is clearly a dog and his elephant is always an elephant, never anything else. This clarity works to the point where in their mind’s eye, children can easily visualise his images – almost as an international alphabet of pictures, or pictogram.

To help children deal with difficult experiences, he wrote stories such as Miffy in hospital, Miffy is crying and Lottie (about a little girl in a wheelchair). Dear Grandma Bunny is about Miffy’s feelings when Grandma dies. Even adults take comfort from the delicate way he handles these subjects.

Bruna was foremost an artist rather an author: “I always have a picture story in my head first and the text follows,” he said.  “I prefer to work on several books at a time, so that if one is not working I can go on with another. When I am happy a piece of work is finished, my wife is the first person to see it. She comes to my studio and gives me her honest opinion. I’m always very nervous. It is like sitting an exam. We have been married for over 50 years – and I can see on her face if it is yes or no. Only if it is yes do I allow the book to be published.”

Bruna’s art can be seen in a whole range of other spheres including children’s hospitals and schools in Holland, on Dutch and Japanese postage stamps, and on signposts along Dutch beaches.  Internationally, he was commissioned to produce posters and cards for organisations such as UNICEF, the Red Cross and Amnesty International (e.g. for their campaign against child soldiers). In 2002 he designed the logo for World Aids Day, and in 2002 the logo for World Peace is Possible. 

In Japan, where Dick Bruna’s style of illustration chimes with the nation’s love of minimalism, the Dutch graphic artist is treated as a national hero. There are frequent exhibitions of his work. According to Daisuke Kusakari, exhibition curator “People of all ages, and even men, buy Dick Bruna products. Japanese people traditionally like simple things, which you can see in old Japanese paintings, architecture and Zen gardens. There are many famous Japanese artists and graphic designers who are influenced by Bruna’s creation.”  The country celebrated Miffy’s 45th anniversary in 2000 by planting six giant illustrations of Miffy out of tulip bulbs in fields the size of football pitches. Located in six cities from Tokyo to Nagasaki, the Miffy tulip fields flowered in turn throughout the year.  This tradition has continued annually ever since.
Miffy’s 60th anniversary in 2015 saw Dick Bruna recognised as an artist in his own right.  In his home town of Utrecht, the Centraal Museum (which manages his archive), recreated ‘Studio Dick Bruna’ - an exact replica of the attic studio where he worked for many decades – as a permanent visitor attraction. Showcasing his working methods, it also presents temporary exhibitions of his art for an adult audience. Across the road, the Miffy Museum is an interactive space which allows young children to discover the world around them.

Also in 2015, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam held an exhibition entitled Dick Bruna: Artist, which spotlighted the art-historical context of Bruna’s oeuvre. Selecting works from its own collection, which includes 160 of Bruna’s prints, the Rijksmuseum   presented his art alongside other major artists who influenced him early on in his career – such as Matisse, Léger, Werkman and members of De Stijl. This juxtaposition of Bruna’s creations with the work of artists who inspired him showed instantly how he combined techniques from the colourful French avant-garde, such as cut-outs and the abandonment of perspective, together with the pared-down imagery and colour palette of De Stijl. The simplicity and clarity of Bruna’s book covers and posters were admired by Picasso, Rietveld and architect J.J.P. Oud.
The Miffy Art Parade in the Netherlands also took place in 2015, comprising 60 statues of Miffy decorated by a range of artists from the Netherlands and Japan. After being on public display in the Netherlands during the summer, the 45 Dutch statues were auctioned at the Rijksmuseum, raising over 500,000 euros for UNICEF. The 15 Japanese statues were part of a two-year touring exhibition for 60 years of Miffy, and were also auctioned for UNICEF.
Although Dick Bruna retired in 2012, Miffy remains a popular children's character throughout the world. The Miffy stories are now translated into more than 50 languages and have sold over 85 million copies. Merchandise is sold across five continents, plus a feature length film which broke box office records in the Netherlands when it launched in 2013. A new CGI animation TV show currently airs in the Netherlands, Japan, Australia, USA and the UK. 
www.miffy.com  
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