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Tugann Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin léargas ar fhoilsiú 
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As January begins, we at Children’s 
Books Ireland are taking the 
opportunity to reflect on the changes we 
aim to make in the year ahead. The New 
Year inspires us to make improvements 
and resolutions, whether it be on a 
personal or professional basis. CBI is 
committed to making significant change 
in a number of areas which desperately 
need support, not just from us as an 
organisation, but fundamentally, at 
government level, for the benefit of all in 
society. 

School libraries are a vital resource. 
When they are well-resourced and 
managed, they are the beating heart 
of the student community, and are 
central to children and young people’s 
experiences of school. However, the 
reality is that the total cut to funding 
for school libraries has left our schools 
bereft: there are state of the art buildings 
with a library space but no books, and 
certainly no librarian. There are small 
rural primary schools where the children 
have read every book available to them 
long before they graduate to second-
level education. There are libraries full 
of tattered, old books, many of them 
donated rather than bought as part 
of a curated selection, and which are 
irrelevant to today’s students. CBI’s 
Robert Dunbar Memorial Libraries will 
give the gift of a library to four schools 
selected from a much larger pool of 
applications. 

As well as a collection of children’s 
literature, the schools receive training in 
creating a reading culture in the school 
and managing the library, and visits 
from authors and illustrators to engage 
the children with books and reading in 
creative ways. 

In 2018, we saw the extraordinary 
impact the libraries had on the chosen 
schools, but we also became aware 
of the scale of the problem, and that 
this project alone would never be able 
to address the fundamental need for 
support for school libraries island-
wide. CBI is very proud to announce 
our partnership with the School of 
Information and Communication 
Studies at University College Dublin: 
working together we will survey schools 
all over Ireland to ascertain the level of 
provision around school libraries and 
school librarians so that we can better 
articulate the needs of schools and 
strongly advocate for support in this 
area.

CBI will also be working with the 
Dublin Region Homeless Executive 
to gift libraries of books into family 
hubs. With the support of the Coca-
Cola Thank You Fund, we will select 
a Patron of Reading to work with 
teenagers in three family hubs, with 
the aim of bringing children’s literature 
into that space and, in our partners’ 
own words, ‘bringing some normality 
to an abnormal situation’, and allowing 
young people some agency and choice 
in helping to select the books for their 
own libraries.  Finally, CBI will again 
be joining Kathleen Moran and the 
JCSP Libraries for Drop Everything 
and Read on April 12th. This will be 
part of a wider European campaign to 
raise awareness of the value of reading. 
CBI is a member of EURead, which is a 
European network to promote reading 
and literacy across Europe. 

Our projects are ambitious and we 
appreciate the continued support of our 
members as CBI continues to grow and 
develop. In 2019 we begin working on 
our new strategic plan which will guide 
the organisation from 2020 onwards. We 
will be in contact with members to seek 
your views in due course, and we will 
welcome your feedback as we go through 
this important process.

For now, we wish you happy reading and 
a happy New Year.

Elaina, Jenny, Ciara & Daiden
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Illustrator Peter Donnelly talks to 
fellow picturebook artist Niamh 
Sharkey about his early years, how he 
got into illustration, his work (including 
animation and writing), his creative 
process, heroes, hopes and dreams, and 
the future.

Were you always into art and drawing? 
Can you remember what triggered that as 
a child?

Ladybird shoe posters were the first visuals 
that made an impact on me. I was only five 
and what really excited me was getting a new 
pair of shoes. Your mother would bring you 
to Clerys or Arnotts and in the shoe section 
there were huge posters of ladybird worlds, 
a completely illustrated fantasy. I used to 
love going to get new shoes so I could look at 
those posters. I was fascinated because there 
was so much to see – I was drawn to the 
small details.

The first things I used to draw were typical 
boy things. I used to be crazy about drawing 
the details of soldiers’ uniforms. I have 
memories of being on the floor drawing. 
In secondary school I had good entrance 
grades, so I wasn’t allowed do art. Art was 
considered only for the wasters.

Were you a reader? Were you always into 
children’s books?

No, it’s the one regret I have. I wasn’t much 
of a reader – I was always a visual kid. 
Some of the earliest books I remember 
getting enjoyment from were illustrated 
encyclopaedias I got for Christmas in the 
seventies. I loved non-fiction as a kid and 
that follows through in the books I do now, 

books based on things that exist rather than 
on fantasy.

Can you pinpoint anything in particular 
that resonated or had a lasting effect on 
your choosing such a creative profession?

I hated the academic side of school. I was 
very frustrated not being able to do art in 
the early years at school, but I kept it up at 
home. So, when I was finally allowed to do 
art it was all encompassing. The art teacher 
noticed me and let me use the art room after 
hours.

Art turned me off every other academic 
subject. I knew then, this is what I’m really 
good at, and I’m not interested in other 
subjects. I started seriously considering going 
to art college – I didn’t know what I wanted 
to be, but college would sort that out. I was 
sixteen.

I only had two years to get ready and it was 
a rush job as I was only doing art twice a 
week. I applied to the National College of 
Art and Design (NCAD) but was rejected. 
I was disappointed but wasn’t surprised. I 
was left stranded for a year, but I thought I’d 
just knuckle down and reapply properly the 
following year.

The following year the Don Bluth Studios 
came to Dublin and you ended up doing 
the first animation course ever put 
together, in a small space above Blackrock 
shopping centre, tutored by people from 
NCAD, including animator Harry Hess.

Yeah, it worked out well for me. Years later 
I met people who had gone through college 
that were trying to get into the animation 
system. I managed to bypass college 
education completely. What I say to people 
is that opportunities will come but you need 
to be ready to take them. You need to be 
prepared for when they do arrive. That didn’t 
happen to me by accident. I had my portfolio 
ready so when the animation opportunity 
arrived I was ready.

Can you tell me a little about your 
professional route to illustration/
animation?

I started in Don Bluth Studios when I was 
eighteen. I drew every day and was trained 
by a very experienced ex-Disney artist.  

Sounds better than college!

Yeah, because you were getting paid at 
the end of the week! I learned so much. 
Life drawing was such a big part of it and 
learning from experienced people about 
all the aspects of drawing: negative space, 
what makes a character work, opening 
up a pose so it reads well, point of view 
and looking at storyboards. I ended up 
working as a storyboard artist afterwards 
so understanding visual narratives without 
words was key to that.

Art turned me off every other 
academic subject. I knew then, 
this is what I’m really good at, 
and I’m not interested in other 

subjects.

PICTURING THE 
PRESIDENT



What’s your typical day as an illustrator 
like? Do you work a nine to five?

I have a lot more discipline now that I 
work in a studio outside my home. I work 
from 10–6 p.m. and try not to work at the 
weekend. My day-to-day routine is a mixture 
of working on children’s books, coming up 
with ideas and illustration for advertising. 
Advertising is my bread and butter work. As 
much as I love the advertising, my passion 
is picturebooks. The advertising can be 
pretty lucrative, and it helps to subsidise the 
picturebook work.

Illustrators often struggle finding a style. 
You have found your groove with your 
retro illustration style over the last few 
years. Was there something specific that 
led you in this direction?

Fifties animation would have been a big 
thing for me. I was tired of the Disney style. 
I was drawn to UPA (United Productions of 
America) animation that was influenced by 
modernists of the day, Picasso and Matisse. 
That led me into looking at illustrators from 
the fifties and sixties.

Naturally, I would draw quite angular and 
stylised. I’d think, ‘Wow you don’t have to 
draw everything realistic!’ I love the idea 
of the modernist era of illustration. They 
break the rules – everything is flat instead of 
having depth but sometimes having depth in 
the flatness. It’s more about using shapes and 
having fun working in shapes. I tended to 
move away from realism from that time.

Do you approach your design work 
differently to your bookwork?

I try not to. I like the idea that, if I work 
on a really interesting design project that’s 
going to get a lot of profile, I like people 
to be able to recognise that it comes from 
the same hand. I’m restricted more when I 
work in design. What I’ve noticed is the first 
design work was led by brief, but now I’ve 
established myself, very often they are hiring 
me because I’m getting known through my 
books, which is brilliant. I am a commercial 
illustrator, I am not a fine art illustrator, 
but I’ve been able to blend the two worlds 
together and get a visual signature between 
the two. The more successful projects have 
a stylised approach and sense of humour. 
With the children’s books, I like putting 
cheeky things in, like a horse having a poo in 
the background of The President’s Cat.

How do you make a book? Can you talk 
me through your initial process, from 
roughs and ideas to the final book?

What I’ve learned over the years is to work 
the text out first. That’s how I approach  
it now. It’s cleaner and more successful to 
get the story down. I work on a couple of 
drafts before I show my publisher, constantly 
changing, re-reading. Over time I tighten it 

up, there’s less words, and I read it out loud 
because it needs to flow.

The more experienced I get the more I’m 
becoming aware of language and words 
rolling off each other. From that point, 
once I’m confident that there is something 
solid and well rounded, that it has a 
beginning, middle and end, then I jump in 
to thumbnail it up.

I use tips I’ve picked up from my animation 
days. I’m a big believer in pre-development. 
When you finish a book you really want to 
look at it and think, ‘I’m so proud of this 
book,’ so it’s well worth investing the time.

What way do you work – are you a 
computer or analogue kind of guy?

Half and half. I love working with pencil 
and paper. If I think a thumbnail sketch is 
working I will scan it in and blow it up huge 
to A3. Then I refine the drawing. I don’t 
want to get too tight – I just refine so things 
make sense. You understand your own 
shorthand language of drawing.

I generally work up thumbnails into A3 
drawings then I’ll put them up on a wall and 
ponder over them. Looking at them on a 
wall starts telling you things; it’s the point to 
make big decisions, mix spreads around.

Then I work digitally – I bring it into my 
computer and work in Photoshop. I try to 
make it as non-digital as possible. I could 
always just paint it, but the computer is a 
tool that speeds up things for me. I like to 
bring signature elements in, like scanned 
texture and drawings, so it’s more organic.

For my president’s books all the plants and 
trees were painted in ink. I let the ink do its 
thing, make accidents. Then I scan these, so 
I have a library of designs that are specific to 
my hand, a bank of Peter Donnelly trees.

Illustration is solitary, but you seem like a 
social guy. I know you have worked from 
home and also in a studio setting. Which 
suits you best?

I think a studio setting – I like being with 
other people. The studio is very calm and 
there is a lot of respect. I get a lot more work 
done and stick to deadlines more.

For a long time, I worked at home. Not being 
funny about it but I think my mental health 
suffered, not meeting people for days on end. 
And people don’t take you seriously – it’s 
like you’re not working. I’d be in the zone 
working away then there’d be a knock on the 
window. ‘It’s only me!’ and there would be 
my mam knocking on the window waving, 
‘Hello, Peter!’

Do you work in the quiet or listen to 
music/podcasts while you work?

I love music and I’m always listening to 
music when I work – it puts me in the 
creative zone. When I am working on a 
specific project I make a playlist depending 
on the project. This is a typical example of 
what I would do: a while ago I was working 
on an Irish language book about Irish 
legends. I would make a playlist of Celtic 
music and try to envelop myself in the whole 
atmosphere. If I am working on a sixties 
piece I would listen to sixties music, like the 
Beatles.
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I love the idea of the modernist 
era of illustration. They break 
the rules – everything is flat 
instead of having depth but 

sometimes having depth in the 
flatness. It’s more about using 

shapes and having fun working 
in shapes.



Do you have any advice to budding 
illustrators?

First thing I would say if you want to get 
work as a book illustrator and to get noticed 
is show that you can interpret a text. Just 
take classic texts and illustrate them, like 
the Brothers Grimm. Don’t just do one-off 
illustrations – carry a character through 
different positions and show continuity.

Devour as many books as possible.

Don’t get caught up in a trend – it’s very easy 
to do that but by the time you have achieved 
it the trend will be gone.

Emulate your heroes. Lots of imitators out 
there, they don’t get picked up as much – 
it’s all about honesty. Your best work, the 
most honest work, comes if you are really 
into it. Publishers will take a chance with 
something that has originality.

I know that you have illustrated 
picturebooks before for Usborne 
Publishing. How did you take the leap into 
writing your own picturebooks?

It’s a well-known story now. I went to the 
Towers and Tales Book Festival to speak on 
a panel. I got enthusiastic meeting authors 
and thought, ‘This is really what I want to 
do: I want to write my own book.’ I came 
back really inspired, went to the library and 
looked through lots of children’s books to 
get ideas of what type of book I wanted to 
write.

Where did the inspiration for your first 
picture book, The President’s Glasses, 
come from?

I like drawing architecture, drawing it 
askew. I love to see something that looks 
wonky but identifiable. I wanted to do a 
book about Dublin but not a tourism book, 
like Miroslav Šašek. Within two weeks, I got 
an idea of the structure and rhythm of the 
story, but I needed a heart and soul in it. I 
needed to create a brand-new character.

 
What made you choose President Michael 
D. Higgins?

I think I saw Steve Anthony’s The Queen’s 
Hat – it’s about a queen losing her hat. 
Immediately we know who this character 
is supposed to be, and kids love the Queen. 
I thought of a having a real person in a 
fictional story and of using Michael D. 
Higgins. Kids love him already – he was just 
waiting to be in a book! I thought it might 
appeal to adults as well as kids. It was one of 
those golden moments in your career when 
the planets align and things come together, 
and together very quickly.

As someone who has a very visual 
background, how did you approach the 
writing side of things?

I struggled with self-control and discipline 
not to go ahead and start to draw, which 
would be my natural instinct. But I said, 
‘No, no – story, story, story!’ I did three 
drafts before I allowed myself to draw.

Did you find the writing challenging?

Yes, it was breaking against my instinct. 
Because I had jumped ahead before and 
failed, I tried to get the story down first. 
I found it challenging but it felt like a 
breakthrough. The second book was 
different: there’s more pressure. I had the 
seed, but I wrote and illustrated it at the 
same time. I was really happy in the end, but 
I thought the first approach was better.

How has your animation background 
helped or hindered in your book work?

It has definitely helped me – books are like 
little films. So it helped from the point of 
view of how to structure the book, to figure 
out visual narratives and page-turners. Like 
in an animated movie, you would cut a scene 
at a certain point to make the viewer want to 
jump into the next scene. I’d know what to 
give away and what not to give away to make 
the audience want to turn that page.

You have a natural flair for creating a  
world – and creating characters with 
heart. Your depiction of our president 
is incredibly affectionate. What part of 
illustrating the books do you love the 
most?

I love the drawing stage, coming up with the 
pencil layout of the spread and designing the 
composition in rough more than anything. 
That’s where it sings if it works. That’s where 
I get my endorphin kick! 

You have been adopted warmly into the 
arms of the Irish book scene. How have 
you found interacting with your new 
audience?

I absolutely love promoting the books. I 
love promoting as much as I love creating 
them. Once I do the readings a few times, I 
know the points where the kids are going to 
go crazy – it’s so funny. To get that natural 
and innocent response to your book, to see 
young people responding is amazing. There 
is no alternative motive for them to like 
it. They’re very honest. I had one incident 
where a kid rolled over on my foot and 
looked up at me and said, ‘I don’t like that 
book,’ so it can go two ways! It’s a small 
enough scene in Ireland and people like CBI 
have been welcoming and other illustrators 
also. It’s not hugely competitive; people are 
on their own journey, writing different types 
of books.

We all love the president’s pigeon and the 
president’s cat. Do you own a pet or what 
fantasy pet would you like to own?

I did own a cat, Rudy, but he died 
unfortunately. And a goldfish called Anto. 
I don’t name the pets – my daughter does! 
I’d love a dog. I think long walks with dogs 
are very beneficial to your health and your 
creative process. Some great ideas might 
come that way. Having a pet is great for 
being a creative person.

You have mentioned before that you love 
the Czech artist Miroslav Šašek. Do you 
have any other influences, past or present, 
that inspire you creatively?

Huge influences on me include Alice and 
Martin Provensen, Charlie Harper, Jim 
Flora and conceptual artists that worked 
in Disney in the fifties and sixties. Because 
I wasn’t a big reader, my love of books only 
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developed when my daughter was born. I 
was determined to surround her with as 
many books as possible. My favourites were 
Simon James’s The Birdwatchers, Oscar 
Wilde retellings illustrated by Lizabeth 
Zwerger, Giles Andrea and PJ Lynch and 
Farmer Duck by Martin Waddell and Helen 
Oxenbury. They are all watercolour artists, 
different to my style, but I was drawn to the 
organic textures that are individual to the 
artists. I love books that have a sentiment, 
like Benji Davis’s Grandpa’s Island – it’s 
more than a bedtime story. I’d like to do a 
book that deals with a hard topic like that in 
the future.

Do you have time for personal projects, 
passion projects or hobbies?

I would consider my books my passion 
projects. I’m passionate about making 
children’s books. Work is starting to appear 
because of my bookwork. I recently did 
greeting cards for Dogs Trust – it’s a great 
position to be in.

Can you tell us about any upcoming book 
projects that you are excited about?

I have just signed for two books. One is the 
third book of the President’s trilogy. I’ve 
been developing another picturebook that’s 
unrelated. It’s more conceptual and I’m 
really excited about working on that one 
next.

What are the perils of a creative life?

Rejections of your ideas and thinking that 
people won’t like your ideas. As a creative, 
self-criticism is the toughest thing to deal 
with. Self-criticism goes right to the soul of 
what you do. You know you can do better, 
but it’s not happening for you and you beat 
yourself up about it. That’s why so many of 
us are mad!

What advice would you give to your 
younger self about being an illustrator and 
living a creative life?

I would encourage myself to read more, go 
back to basics. I wish I had developed that 
habit when I was young. From the drawing 
point of view, it comes naturally to me – it’s 
in my DNA. But I’d tell young Peter to 
read more, then I might have started on this 
career path earlier. But, hey, I’m still a young 
fifty-year-old!

Niamh Sharkey is an award-winning 
author and illustrator of children’s 
picturebooks and creator and executive 
producer of Disney Junior’s animated 
preschool series Henry Hugglemonster. 
Niamh was Laureate na nÓg from  
2018 – 2014. 

All images © Peter Donnelly.
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Rinne Bliain na Gaeilge ceiliúradh ar 
bhunú athbheochan na teanga in 1893. 
Ach céard atá bainte amach san achar 
sin ó thaobh na litearthachta agus 
na litríochta de? Tá grinnstaidéar á 
dhéanamh ag Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin 
ar an scéal anseo.

Is iomaí náisiún san Eoraip, agus ar fud na 
cruinne, go deimhin, a bhfuil pobal ann a 
labhraíonn teanga mhionlaigh, teanga nach 
í príomhurlabhra na tíre í. Tá pobail mhóra 
cainteoirí i gceist le cuid de na teangacha 
seo: amach is isteach le cúig mhilliún 
duine a bhfuil an Chatalóinis acu, mar 
shampla, agus tá saol bríomhar litríochta 
ann do gach aoisghrúpa. Tá oideachas ar 
fáil go forleathan tríd an gCatalóinis, rud a 
chuireann lena stádas.

Tá pobail eile ann atá ag streachailt lena 
dteanga a choinneáil beo: thart ar dhá chéad 
míle duine a bhfuil labhairt na Briotáinise 
acu, cuir i gcás, in iarthar Phoblacht na 
Fraince. Tá scoileanna Briotáinise ann le 
ceathracha bliain anuas agus tá leabhair á 
bhfoilsiú sa teanga don léitheoir óg agus 
don duine fásta araon. Ach is suarach an 
tacaíocht a thugann rialtas Pháras don 
oideachas ná do litríocht na Briotáinise, rud 
a fhágann go bhfuil sciar maith de dhaonra 
an réigiúin nach bhfuil eolas dá laghad acu 
ar an teanga.

Tá cás na Gaeilge in Éirinn neamhghnách 
ar chúpla slí: cé gur teanga mhionlaigh í a 
bhfuil pobal beag cainteoirí laethúla aici, 
tá seasamh láidir aici i saol oifigiúil na tíre 
agus i saol an Aontais Eorpaigh chomh 
maith. Glacann muintir na hÉireann leis 
an stádas sin mar leagan amach normálta 
ar an saol. Ach is de bharr obair chrua agus 

streachailt mhisniúil a baineadh amach é 
mar stádas. In 2018, rinne Bliain na Gaeilge 
ceiliúradh ar an dul chun cinn suntasach 
atá déanta in Éirinn maidir le todhchaí na 
teanga s’againne a chinntiú do na glúnta atá 
romhainn. Leis an méid atá déanta ó thaobh 
na litríochta agus na litearthachta Gaeilge 
de a mheas, is fiú sracfhéachaint sciobtha a 
thabhairt ar an gcomhthéacs stairiúil as ar 
eascair saol na scríbhneoireachta Gaeilge atá 
inniu ann.

Ag tús an naoú haois déag, bhí Gaeilge na 
hÉireann á labhairt mar theanga dhúchais ag 
ceithre mhilliún duine. Murach an tubaiste 
a bhuail Éire sna 1840idí, is mór an seans go 
mbeadh Éire an lae inniu sách cosúil leis an 
mBeilg ó thaobh cultúr teanga de. Seans go 
mbeadh dhá zón ar leith ann: an Ghaeilge 
chun cinn sa leath thiar den oileán, an 
Béarla in uachtar ar an gcósta thoir. Seans go 
mbeadh cuid mhaith Éireannach líofa sa dá 
theanga, agus ó tharla stádas chomh láidir 
a bheith ag an mBéarla mar lingua franca 
idirnáisiúnta, is mór an seans go mbeadh 
greim maith ag formhór na ndaoine óga ar 
an mBéarla, mar atá inniu i gcuid mhaith 
tíortha i dtuaisceart na hEorpa.

Ach ní mar sin a tharla. Rinne Gorta Mór 
na 1840idí slad ar phobal na Gaeilge, agus 
d’oscail sé cneá na himirce ina measc, cneá 
atá fós gan chneasú, anuas go dtí ár linn féin.

Tír an-éagsúil a bhí in Éirinn i mblianta sin 
na 1840idí, í scoilte idir dhá phobal agus dhá 
shaol. Ar thaobh amháin den scoilt bhí lucht 
an rachmais ann, cuid acu an-saibhir go deo, 
cuid eile a bhí measartha maith as ó thaobh 
maoin an tsaoil de. Bhí an Béarla go maith 
ag formhór mór na ndaoine sin, gan aige ach 
é ag cuid mhaith acu. An chuid ba shaibhre 

acu, bhreathnaigh siad i dtreo Londan mar 
phríomhchathair a gcultúir is chuireadh 
siad a gclann mhac go Sasana le hoideachas 
a fháil. Ar an taobh eile den chlais, bhí an 
chosmhuintir ann, iad beo bocht, gan léamh 
ná scríobh ag a mbunús, gan mórán eolais ag 
na milliúin díobh ar an mBéarla, cé gurbh é 
sin teanga na cumhachta in Éirinn lena linn. 

Sna 1860idí, nuair a thosaigh an 
chosmhuintir sin ag cur eolas ar an bhfocal 
scríofa ar bhonn forleathan sna scoileanna 
náisiúnta a bhunaigh réimeas Londan, 
thosaigh siad ag breacadh síos na céadta 
dánta, rannta, rabhlóg agus amhrán Gaeilge 
a bhí ar eolas de ghlanmheabhair acu. Ach 
ní raibh léamh ná scríobh na Gaeilge acu, 
mar nach raibh deis ar bith an scil sin a 
fhoghlaim ar scoil. Sin é an fáth gur bhreac 
na daoine amhráin, dánta agus scéalta a 
sinsear i bhfogharscríobh Béarla, leis an 
oidhreacht sin a shlánú do na glúnta a bhí le 
teacht.

Nuair a bunaíodh Saorstát Éireann i dtús 
na 1920idí, chuir lucht a bhunaithe rompu 
tionscadal uaillmhianach a chur i gcrích: 
an Ghaeilge a mhúineadh do gach páiste in 
Éirinn, idir labhairt, léamh agus scríobh. 
Faoin am sin, bhí líon na gcainteoirí tite go 
tubaisteach ón gceithre mhilliún a bhí ann 
i dtús na 1800idí: thart ar 540,000 díobh a 
bhí anois ann. Is ar éigean go mbeadh níos 
mó ná cúpla míle duine ina measc siúd a 
raibh léamh agus scríobh na teanga acu. Ní 
gá a rá gur beag nualitríocht Ghaeilge a bhí 
ar fáil do dhuine ar bith, go mórmhór do 
pháistí, cé go raibh saibhreas ábhair ann sa 
litríocht bhéil a thaitin leis an óige. 

Agus muid ag druidim le comóradh céad 
bliain ó bunaíodh an Saorstát, tá cuid 
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mhaith athruithe le feiceáil ar chás na 
tíre agus na teanga araon. Tá 1.7 milliún 
duine anois ann i bPoblacht na hÉireann 
a mhaíonn go bhfuil eolas de chineál éigin 
acu ar an nGaeilge, de bharr í bheith á 
múineadh go forleathan sna scoileanna. 
Tá an pobal a labhraíonn go laethúil í 
i bhfad níos lú ná sin: thart ar 73,000 
duine díobh atá ann. Ach san áireamh 
san fhigiúr mór, a chuimsíonn lucht na 
gcúpla focal, na cainteoirí dúchais is líofa 
amuigh agus gach duine idir eatarthu, tá 
pobal suntasach anois ann a airíonn gur 
fiú an Ghaeilge a bheith acu, gur fiú tacú 
léi agus gur fiú í a mhúineadh do pháistí 
an náisiúin. Agus tá líon na ndaoine a 
chreideann gur fiú oideachas trí Ghaeilge a 
chur ar a gcuid páistí ag méadú; níl earnáil 
na Gaelscolaíochta in ann freastal ar an 
éileamh ón bpobal. Tá cúrsaí nua á mbunú 
sna coláistí tríú leibhéal le hoiliúint ar 
leith a chur ar mhúinteoirí óga le freastal 
ar an éileamh agus tá an Ghaelscolaíocht 
féin á cur féin mar chosán réidh i dtreo an 
ilteangachais, mar fhuinneog oscailte ar an 
domhan mór.

Ó tharla pobal Gaeilge a bheith ann atá ag 
dul i méid ó bhliain go bliain, ní haon iontas 
go bhfuil éileamh ar litríocht do pháistí i 
nGaeilge. Síneann scéal na litearthachta 
Gaeilge siar chuig an 6ú haois. Ach má 
shíneann, ní bréag a rá go bhfuil níos mó 
leabhar Gaeilge i gcló inniu ná mar a bhí 
riamh i stair na teanga. Agus tá tóir ar leith 
ag an bpobal ar leabhair do pháistí.

Tá réimse leathan ábhair ar fáil do pháistí 
réamhscoile i nGaeilge, idir bhunleabhair 
agus aistriúcháin, ón bhFraincis, ón 
Ollainnis, agus i gcás an mhaidrín cháiliúil 
sin Bran, ón mBéarla. I gcás pictiúrleabhar 
do pháistí os cionn trí bliana d’aois, tá 
rogha mhaith ann le fada agus bunsaothair 
den chuid is mó a fhoilsítear, seachas 
aistriúcháin. 

Maidir le leabhair do pháistí atá ag tosú ag 
léamh ar a gconlán féin, tá rogha measartha 
maith ann. Ach cé go nglacann siopaí 
leabhar go fonnmhar le pictiúrleabhair, tá 
leabhair do léitheoirí neamhspleácha ar 
an mbunleibhéal measartha deacair le díol 

go díreach leis an bpobal – is minic gur 
imleabhair bheaga thanaí iad, rud a fhágann 
nach gceannaítear mórán mar bhronntanais 
iad. Ach tacaíonn scoileanna le leabhair 
den sórt seo agus is ann atá an margadh 
dóibh. Ach an oiread le tír nó teanga ar 
bith ar domhan, tá litríocht Ghaeilge na 
n-óg ag brath cuid mhaith ar mhargadh 
na scoileanna agus na leabharlanna. Agus 
murab ionann agus go leor teangacha 
mionlaigh ar fud na cruinne, i bPoblacht na 
hÉireann tá gach bunscoil agus meánscoil 
sa tír ag plé le múineadh na teanga. Tá sí 
á múineadh i dTuaisceart Éireann chomh 
maith agus spéis inti ag méadú ó thuaidh. 

Tacaíonn na bunscoileanna leis an litríocht 
Ghaeilge – tá saoirse ag múinteoirí 
bunleibhéil ábhar a thaitníonn leo a roghnú. 
Tá cuid mhaith scoileanna Béarla ann atá 
an-díograiseach maidir le leabhair Ghaeilge 
a aimsiú dá ndaltaí siúd, go mórmhór do na 
hardranganna, cé gur minic iad i muinín 
sraitheanna atá dírithe ar pháistí líofa atá 
níos óige ná iad.  

Tá feabhas mór ar an réimse ábhair atá ar fáil 
do léitheoirí muiníneacha idir ocht mbliana 
agus dhá bhliain déag, le hais mar a bhí fiche 
bliain ó shin. Tá bunscríbhneoirí ag díriú ar 
an aoisghrúpa seo agus ábhar breá scríofa ag 
leithéidí Anna Heussaff, Áine Ní Ghlinn, 
Máire Zepf, Siobhán Parkinson agus Alan 
Titley dóibh. Tá gá le tuilleadh bunleabhar 
agus tuilleadh údar, go mórmhór 
scríbhneoirí a bhfuil fonn orthu dul amach i 
measc an phobail agus iad féin agus a saothar 
a chur i láthair a gcuid léitheoirí go rialta. 
Mar fhoilsitheoir, tá mise dóchasach go 
dtiocfaidh na scríbhneoirí sin chun cinn. 

Tá roinnt mhaith ábhair aistrithe ar fáil 
don aoisghrúpa 8-12 chomh maith: le 
blianta beaga anuas, tá atheagráin de scéalta 
clasaiceacha Enid Blyton foilsithe sa teanga, 
chomh maith le rogha úrscéalta le Roald 
Dahl. Tá gaelú déanta ar Horrid Henry faoin 
ainm breá Dónall Dána, tá an tsraith Diary 
of a Wimpy Kid á cur ar fáil faoin teideal 
Dialann Dúradáin agus tá saothar David 
Walliams á fhoilsiú chomh maith i dteanga 
na nGael. Mar sin is féidir a rá go bhfuil 

freastal maith ar an aoisghrúpa ó 0-12, go 
bhfuil leabhair ann a thaitníonn go mór leis 
an lucht léite agus go bhfuil an léitheoireacht 
i nGaeilge ar son pléisiúir, taobh amuigh 
den chóras oideachais, ag dul i dtreis san 
aoisghrúpa seo, bliain i ndiaidh bliana.

Scéal eile ar fad é agus an duine óg atá ag 
tabhairt aghaidh ar bhlianta na ndéaga. Mar 
is gá a aithint, dá fheabhas an dul chun cinn 
sa litearthacht san earnáil Ghaeloideachais, 
níl cúrsaí chomh maith céanna sna 
scoileanna atá ag teagasc trí Bhéarla. 

I ndeireadh na seachtóidí, nuair a d’fhág 
mise agus mo chomhscoláirí Meánscoil 
Lughaidh i gCoillte Mach, Contae Mhaigh 
Eo, scoil a bhí ag feidhmiú trí Bhéarla, cé 
nach raibh Gaeilge ó dhúchas againn nó 
nár múineadh ábhar ar bith dúinn riamh 
trí Ghaeilge, bhí eolas maith againn ar 
litríocht na teanga agus caighdeán maith 
léitheoireachta bainte amach againn. Bhí 
staidéar déanta againn ar mheadarachtaí 
na mbard; ar chanúintí na teanga 
labhartha; ar réimse seánraí den litríocht 
chomhaimseartha, idir ghearrscéalta, 

bheathaisnéisí agus drámaí. Bhí corrdhuine 
inár measc a raibh Cré na Cille le Máirtín Ó 
Cadhain léite aige nó aici, cé nach raibh an 
leabhar sin ar an gcúrsa Ardteiste.

Ní mar sin atá sa lá inniu ag lucht Ardteiste 
i gCoillte Mach, ná i mórán scoileanna 
meánleibhéil atá ag teagasc trí Bhéarla. Sa 
Phoblacht, tá bearna shuntasach anois ann 
idir cumas labhartha agus léitheoireachta 
Gaeilge sna Gaelscoileanna, le hais na 
scoileanna atá ag teagasc trí Bhéarla. 
Cothaíonn sé seo deacrachtaí móra d’earnáil 
na litríochta; tá lucht na Gaeltachta is na 
Gaelscolaíochta in ann leabhar toirtiúil a 
léamh go muiníneach faoin am go mbíonn 
siad ag fágáil na bunscoile. Tá corrdhalta 
agus corr-rang i scoileanna Béarla ar 
chomhleibhéal leo, ach is fíor a rá gur 
leibhéal bunúsach go maith a bhíonn ag a 
bhformhór. 

Sa Phoblacht, ó thaobh an oideachais de, 
cuirtear gach duine, idir lucht na Gaeltachta, 
na nGaelscoileanna agus na scoileanna 
Béarla, ag plé leis an gcuraclam céanna 
Gaeilge agus iad ag tabhairt aghaidh ar 

7 JANUARY 2019



an Teastas Sóisearach agus ina dhiaidh 
sin ar an Ardteist. Tá leibhéal na líofachta 
agus na litearthachta a theastaíonn le dul 
i ngleic leis an gcúrsa meánleibhéil i bhfad 
níos ísle ná an leibhéal atá ag formhór 
scoláirí Gaeloideachais agus iad ag teacht 
isteach sa chóras meánleibhéil. Dá bharr 
sin, déantar creimeadh tubaisteach ar 
an gcaighdeán litearthachta atá bainte 
amach ag an duine óg a fuair oideachas 
bunscoile trí Ghaeilge. Tá múinteoirí 
díograiseacha ann sa Ghaeltacht agus 
san earnáil Ghaelscolaíochta a dhéanann 
iarracht mhór gan ligean dó sin tarlú, ach 
is ar na scrúduithe atá an bhéim sa chóras 
meánscoile agus mura n-éilíonn an scrúdú 
caighdeán áirithe, is deacair do mhúinteoir 
mórán a dhéanamh faoi.

Ach taobh amuigh den scoil, an léann 
déagóirí leabhair Ghaeilge? Ní léann 
mórán, is baolach. Is ar an gcultúr atá i 
mbéal an phobail mhóir a bhíonn déagóirí 
dírithe, cuid mhaith, agus iad ag iarraidh a 
bhféiniúlacht féin a aimsiú, neamhspleách ar 
thuairimíocht a dtuismitheoirí. Ní bhíonn 
siad chomh sásta céanna is a bhíodh tráth 
den saol a bheith ag léamh i nGaeilge ar 
mhaithe le pléisiúr. 

Fágann sé sin nach bhfuil éileamh róláidir 
ann ón bpobal óg. De bharr gur beag spás 
atá ann don leabhar Gaeilge sa chóras 
oideachais meánleibhéil, tá sé an-deacair ag 
scríbhneoirí agus foilsitheoirí araon freastal 
ar an margadh seo. Tá scríbhneoirí ann agus 
leabhair bhreátha scríofa acu do dhéagóirí: 
Tá Ré Ó Laighléis ann agus meas ag déagóirí 
air. Is seoid de leabhar é Dordán le hÉilís 
Ní Dhuibhne. Ach tá géarghá le tuilleadh 
scríbhneoirí a aimsiú, go mórmhór glórtha 
nua, go háirithe daoine faoi bhun tríocha 
cúig bliana d’aois. 

Agus de bharr an chórais oideachas atá i 
réim, ní léann déagóirí líofa Gaeilge ag a 
leibhéal cumais féin ar scoil. Ní léann siad 
oiread agus leabhar AMHÁIN Gaeilge 
mar chuid de chúrsa na hArdteiste, ach iad 
ag plé le sleachta as an leabhar seo nó an 
leabhar siúd. Is íorónta an scéal é nach bhfuil 
an scéal baileach chomh dona céanna i 
dTuaisceart Éireann – ansiúd, tá tionchar ag 
cur chuige na Breataine Bige agus na hAlban 
ar scéal na Gaeilge agus tá dhá leibhéal cúrsaí 
ar fáil; ceann amháin don dalta Gaelscoile 
atá líofa ag tosú sa chóras meánleibhéil dóibh 
agus ceann eile don té atá ag tosú ar an 
teanga a fhoghlaim.

Le dul i bhfeidhm ar na déagléitheoirí líofa, 
tá gá againn le leithéidí Louise O’Neill, 
glórtha a bhfuil scéalta láidre, tráthúla 
le hinseacht acu, scéalta a n-aithneoidh 
déagléitheoirí a streachailtí féin leis an saol 
iontu. Ach cén fáth go scríobhfadh duine 
úrscéal i nGaeilge mura bhfuil mórán duine 
ar bith chun a leabhar a léamh?

Seo an dúshlán atá ag gach teanga 
mhionlaigh ar domhan. Agus tá sé i bhfad 
níos deacra ag pobal atá dátheangach i 
mBéarla. Baineann litríocht an Bhéarla don 
óige go minic le gréasán ilmheáin ‘360 céim’ 
– cóiriú scáileáin an leabhair do Netflix, an 
fan fiction, cáil idirnáisiúnta an scríbhneora 
agus an teacht i láthair atá aici nó aige 
ar chláracha teilifíse agus ar na meáin 
shóisialta.

Cén leigheas, mar sin, atá ar chás na 
ndéagóirí? Bhuel, ní gan dóchas atá mé faoin 
earnáil seo ach oiread, creid nó ná creid. 
Údar dóchais amháin atá ann ná siollabas 
ar leith Gaeilge a bheith ar na bacáin do 
na scoileanna meánleibhéil sa Phoblacht 
atá ag teagasc trí Ghaeilge. Ach beidh gá 
le spreagadh, fiú do na cainteoirí líofa sin, 
le tabhairt faoin siollabas sin a leanacht 
– pointí breise a thairiscint, b’fhéidir, 
nó an cúrsa ardchumais seo a bheith 
ina bhunriachtanas do chúrsaí éagsúla 
tríú leibhéal. Beidh gá bealach isteach sa 
chúrsa a bheith ann chomh maith, agus 
cúnamh breise a bheith ar fáil ó thaobh na 
litearthachta agus eile de, do dhaltaí atá ag 
freastal ar scoileanna Béarla agus fonn orthu 
an siollabas ardchumais a leanacht.

Ach níl ansin ach an cumas litearthachta a 
chothú. Ó thaobh forbairt na litríochta féin 
don aoisghrúpa seo de, is gá scríbhneoirí 
a oiliúint agus is gá eagarthóirí liteartha a 
oiliúint chomh maith. Agus is fiú saineolas 
traenála a chuardach taobh amuigh d’earnáil 
na Gaeilge – eagarthóirí a thabhairt anall 
ó Londain nó Nua-Eabhrac, cuir i gcás, le 
traenáil phraiticiúil a chur ar scríbhneoirí. 
Agus nárbh bhreá an rud cúrsa maith tríú 
leibhéal sa scríbhneoireacht chruthaitheach 
a fheiceáil á mhúineadh trí Ghaeilge, nó go 
dátheangach fiú?

B’fhiú chomh maith tuilleadh scríbhneoirí 
Gaeilge a bhfuil taithí acu cheana féin ar 
scríobh don teilifís a spreagadh le leabhair 
a scríobh. Tá cleachtadh ag na daoine sin ar 
phróiseas struchtúrtha eagarthóireachta; 
tuigeann siad gurb ionann scríobh agus 
athscríobh. Is gá maoiniú a dhíriú go 
sonrach, ar bhonn córasach, ar fhoilsitheoirí 

a chumasú le déaglitríocht a chur ar fáil, agus 
tabhairt san áireamh gur rídheacair ábhar do 
dhéagóirí a dhíol faoi láthair. Agus is gá tacú 
go córasach le scríbhneoirí atá ag scríobh i 
nGaeilge do na déagóirí, maoiniú a chur ar 
fáil le gurbh fhiú dóibh ó thaobh ioncaim de 
an dua a chur orthu féin bheith ag tabhairt 
cuairteanna ar scoileanna, ag bualadh le 
daoine óga, ag cur a saothair i láthair dóibh, 
á spreagadh le suim a chur i gcruthaitheacht 
na Gaeilge, idir nua agus sean.

Is fiú chomh maith bheith ag díriú ar an 
margadh idirnáisiúnta, rud a d’fhéadfadh 
aitheantas agus ioncam breise a thabhairt 
don scríbhneoir Gaeilge agus deiseanna ann 
taisteal agus teacht i láthair i dtíortha thar 
lear a bhfuil a leabhar ar fáil iontu. Agus deis 
an-spreagúil eile a d’fhéadfadh cur go mór le 
forbairt earnáil na scríbhneoirí ná an scéim 
Cine4: an plean atá curtha sa tsiúl ag TG4 le 
díriú ar fhadscannáin Ghaeilge a fhorbairt 
agus a léiriú don mhargadh domhanda.  
Tá sé ráite go sonrach ag Ard-Stiúrthóir  
an stáisiúin, Alan Esslemont, go bhfuil sé 
ag iarraidh go mbeadh litríocht na Gaeilge 
mar fhoinse ábhair do na scannáin seo. 
Fágann sé sin nach bhfuil cúis ar bith ann, 
go teoiriciúil, nach bhféadfadh scannán 
Gaeilge, a bhí bunaithe ar úrscéal do 
dhéagóirí nó do dhaoine fásta, an Gradam 
Oscar do Scannán Eachtrannach a bhaint 
amach anseo. 

Tuar dóchais eile ná go bhfuil méadú ag 
teacht le blianta beaga anuas ar líon na 
scríbhneoirí atá ag saothrú sa dá theanga in 
Éirinn. Deacracht a bhíonn ag foilsitheoirí 
Éireannacha atá ag feidhmiú i mBéarla sa 
tír seo ná go n-aimsíonn siad scríbhneoir 
nua, go gcothaíonn siad í nó é – ach ag 
pointe áirithe, má tá gealadh ar leith faoin 
scríbhneoir, meallfaidh ceann de thithe 
móra Londan iad, rud a fhágann go dtagann 
deireadh go tobann leis an gcaidreamh 
leis an bhfoilsitheoir Éireannach. I gcás 
an scríbhneora dhátheangaigh, ní gá gur 
mar sin a bheadh – is féidir rudaí éagsúla a 
scríobh sa dá theanga, gan teacht salach ar 
chonradh le foilsitheoir Béarla.

Agus Bliain na Gaeilge caite anois, is féidir 
bheith ag breathnú chun cinn go dóchasach 
ar thodhchaí litríocht na n-óg sa teanga 
s’againne: tá dúshláin ann le sárú, go cinnte, 
ach tá cuid mhaith bainte amach. Is féidir 
bheith ag tógáil ar an mbunchloch atá 
leagtha cheana féin.

Bronnadh Gradam Speisialta na Moltóirí 
ar an leabhar is déanaí le Tadhg Mac 
Dhonnagáin, dar teideal Bliain na 
nAmhrán, ag Gradaim Leabhar na Bliana 
2017 CBI; thug Leabharlann Idirnáisiúnta 
na hÓige i Munich aitheantas speisialta 
White Ravens 2017 dó agus bronnadh 
Gradam Réics Carló, Leabhar Gaeilge na 
Bliana do Pháistí 2018, air freisin.
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Is féidir bheith ag breathnú 
chun cinn go dóchasach ar 

thodhchaí litríocht na n-óg sa 
teanga s’againne.
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STORM
FORCE

Cat Doyle is a summer storm. Blazing 
onto the YA scene in 2015 with the 
Blood for Blood trilogy, a series of 
pacey thrillers set in Chicago’s Mafia 
underground, the Galway twenty-
eight-year-old’s first foray into middle-
grade adventure was snapped up on 
just a partial manuscript by publishing 
giant Bloomsbury.

Published in July 2018, The Storm Keeper’s 
Island has met with critical acclaim. Eoin 
Colfer called it ‘magical in every way’ and 
BookTrust assured us that ‘readers will be 
swept away by the setting and atmosphere of 
Arranmore as Fionn discovers its history and 
secrets, leading to a dramatic ending that 
will leave children clambering for book two’. 
Middle grade is an increasingly crowded 
genre, but The Storm Keeper’s Island stands 
out for at once feeling like a spiritual heir 
to classic works by Diana Wynne Jones and 
Enid Blyton, but with a wit and lyricism 
that is all its own, blending a coming-of-age 
tale of magic and adventure with deft and 
realistic depictions of mental health, anxiety 
and a family struck by tragedy.

In the author’s own words, The Storm 
Keeper’s Island is ‘the story of an eleven-year-
old boy who is sent away for the summer to 
live on a remote island called Arranmore 
with a grandfather he’s never met. When 
he sets foot on the island ancient magic 
begins to stir, and he gets caught up in a race 
to see who will become the next guardian 
of the island to replace his grandfather as 
Stormkeeper.’ Fittingly, the idea came from a 
stint on the real Árainn Mhór, where Doyle 
taught creative writing in the local school.

‘I had just finished my YA trilogy and was 
between projects. For the week I was there 
I would go around from house to house 
meeting cousins and aunts and uncles and 
they would regale me with stories of my 
grandparents’ childhood, all these daring 
sea adventures that my ancestors were a part 
of. I started to realise that the memories 
and the stories kept so much better on the 
island, passed around like cups of tea on cold 
winters’ evenings. There’s a real magic to  
that – an island that doesn’t forget.’

The magic underlying The Storm Keeper’s 
Island is less the mechanical sorcery of 
Harry Potter or Lockwood & Co. – a second 
set of laws of physics, replete with rules and 
a handbook – and more of an atmosphere 
that permeates the landscape. It feels at 
once bigger than human understanding and 
intensely personal. Malachy, the protagonist 
Fionn’s grandfather, spends hours labouring 
over candles, trapping inside them memories 

both world-shakingly important and deeply 
particular.

‘I realised this was the perfect place to set 
a story. It’s important to me on a personal 
level, beautiful on a natural level and it 
spoke to me. It spoke to my heart. I had this 
setting, and then I had to people it.’

For this, Doyle turned to her family 
and their connection to the island. ‘My 
grandfather at the time had just gone into 
a nursing home with my grandmother. We 
were very close growing up and I was starting 
to watch him go in and out of his memories. 
He’d forget certain things and other times 
he would remember certain things and his 
eyes would light up and he’d become himself 
again. I became obsessed with memory and 
how powerful it is. What happens when that 
melts away.’

 All fiction is fantasy, and labels are for 
jam-makers, but speculative fiction is 
at its most memorable when it’s used to 
explore the real. You can present as wild 
and imaginative a world as you want, but 
it won’t be believable unless the characters 
are – unless they respond to the magic in a 
way we understand. Though Doyle’s version 
of Árainn Mhór is populated with magical 
caves and an ancient, terrible deity, this is 
just the framework for a poignant story 
about an extremely stressed eleven-year-old 
gaining an understanding of loss and the 
growing fragility of family.

Fionn has a lot of humour and warmth, 
especially in his interactions with his 
charismatic, slightly wild grandfather, 
spectacularly unhelpful sister and the other 
denizens of the island, but in a lot of ways 
he’s reminiscent of Philip Pullman’s  
Will – a kid who’s handed adult 

I realised this was the perfect 
place to set a story. It’s 

important to me on a personal 
level, beautiful on a natural level 

and it spoke to me. It spoke to 
my heart. I had this setting, and 

then I had to people it.
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responsibility without the understanding 
to go with it. Middle grade is an awkward 
name for an awkward time – the age where 
you realise you are perhaps different to your 
parents, that your paths begin to diverge and 
you truly start to question things around 
you, while also beginning to realise just how 
much you don’t know. One of the triumphs 
of the book is how cleverly it portrays not 
just people struggling with anxiety or 
loss, but also how difficult it is for a kid to 
identify these struggles in the first place, 
when all they see are the people they love 
acting differently than they did before.

‘As an adult, I’ve had experience of people I 
love dealing with mental health issues like 
depression and Alzheimer’s. I remember 
experiencing them first as a young teenager 
and being very confused, essentially as a 
child, witnessing these strange behaviours 
from the outside. With Fionn, I wanted to 
populate his life with these very common 
day-to-day mental health concerns and show 
it the way it was shown to me when I was 
younger, demystifying these behaviours –  
why the people you love sometimes act a 
certain way or don’t tell you everything 
because they’re trying to help you. I wanted 
to have it in the book but not be the point 
of the book. Each character has their own 
issues but these struggles are not entirely 
what the character is about.’

This is where the book truly excels – those 
moments when Fionn displays a child’s 
understanding of loss and depression, an 
understanding that isn’t any less true and 
any less correct. He has his own interesting 
flaws as well. While possessing the kind of 
empathy that makes him a good role model 
for boys that age, he is guilty of the very 
human crime of selective empathy – cutting 
the people he likes slack, while being less 
tolerant of those he doesn’t like.

Much like the island itself, each of the 
characters in The Storm Keeper’s Island has 
their own underlying strata that define them 
and act upon their surface selves. This is 
used to particular effect with the villains. 
The Storm Keeper’s Island is the first of a 
quartet, and Doyle isn’t afraid to let us know 
that we’re here for the long haul by gently 
teasing us with glimpses of the series’s Big 
Bad. Though the overarching menace does 
pervade the book, for the most part our 
villains are human – something that speaks 
to Doyle’s YA roots.

Kids see more than adults realise. They’re 
closer to the ground – tiny details matter 
more, especially when you’ve been exiled to 
a small community and there’s nothing for 
you to do. Adults asking strange, pointed 
questions, wearing a coat in warm weather, 

a sense of strained geniality around a nasty 
smile – from these things are terrifying 
villains made.

‘The Storm Keeper’s Island was always middle 
grade,’ Doyle explains. ‘It was always very 
clearly a child’s voice.’ When asked if the 
transition from mobsters and murder was 
difficult, she shakes her head. ‘I feel like the 
dark is just as dark, you know? Aside from 
the magic and adventure, there’s also sadness 
and mental health and grief and depression 
that’s off the page. In a way I think it was 
still difficult to touch on those themes but 
the lighter moments were a lot more fun to 
write. You could have trees that whisper and 
caves that have secret wishes and all these 
kinds of wonderful, magical mechanisms. 
It made a nice change from the gritty 
underworld of Chicago.

‘When it came to writing the villains, dread 
was the easiest thing to add,’ Doyle says, 
laughing. ‘The peril was very seamless for 
me. I found myself writing a scene in book 
two and then realising it was quite possibly 
too far – perfectly suitable for YA but not 
at all suitable for middle grade. There were 
moments I had to roll back.’

The slow unveiling of menace and the sense 
of a long-lived history, a world that existed 
long before Fionn and the reader entered the 
island and will exist long after they’re gone, 
speaks to Doyle’s own favourite works. ‘I 
feel like there are two genres of authors that 
influence me when I’m writing. The first 
genre are ones that I read when growing up: 
Artemis Fowl, Narnia, Lord of the Rings – 
sweeping adventures with magic and young 
people coming into their identity. These are 
the stories that I grew up on, the stories that 
became the foundation of what I tried to 
write. I wanted to instil the same feelings in 
kids that I felt when reading these books.

‘And then when I write in the modern day, 
I usually take three or four authors who I 
think are exceptional, read their works in 
stages and keep myself inspired through the 
prose of others, while, of course, making sure 

there’s no transference, that nothing from 
someone else’s book slips into yours.

‘Kiran Milwood Hargrave – her books 
are absolutely beautiful. I’ve been reading 
The Way Past Winter for about a hundred 
years now because I’m trying to drag it out. 
Kate Rundell I also love. Her tone feels 
very classic – like the work of yesteryear. I 
gravitate towards work that balances well-
written prose with a fast plot.’

It’s a balance that can be hard to strike. 
Carnegie Medal winner Geraldine 
McCaughrean spoke out against ‘accessible 
prose’, warning that it could lead to ‘an 
underclass of citizens with a small but 
functional vocabulary: easy to manipulate 
and lacking in the means to reason their way 
out of subjugation’.

Words are mastered, said McCaughrean, by 
meeting them, not by avoiding them, and 
young readers ‘should be bombarded with 
words like gamma rays, steeped in words like 
pot plants stood in water, pelted with them 
like confetti, fed on them like Alphabetti 
spaghetti, given Hamlet’s last resort: 
“Words. Words. Words.”’

My own (possibly unfair and extremely 
subjective) test for a book is that you should 
be able to open a book on any page and find 
some gem, some line that exhibits a beauty 
beyond simple functionality, because you’ll 
never instil a love of poetry in children 
without putting poetry in their prose. In 
this, The Storm Keeper’s Island does not 
disappoint. Lines like ‘testing the perimeter 
of his heart’, ‘Finn knew the many faces of 
fear’ and, in particular, a certain speech by 
Malachy’s grandfather all display a grace and 
flourish that don’t slow the plot.

‘I think what’s most important in writing 
middle grade is that you stay true to your 
narrative sense. I think if I was going to 
try and pare back the writing and make it 
more straightforward it would lose some of 
the essence of the story because it wouldn’t 
be authentic to my voice. The way that I 
balance being too flowery or poetic in my 
descriptions – which I personally love – is 
by having a boatload of humour in the book 
and dialogue being as snappy and realistic as 
possible. I don’t think you have to surrender 
any one thing. I think that children 
rise to the challenge of trying to make 
themselves understand a difficult phrase. 
It’s certainly what I was into – figuring out 
things through context. Like – what the 
hell is a Hermione? I didn’t know what a 
philosopher was when the first Harry Potter 
book came out. What eleven-year-old knew 
that word? It didn’t stop me enjoying the 
book.’

Kids see more than adults 
realise. They’re closer to 

the ground – tiny details 
matter more, especially when 
you’ve been exiled to a small 

community and there’s nothing 
for you to do.
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This complexity is reflected in the plot, 
with Fionn developing the ability to enter 
the memories that his grandfather has 
captured, leading to all sorts of continuity 
complications and the worry on the part 
of this reader that, if these memories have 
already happened and are set in stone, where 
does the main character’s agency come from? 
Time travel is notoriously tricky to write, 
and thinking in four dimensions rather than 
three has tripped up more than one writer. 
There is a lot to keep track of in The Storm 
Keeper’s Island, but Doyle manages to deftly 
avoid chronal mishaps in a manner I won’t 
spoil here.

When asked if there’s a graph somewhere, or 
a wall full of Post-its, Doyle laughs. ‘I don’t 
write with any visual aids outside of my 
laptop – I have files; I have sticky notes on 
my laptop. I write the big reveals and then 
I seed the lead-ups backwards into the text. 
Sometimes it works seamlessly and other 
times I’ll make a huge faux pas, but I’ve read 
a lot of time travel books. I used to think 
it was so complicated, but once you’re in it 
and you’re writing it and carefully reading 
over it you can find the mistakes. It becomes 
an equation on the page – if something 
happens in the past, there has to be an 
acknowledgement of it in the future. A plus 
B equals C.’

This sense of cause and effect neatly avoids 
Fionn feeling like an observer in his own 
story. Instead, there’s a sense of weight and 
dynamism to every choice that says some 
very interesting (and stressful) things about 
free will, as well as carrying consequences for 
the series as a whole.

‘Book two centres around one of Dagda’s 
five gifts – the merrows.’ Sea creatures of 
undetermined loyalties that appear briefly 
in the first novel, they speak to the scale of 
Doyle’s plans and just how deep the world 
of the island goes. ‘Fionn has to try and raise 
them to protect the island but he’s having 
difficulty tracking them down – it’s his quest 
to make contact while having to grapple 

with the fact that his magic is not presenting 
itself the way it’s supposed to. He has to 
figure out how to save the island while also 
trying to figure out who he is.’

The fact that the heart of the magic in 
Doyle’s book is memory, rather than 
something more violent or pyrotechnic, 
promises to keep the story grounded despite 
the hints at a more apocalyptic plot to come. 
These aren’t bound to the remembrancer 
either: with mere contact, anybody can 
end up walking in anyone else’s past – a 
plot device that offers much in the way of 
character development and insight.

‘If I could keep one memory trapped in a 
candle, it would be the day we were selling 
The Storm Keeper’s Island and myself and my 
agent walked into Bloomsbury for the first 
time. It was like walking into the hallowed 
halls of my childhood – this beautiful old 
building that smelled of parchment and 

imagination. When I walked into that 
building and met all these people who were 
very excited about the book even in its 
infancy it was just … it was probably one of 
the most magical moments of my life.

‘As for what that candle would look like? I 
have no idea. For years when I opened my 
laptop to write I would have the Bloomsbury 
logo as my background and I would look at 
it every single day before I started writing. I 
had this incredible feeling of coming home.’

Dave Rudden is the author, performer 
and time-displaced Viking responsible for 
the award-winning middle-grade trilogy 
Knights of the Borrowed Dark. His new 
collection, Twelve Angels Weeping: A 
Doctor Who Anthology, is on sale now.

It becomes an equation on the 
page – if something happens 
in the past, there has to be an 
acknowledgement of it in the 

future. A plus B equals C.
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Irish children’s literature academia 
has come a long way over the last 
decade – from the increasing numbers 
of undergraduate and postgraduate 
students focusing on the subject to the 
foundation of significant postgraduate 
courses in Trinity College Dublin 
and Dublin City University, and the 
appearance of a number of impactful 
publications and ground-breaking 
projects (not least the National 
Collection of Children’s Books). All 
of this comes on the back of the 
pioneering work of lecturers, librarians, 
educationists and enthusiasts who 
have championed the study of 
children’s literature in Ireland in an 
academic context since in the 1980s. 
Dr Jane Suzanne Carroll is a product 
of some of this pioneering work, 
and indeed, as the Ussher Assistant 
Professor of Children’s Literature in 
the School of English, TCD, continues 
on her own path to make the study of 
children’s literature an enticing and 
fulfilling option for students. 

Having followed a winding and unexpected 
path to children’s literature research myself, 
I’m always curious as to how and when 
people find themselves drawn to the field – it 
turns out that Jane has her own ‘ridiculous 
Victorian story’ about it: ‘I was probably 
about six!’ A childhood case of scarlet fever 
led to her quarantine in the spare bedroom, 
with ‘a stack of books’ that she promptly 
devoured.

‘My mam came in with a cup of tea and I was 
like, “This is awesome, this is the greatest 
thing ever!” And then later that week I was 
like, “I want to do that for the rest of my 
life,” and my dad said, “Huh, you’d want 

to become an academic then,” and I was 
like, “Right you are!” and that was it!’ Jane 
laughs. ‘I didn’t really think about any of the 
practicalities of doing it or anything. I just 
wanted to sit on my backside and read books 
and drink tea for the rest of my life. Of 
course, at the time I didn’t realise how much 
admin would come with it, or what the job 
actually involved, but it was like, what career 
will lead to the most amounts of reading and 
tea?!’

As a first-generation college goer, she found 
that there were pros and cons to her family’s 
inexperience with college education –  
there was a sense of freedom, with no 
preconceptions about ‘what a normal thing 
to study and what a slightly weird thing to 
study was’: ‘If I came back and said I was 
reading Frankenstein, or I was reading The 
Wind in the Willows, they were like, “Ah, 
OK, yeah, good,” – you know?’ But it also 
affected the way she approached her studies 
in a more practical sense. 

‘At the time you could get one 
undergraduate degree and one postgraduate 
degree [with a county council grant]. And I 
knew that that had to be the PhD, because 
if I did a master’s, that would be the end of 
my grants, and I wouldn’t be able to afford to 
do a PhD. So in some ways you had strategic 
ways of going through your education, 
because it depended on how much support 
you could get from the grants and stuff. I just 
knew I couldn’t have asked my parents to pay 
for something like that ... But as well I think 
it meant that my parents were massively, 
massively proud and supportive of me, which 
was a huge thing, you know – they were so 
proud that myself and my sister were going 
to university.’

She also acknowledges the gaps in 
knowledge that first-time college attendees 
face, even in the most basic areas of how to 
study or what to do when you have problems 
with your course, as well as the feelings 
of insecurity and not fitting in. ‘I think 
certainly the first weeks of first year, I was 
just so intimidated by everyone else, and 
terrified – people had read Plato and others, 
and I wasn’t even sure how to say “Plato”, 
and, you know, you’re just afraid that 
someone will catch you out!’

Having completed her PhD on landscape in 
Susan Cooper’s The Dark Is Rising sequence 
in 2010 (which she subsequently edited 
and published as Landscape in Children’s 
Literature with Routledge in 2012), Jane 
went on to teach in the School of English 
TCD, including on the inaugural MPhil in 
Children’s Literature in 2011, before moving 
to the UK and a position in the Department 
of English and Creative Writing in 
Roehampton University. She returned 
to Trinity in 2017, taking on a role as the 

AN ACADEMIC’S 
PATH

I didn’t really think about any 
of the practicalities of doing it 

or anything. I just wanted to sit 
on my backside and read books 
and drink tea for the rest of my 

life.
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Ussher Assistant Professor of Children’s 
Literature, which offers her the opportunity 
to work more in-depth with Trinity Library. 

‘So for me that means working with the 
Pollard collection, which contains children’s 
books, primarily. Most of the work that 
I do is trying to find ways to make the 
collection a centre-piece of teaching and a 
centre-piece of research development. So 
trying to attract, for instance, PhD students 
working on the collections, post-doctoral 
students working on the collections, but also 
encouraging undergraduate students to do 
their dissertations on the collections.’

It’s good news for everyone that Trinity is 
working on encouraging more students to 
use the Early Printed Books department, 
where the Pollard collection and all of 
Trinity’s early collections must be viewed – 
especially because it’s a famously mysterious 
place that students feel somewhat nervous 
about exploring!

‘Yeah, [it’s] a bit of a wandering maze really –  
you go down the stairs and take a different 
set of stairs and then through a corridor that 
looks like a nuclear bunker and then either 
up a rickety, and again slightly scary, lift or 
up a spiral staircase that feels like it’s never, 
ever, ever going to end! But the reading 
room is actually really lovely when you 
get there at the end, and the reading room 
staff are amazing, so it’s just trying to get 
undergraduates to feel comfortable with that 
part of the library.’

Jane points to the programmes that Trinity 
has initiated in recent years in relation to 
inclusivity, including TAP (the Trinity 
Access Programme), which works with 
primary and secondary schools to encourage 
children from low progression areas to see 
their future in a third-level education, and 
also to how much better the library itself 
has become at making its own students feel 
empowered to research in their collections 
during their time at college. ‘I think the 
library is becoming more and more aware of 
how it can outreach, not just to the public, 
but to our own students, so the Ussher posts 
are, I guess, about getting stuff out of storage 
and into everyday discussion among the 
students. I see that as a big part of my work.’

Finding a path in to children’s literature, 
particularly at postgraduate level, is now 
easier than it’s ever been. With the newly 
redesigned MA in Children’s and Young 
Adult Literature in DCU, and the MPhil 
in Children’s Literature in Trinity, those 
seeking help with a more advanced, critical 
perspective on children’s literature have far 
more options. Jane taught on the inaugural 
course in Trinity in 2011, and I asked her 

how it has changed and progressed over the 
last seven years.

‘I think because now we know the types of 
things that people go into afterwards we’re 
more conscious of preparing students for 
what comes next, which maybe we weren’t 
so conscious of at the beginning. Because 
we weren’t sure what sort of demographic 
it was going to attract. We know now that 
students have gone into publishing, so we try 
to make sure we have a talk from a publisher 
or professional writer over the year, or 
something that will give them some insight 
into what it’s like to go from studying into 
early career publishing. So there’s a lot more 
practical skill in it.’

Children’s literature research is itself 
in a really interesting place – there are 
more articles, dedicated journals and 
texts specifically on children’s literature 
being published than ever before. There 
are numerous things to get excited about, 
not least the increasing international 
engagement with the subject.

‘I think one of the things that I find really 
exciting is just the number of conferences 
that are coming about, and that it feels like 
the discipline has really established itself 
much more internationally. And every 
now and then we meet students from other 
parts of the world, incoming students or 
visiting students, and they say, “You know, 
nobody’s studying children’s literature in my 
country, we can’t do these options there.” 
But a quick search online will show that 
there’s a conference or a symposium – there 
are people interested, they’re just maybe 
not filtering it down to undergraduates yet 
in some parts of the world ... But I think 

more and more there’s an emphasis on 
international connections as well, people 
moving out of their own research clusters 
and linking up with people in other parts 
of the world and talking to them about 
things. I think the really interesting thing 
would be when we get to a point where we 
don’t explain what children’s literature is 
anymore? That’s going to be amazing, but 
we’re a long way off that, though. I think it’s 
still about establishing children’s literature 
within undergraduate programmes – things 
like NUI Galway’s Children’s Studies 
programme is making a lot of headway with 
things like that because they’re teaching 
children’s literature in and among other 
things. Trinity’s new curriculum is going 
to teach children’s literature from the first 
term of first year, and we’re trying to much 
more consciously embed children’s literature 
within other modules as well – not always 
having it as a separate thing. And setting 
children’s literature much more coherently 
within historical periods, rather than seeing 
them as isolated works or only read by set 
groups of people.’

In a way, this is the exciting part of being 
involved in such a relatively ‘young’ 
discipline, where even at undergraduate level 
you might be contributing original research 
to the field.

‘I say to students all the time, you know, 
“You’re writing about a book that no one 
else has written about.” It’s brilliant, it’s so 
freeing, because you can say anything you 
want – you just back it up with the text – 
but you don’t have to disagree with anybody, 
it’s just you and the book. And there’s such 
amazing things to study – we have such 
amazing holdings of Maria Edgeworth in 
Trinity, hundreds of copies of her stories and 
books and things that nobody has published 
anything about. And it’s such a crying 
shame because she was such a prolific writer, 
an Irish writer, and she’s got a lot of those 
things that would now hold her up as a really 
interesting figure – this woman who raised 
her own siblings and wrote these amazing 
children’s books, but then also wrote these 
really snarky political essays … I mean, if she 
was on Twitter today, she’d have a blue tick!’

A lot of this kind of research, into less well-
known writers or writers who are famous for 
a particular text but contributed so much 
more, like Edgeworth, has a role to play in 
the wider children’s literature community –  
highlighting the wealth of children’s 
literature that has been produced in Ireland 
and internationally fosters a sense of pride 
in our shared literary culture. Finding a way 
to bridge the gap between academic research 
and the public is a vital and ongoing project 

It’s a bit of a wandering maze 
really – you go down the stairs 
and take a different set of stairs 

and then through a corridor 
that looks like a nuclear bunker 
and then either up a rickety, and 
again slightly scary, lift or up a 

spiral staircase that feels like it’s 
never, ever, ever going to end!
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for anyone working in this field, so I asked 
Jane about how she sees children’s literature 
research translating into real-life experiences 
for the broader community.

‘I think there’s that idea about the 
division between child-people and book-
people, which affects children’s literature 
particularly – between people who work 
with children and people who work with 
books and no children. And that we’re sort 
of terrified by what an actual child reader 
might actually say to us about an actual 
book! And so working with organisations 
like CBI is one of those great chances to 
make the research relevant to this wider 
community. The Bold Girls project was a 
big thing because we were able to have an 
exhibition that included material from 
Trinity’s collections and have them on 
display for a public audience. So we had 
the MPhil students choose most of those 
books, and they made a promotional video 
for it and an online exhibition with Google 
Cultural Institute so that the general 
public can, in theory, look at the exhibition 
forever. And I think the launch event was 
a great moment – we had Dr Susan Cahill 
come and talk about Irish girlhoods in the 
1890s to 1910s, that period that we were 
celebrating with the suffragettes, and leading 
up to 1918 and women’s suffrage in Ireland. 
To have an academic research talk placed 
alongside something like the reading guide 
highlights what these books might be doing 
for bold girls of the future. And probably as 
well what we can do is train people – quite 
a lot of students we’ve had from the MPhil 
over the years have gone on to get involved 
in publishing, in writing for children, in 
teaching, in library work, in charity work, 
and if those people have had the benefit of 
that sort of critical immersion, they can go 
out into those jobs more informed, or with a 
different mindset than if they maybe hadn’t 
had the opportunity to have those critical 
discussions first.’

Of course, not everyone has the time or 
resources to complete undergraduate or 
postgraduate courses in the field, but the 
School of English, through Jane’s initiative, 
are taking steps to broaden their outreach 
to those with the enthusiasm for but not 
the luxury of studying full-time. The new 
Children’s Literature Summer School, 
which ran for the first time in Trinity’s Long 
Room Hub in June 2018, is an attempt to 
provide some of this critical expertise to 
the children’s literature community over 
a weekend. And it’s not just about sharing 
expertise and training; it’s also about making 
the study of children’s literature more visible. 

 

‘[It] also hopefully makes children feel 
that their books are valid, that there are 
grown-ups willing to have conversations 
about their books, and they’re not books 
that you have to grow out of, which was 
something I was very worried about when 
I was younger, you know, when you saw 
age-banding on things – you had a “reading 
age” and it was considered really bad for you 
to read below your reading age: you were 
supposed to be always challenging yourself 
and reading ahead, but I was like, “I really 
like this book!” Or, you know, you get this 
with comics a lot, people see them as slightly 
childish, or they use that word “childish” 
as if it’s a pejorative thing rather than “it 
appeals to children”, and I mean, yeah, so do 
strawberries but that’s not a problem!’ laughs 
Jane. ‘I think if as a child I’d actually met 
someone who studied children’s literature 
that would have been really helpful. I would 
have been like, “Oh, it’s actually a job, 
good!”’

Apart from encouraging students and 
members of the public to engage with 
children’s literature, Jane also works on her 
own research interests, many of which are 
shaped by her expeditions into the archives.

‘There’s a lot of interesting things out 
there to be written about, and I get a bit 
nervous about how so often the discussions 
about modern children’s literature centres 
around particular authors or even particular 

periods, and you’re kind of saying, “Surely 
this person wasn’t the only person writing 
at this time?” You know, someone like Enid 
Blyton has become this huge name but was 
she alone in writing like that? Or did other 
people write like that in the 1940s and 
1950s – you know? Who was writing about 
boarding schools that had actually been 
to a boarding school? And what were they 
saying about it? There’s so much more to be 
done on the unknown amongst all these 
stories, and some of my own research now is 
really interested in looking at authors that 
nobody’s heard of, or the things that become 
deeply unpopular and have fallen out of 
print. And there’s so much that we have 
when you go looking for it – really, really 
looking for it.’

She’s currently looking at the lecture notes 
of a coroner from the Liverpool circuit 
criminal court who gave a public lecture on 
matches for the Royal Institution Christmas 
Lectures in the nineteenth century (these 
lectures have been going since 1825 and have 
been televised on the BBC since 1936). 

‘It’s amazing, he’s really engaged with it and 
funny, he’s setting stuff on fire and laughing 
about it, and we have his lecture notes – 
which is a bizarre bit of children’s literature 
that gives us an answer to how Victorian 
children learnt about science. The answer is 
they got the weirdest and best scientists of 
the day to come and give them talks! But you 
know how you find this stuff? Some bizarre 
advertisement in the back of somebody else’s 
book. So a lot of it is just going into the 
archives with an open mind, and going in 
saying, “I’m sure there’s still more interesting 
things to be said about these authors we’re 
very familiar with, but what about these 
ones that nobody’s heard of?” And there’s so 
much opportunity – I think that’s the nicest 
thing about the discipline, that you can find 
these weird things.’

And that’s perhaps one of the most alluring 
parts of children’s literature research – the 
joy of the hunt and the promise of treasures 
unknown. ‘It’s very unlikely that we’ll find a 
new Shakespeare any time soon, but we can 
find new things by children’s authors all the 
time.’

Louise Gallagher has a PhD in Children’s 
Literature from Trinity College Dublin. 
She has been a CBI Book Doctor since 
2013.

I think there’s that idea about 
the division between child-

people and book-people, which 
affects children’s literature 

particularly – between people 
who work with children and 
people who work with books 

and no children. And that 
we’re sort of terrified by what 
an actual child reader might 
actually say to us about an 

actual book! 
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#WEARETHEPOETS

On 17 May 2018, novelist and poet 
Sarah Crossan was named Ireland’s 
fifth Laureate na nÓg by President 
Michael D. Higgins. It was the first 
time a poet or a writer of young adult 
fiction was appointed to the position. 
Accepting her laureate medal from 
the president, Sarah described her 
inauguration as Laureate na nÓg as the 
‘ultimate embrace that says welcome 
home’.

Sarah Crossan left Ireland at the age of 
seven, when her parents emigrated to 
Britain. While raising their family in 
London, the Crossans kept close ties to 
Ireland, sending their four children to 
spend school holidays with relations in 
Donegal and Meath. Sarah traces her ability 
to write about displacement back to her 
experience as the daughter of immigrants 
and attributes it with having shaped her 
writing and identity as an author. Speaking 
with great candour and emotion during her 
inauguration ceremony, she recalled taking 
the ferry to Holyhead with her parents, her 
three brothers and their pet dog, and how 
the memory had left an indelible mark on 
her imagination.

‘We travelled to London to begin a different 
life, as many people did at that time. I 
physically left Ireland, but at no point have 
I left it behind in my heart and I have spent 
my life celebrating my Irishness.’

Anyone familiar with Sarah’s work will 
know that she has a keen interest in 
exploring the interior lives of young people 
who, through circumstances beyond their 
control, are outsiders or have difficulty 
fitting in with their peers. Separation  

 
and displacement are recurring themes in 
Sarah’s work: in Apple and Rain, a young 
girl struggles after her family structure has 
broken down; in The Weight of Water, a 
teenage Polish immigrant experiences racism 
but is buoyed by love and acceptance; in One, 
conjoined twins deal with issues of shared 
and individual identity; while in Moonrise, a 
young man has to say goodbye to his brother 
who is on death row. Sarah’s unique voice 
and her use of verse narrative has struck a 
chord with readers and critics alike – her 
last four novels have been recognised by the 
judges of the prestigious CILIP Carnegie 
Award, with One emerging as the 2016 
winner, before going on to be named the 
Children’s Books Ireland Book of the Year 
2016.

As laureate, Sarah will continue to explore 
these themes during a two-year-long project 
entitled #WeAreThePoets. Under this 
banner she will work with young people 
from across Ireland, rural and urban, north 
and south, Irish-born and immigrant. 
She has a special interest in working with 
teenagers who do not normally have access to 
high quality literature. She also recognises, 
and wants to foster an understanding of, the 

many reasons why children do not engage 
with reading and with creative writing.

‘It is not as cut and dried as targeting 
children from a particular social class or 
those whose parents are not educated, or 
who are immigrants, or are travellers. I find 
that lazy and reductive. Of course there are 
young people who are more vulnerable and 
who do not grow up on a level playing field, 
and I will absolutely work in this area, and 
to be inspired by some of the incredible 
young artists coming out of working class 
communities, especially as I was a part of 
this community myself as a child and know 
how hard it is to believe success is possible 
when opportunities are limited.’

She refers to the teenage poet Natalya 
O’Flaherty, who appeared alongside her 
at RTÉ’s Culture Night concert under the 
#WeAreThePoets banner, and describes her 
work as ‘powerful, and fiercely intelligent’.

‘There are lots of kids out there who – like 
Natalya – would bloom if only given the 
chance, if they were empowered to use the 
words they have inside them, to let them out 
without feeling embarrassed or ashamed or 
singled out for ridicule. Often all it takes is 
one person – a teacher, a relative, a visiting 
writer – to ignite the spark and encourage 
them. And these kids come from all walks 
of life, including comfortable, even rich, and 
educated backgrounds, where self-expression 
and creativity are undervalued, because they 
are seen as having no currency, or career 
prospects.’

She knows too that poetry has a reputation 
for being difficult, grand or academic. In 
fact, she says, it was a perception she  
 

Often all it takes is one person 
– a teacher, a relative, a visiting 
writer – to ignite the spark and 

encourage them.
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encountered as an English teacher, not just 
among her students, but among teachers as 
well.

‘I used to worry about how to teach it myself. 
I found poetry intimidating. Instinctively I 
knew poetry was about something pure and 
driven by feeling, but at that time it seemed 
there was a right and wrong answer to the 
test questions I was helping the students 
pass. How did that come to be true? Where 
did I learn that?’

Young children, she argues, love poetry. They 
rejoice in it, singing, dancing and clapping 
along with the rhythm and the rhyme. 
But something happens with the passage 
of time and all that magic and celebration 
disappears. It’s not poetry that changes, she 
believes, but people.

‘I want to reclaim poetry. That’s what 
#WeAreThePoets is about. Nobody can say, 
“Oh, poetry’s not for you because you’re not 
clever enough, or you’re too poor, or you 
don’t speak the language properly” – that’s 
all rubbish. Poetry belongs to everyone, just 
as words belong to us all. And we all have 
stories to tell. Poetry has changed the way I 
tell stories. It has changed my life.’

Sarah has been writing in verse since the 
beginning and says it’s ‘extraordinary’ how 
the form resonates with young readers, and 
with teenagers who are often described as 
being ‘reluctant readers’.

‘I think it has to do with how much white 
space there is on the page. Some of my 
chapters are only a couple of lines long. That 
means my books are quick reads – literal 
page-turners. Novels with large chunks of 
text can be intimidating; kids are expected 
to make the transition from picturebooks 
or books with large typeface to Dickens 
or Austen. And where poetry is concerned 
they go from rhymes and nonsense poetry to 
Shakespeare and Heaney. I love those poets. 
I devour them now. But the density of such 
writing is off-putting to many teenagers 
and the transition too stark. That doesn’t 
mean you patronise young people – on the 
contrary, you write about situations that 
are complex and challenging, morally and 
emotionally difficult scenarios that stimulate 
the intellect and the imagination. There’s 
nothing “less” about it. And poetry seems to 
me a wonderful way to do that.’

The fact there are so many dynamic new 
voices in Irish poetry is something, she 
believes, that ought to be valued and built 
upon. Listing off names such as Emmet 
Kirwan, Doireann Ní Ghríofa, Stephen 
James Smith and Jessica Traynor, Sarah 
says she would welcome the opportunity to 

work with other writers during her tenure 
as laureate. She has already collaborated on 
#WeAreThePoets events with spoken-word 
artist Colm Keegan at the Listowel Writers 
Week YA Festival and at the Dublin Book 
Festival, and she has a packed schedule 
for 2019 after a call-out for partners to 
participate in #WeAreThePoets attracted 
what she describes as ‘widespread and 
significant’ interest.

‘It’s not possible to do all the events you’re 
asked to do, no matter how much you’d like 
to. I’m going to do as much as I can and, 
of course, I will invite other writers and 
facilitators to join in and to help extend 
the reach of #WeAreThePoets as far as we 
possibly can.’

Collaborations have become a feature of 
each new laureate’s tenure. Niamh Sharkey’s 
Pictiúr project involved a touring exhibition 
of illustrations by artists including Chris 
Judge and Oliver Jeffers. Eoin Colfer’s 
legacy as laureate was an anthology of 
new Irish writing for children called Once 
Upon a Place, which featured work by John 
Connolly, Roddy Doyle and Sarah Webb, 
among others. PJ Lynch’s laureate project, 
The Big Picture, saw him work alongside 
some of the country’s best-loved children’s 
illustrators: Marie-Louise Fitzpatrick, 
Niamh Sharkey and Peter Donnelly, to name 
just a few.

But Sarah is staying schtum about the artists 
who will be working on #WeAreThePoets.

‘It won’t be long until we announce our line-
up of events for the next eighteen months, 

so I don’t want to give too much away, but I 
can tell you that the voices you’ll hear will 
be young people’s voices, and the poems that 
come out of this project will be written and 
performed by young people. We are building 
up to a national poetry event to mark Poetry 
Day 2020. I’m so excited. It’s going to be 
great fun.’

And this is her mission: to keep poetry fun 
and engaging; so Sarah is developing pop-
up poetry stands for festivals and events, 
where children, teenagers and adults can try 
their hand at magnetic poetry and blackout 
poetry, as well as other creative novelties 
designed to release their inner poet – 
‘because we all have one’, she says, adding 
that it’s not meant to be taken too seriously. 
‘Kids will find this stuff funny, and adults 
will find it relaxing, therapeutic even. They 
may rediscover a creative spark that they lost 
along the way! If you write something today 
and it’s lost tomorrow that’s OK. If you take 
it further and publish an original collection 
that’s equally fine!’

Back in May, during an inauguration 
speech that brought some of the audience 
to tears, Sarah Crossan spoke of how she 
had never dared to dream that one day she 
would return home as Laureate na nÓg. 
Now, heading into the second year of her 
term, when she thinks about converting the 
country’s teenagers to poetry, or to travelling 
internationally and representing Ireland as 
children’s literature laureate, she admits: 
‘It would be easy to feel overwhelmed. But 
my motto has always been “feel the fear – 
and do it anyway” because courage is fear 
walking, and we can’t expect our young 
people to be heroes if we won’t be brave 
ourselves.’

Aingeala Flannery works in arts and 
media. She has been project manager for 
Laureate na nÓg since January 2017.
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I want to reclaim poetry. That’s 
what #WeAreThePoets is about. 
Nobody can say, “Oh, poetry’s 
not for you because you’re not 

clever enough, or you’re too 
poor, or you don’t speak the 
language properly” – that’s 

all rubbish. Poetry belongs to 
everyone, just as words belong 

to us all. And we all have stories 
to tell. 

features



17 JANUARY 2019

Monsters feature strongly in our selection 
this issue. Flicking through the following 
pages, you can enjoy the thrill and wonder 
of magical beings in action as you sit down 
for a very special tea party in Shona Shirley 
Macdonald’s Pooka Party or face a new blood-
curdling version of ‘Beauty and the Beast’ in 
Brigid Kemmerer’s A Curse so Dark and Lonely. 
Dr Frankenstein and his invention also make 
an appearance or two. Monsters are a staple 
of children’s books, as they are sure to elicit 
strong reader responses, either of fear, of 
bravery or, especially in younger readers, 
of giggles (all things that are not mutually 
exclusive).

But what about when the monsters spill over 
into real life? When the world we live in is a 
scary place? Novels for middle-grade readers, 
teens and beyond tackle present-day issues 
head on, from homelessness (Louisiana’s Way 
Home, No Fixed Address) to cyberbullying, 
mental health (The Chaos of Now) and 
everything in between. These titles are 
proudly aware, uncompromisingly vocal  
and definitely political, qualities that 

one must assume their authors hope to 
encourage in their readers. When the world 
itself becomes a scary place, there can be 
no quick fix, no magic trick to make things 
better.

And what about the younger end of the 
spectrum? Clearly, for some authors, 
you’re never too young to be aware of 
the world around you and see some of its 
shortcomings. Francesca Sanna’s Me and My 
Fear takes its readers’ fears seriously and 
treats them as a very real issue through the 
clever trope of the imaginary friend, sparking 
many conversations along the way about 
displacement, empathy and diversity. There’s 
Room for Everyone by Anahita Teymorian 
(Tiny Owl) does a fine job of presenting 
complex issues (the plight of refugees, the 
overexploitation of the planet’s resources 
and many more) in a child’s words and at 
their level. You’re Snug with Me (by Chitra 
Soundar and Poonam Mistry) looks at the 
real, incontestable effects of global warming 
but does so in a non-threatening way, making 
sure to bring its readers not only awareness 
but also comfort and reassurance. Peace and 
Me (by Ali Winter and Mickaël El Fathi) takes 
it one step further by including young readers 

in its general reflection on the concept of 
peace.

The temptation must be strong to rely on the 
flick of a magic wand to dispel the monsters 
of war or climate change. But these books 
are all the stronger for not giving in to it and 
by hinting at solutions that are practical, 
small-scaled, within a child’s reach. And that 
reach is far greater than any individual reader 
might guess. Because bringing such messages 
to the lower age groups ensures they are read 
again and again by a considerable number of 
grown-ups, people who can act now, under 
the pressure of repetition or their newly 
aware offspring. And that may be a little bit 
magic after all.

Níl mórán rudaí scanrúla sna leabhair 
Ghaeilge a chuirtear os bhur gcomhair 
san eagrán seo, ach tá scéalta maithe 
taitneamhacha ann a chuideoidh le léitheoirí 
óga sos beag a fháil ón ghnáthshaol. Agus 
beidh an leabhar Tabhair Aire Duit Féin 
ina acmhainn iontach do mhúinteoirí 
agus do thuismitheoirí agus iad ag plé le 
meabhairshláinte agus folláine a gcuid páistí. 
Bainigí taitneamh as an léitheoireacht!

Juliette & Siobhán

 REVIEWS

Denotes an Irish author/illustrator/publisher 
údar/maisitheoir/foilsitheoir as Éirinn

Soundar and Mistry have created another beautiful book to follow 
You’re Safe with Me.
In the far north, Mama Polar Bear gives birth to two cubs. Like 
toddlers everywhere, they are filled with wonder, bursting with 
questions about their world. As Mama patiently answers their 
interrogations, they learn that their frozen paradise might be 
threatened. For example, she tells them that they will never go 
hungry – as long as the ice stays frozen. She teaches them about 
the importance of safeguarding the delicate balance of nature – 
the ice will only melt if we don’t take care of it. But each time, 
before they become anxious, Mama reassures them with the 
refrain ‘you’re snug with me’. As the little cubs’ knowledge grows, 
the young (and not-so-young) readers’ knowledge grows too.
There is a gentle, yet strong, factual environmental message. We 
learn that even the coldest places on our Earth are endangered 
by climate change and global warming and that we share 
responsibility. This stark message is delivered through Soundar’s 
lovely prose, in Mama Bear’s mellifluous voice. Small readers will 
not be alarmed, but they will be made aware.
Mistry’s artwork is astonishingly beautiful. Having thoroughly 
researched the art of the Inuit people, she collected recurring 
motifs and patterns from Inuit clothing and textiles. Employing 
pastel colours and cool tones, using her computer she incorporates 
these native designs into her illustrations.
If children are to be encouraged to be curators of the Earth, this is 
a ‘must-have’ book. 5–7
Mary Roche

‘Glacfaimid sos anois óna bhfuil ar siúl againn.’ An bhfuil abairt ar bith 
níos suaimhní, níos séimhe ná sin mar thúsphointe chun d’intinn a 
chiúnú agus anáil a tharraingt? 
Sin mar a thosaíonn na cleachtaí aireachais áille atá idir dhá chlúdach 
an leabhair seo le hAnn-Marie Ireland. Tá rogha leathan cleachtaí 
leagtha amach aici a thógann 2-15 nóiméad, ag brath ar do lucht 
éisteachta. Chomh maith le bheith ina saineolaí aireachais, is múinteoir 
í Ann-Marie Ireland, agus tá an leabhar dírithe orthu siúd a bhíonn ag 
obair in aon réimse a bhaineann le páistí. 
Tuigeann gach duine an tairbhe a bhaineann le cleachtadh rialta 
aireachais sa lá atá inniu ann; déanann sé maitheas don intinn, 
cosnaíonn sé an mheabhairshláinte agus cabhraíonn sé le strus a laghdú. 
Cén fáth, mar sin, nach dtosófá leis an dea-chleachtas a fhí isteach i saol 
laethúil ár bpáistí beaga? 
Sa leabhar gleoite seo, maisithe ag Olivia Golden, tá gach treoir a 
bheadh ag teastáil chun tús a chur le haistear aireachais. Smaoinigh 
Ireland ar gach rud; treoracha chun tosú, cleachtais ghearra, 
machnaimh shamhlúcháin agus acmhainní folláine. Níl insint ar an 
gcuid is fearr liom, tá gach aonad ar aon chéim leis na codanna eile. 
Bheadh na cleachtaí in oiriúint do dhaoine óga is dócha, ach tá na 
machnaimh shamhlúcháin thar barr ar fad. 
Mholfainn d’aon mhúinteoir bunscoile an leabhar seo a bheith aige nó 
aici chun sos a ghlacadh agus anáil a tharraingt i rith an lae. Déagóirí, 
Daoine fásta
Enda Mhic Cionnaith

Chitra Soundar 
Illustrated by Poonam Mistry 
YOU’RE SNUG WITH ME 
Lantana Publishing, November 2018 
Hardback, 40pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781911373476

Ann-Marie Ireland  
i gcomhar le Fionnuala Cloke 
Olivia Golden a mhaisigh 
TABHAIR AIRE DUIT FÉIN  
Cois Life, Deireadh Fómhair 2018  
Clúdach Bog, 85lch, €12.00 
ISBN 9781907494727
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Barroux 
SHHH! 

Words & Pictures, September 2018 
Hardback, 32pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781910277782 

 

Every child should have a favourite going-
to-sleep book and I suspect that Shhh! will 
quickly become the one many children will 
ask for when they’re snuggling down at 
bedtime. 

It has everything a parent and child 
could want: quiet text; images of soft toys 
getting ready to settle down for the night; 
gentle landscapes; and an overall dreamy 
quality. There are no wolves or monsters 
or nightmare-inducing creatures in here. 
Instead, Barroux induces feelings of cosy 
drowsiness as he establishes that there comes 
a time in every day when the familiar rituals 
of climbing into pyjamas and brushing one’s 
teeth must begin. Even lions do that, after 
all. 

The vocabulary is soporific: ‘late’, ‘sleep’, 
‘slowing down and stopping’, ‘soft’, 
‘whispers’, ‘sweet dreams’ – all words that 
can be uttered in a gentle voice while ‘the 
moon tiptoes up to the sky’. I guarantee the 
hippo will make every parent yawn. I’ve had 
quite a few yawns as I looked through the 
images again. 

Using a palette of matt colours and 
a combination of collage, acrylics, 
watercolours and pastels, Barroux has 
created a world for children that is solid and 
safe and secure. The characters’ childlike 
simplicity is achieved through clever use of 
line and cut-out shapes. It is a lovely book 
and could well become the Goodnight Moon 
of its time. 0–4

Mary Roche

Fearne Cotton 
Illustrated by Sheena Dempsey 

HUNGRY BABIES  
Andersen Press, September 2018 

Hardback, 32pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781783446858 

Hungry Babies sees the return of Fearne 
Cotton’s Yoga Babies. This time, the babies 
are exploring food and eating. The rhyming 
text takes us through meal times, different 
foods, messy eaters and personal likes and 
dislikes. It demonstrates the important place 
of food in our lives as it takes centre stage in 
birthdays and other shared events. Singling 
out one child as ‘annoying’, however, strikes 
an odd note and seems to jar in a book where 
even the messiest scenes are portrayed as fun 
and naughty.

Once again, the babies are brought to life 
by Sheena Dempsey’s lively and charming 
illustrations. Little readers will have lots 
of fun finding details on each page. The 
endpapers are as engaging as those with text. 
Dempsey accurately depicts the modern 
toddler’s diet as eclectic and filled with 
delicious things like pitta and avocado 
sandwiches, crackers and hummus and palak 
paneer. 

Lucky toddlers! 0–4

Bernadette Larkin

Shona Shirley Macdonald 
THE POOKA PARTY 

The O’Brien Press, October 2018 
Hardback, 32pp, €14.99 
ISBN 9781788490009 

 

There is a creature called a pooka and with 
its magical shapeshifting abilities it can 
change into any animal it pleases. The pooka 
in this tale lives a quiet life in the  
mountains – fixing, cooking and creating. 
But after a while it feels lonely, and so Pooka 
decides to create the perfect party, inviting 
all its friends to one place. It sends an 
invitation via email and spends much time 
preparing food and decorations, only for 
no one to arrive. Pooka sadly curls up into 
a ball, until all its magical friends jump out 
with a loud ‘Boo’.

Macdonald’s art is what stands out in this 
story – her fantastical creatures are dynamic, 
quirky and will spark the imagination of 
little readers. Under a full moon with wide 
eyes, a full-on cake battle occurs between 
naughty goblins and Pooka’s friends. We 
aren’t given the full story as to why the 
friends are late or why the goblins arrive 
at Pooka’s party, but the illustration of 
everyone sitting on the giant moon as 
it brings them back to Pooka’s house is 
especially beautiful. The night-time ending 
is a symphony of purples, greys and blues 
that are sure to evoke bedtime calm in little 
ones. 0–4

Olivia Hope
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Bairbre Ní Chuanaigh 
Sheena Dempsey a mhaisigh 
BLÁITHÍN AR AN bPOTA 

An Gúm, 2018 
Clúdach crua, 18lch, €7.50 

ISBN 9781857919417 

Is leabhar gleoite é Bláithín ar an bPota. 
Tá sé dírithe ar chailíní óga atá ag dul ar an 
bpota den chéad uair. Leabhar ildaite beoga 
é le pictiúir ghléineacha atá oiriúnach do 
pháistí óga. Úsáidtear athrá sa leabhar agus 
cabhraíonn sé sin le stór focal an pháiste 
a fhorbairt is a dhaingniú. Labhraíonn an 
t-údar go díreach leis an bpáiste ó am go ham 
agus tarraingíonn sé sin aird an léitheora óig. 

Cuireann an páiste aithne ar Bhláithín, 
cailín óg atá ag cleachtadh dul ar an bpota. 
Tugtar an léitheoir ar thuras le Bláithín. 
Fágann Bláithín slán lena cuid clúidíní ag 
tús an scéil agus tá cúpla rogha aici tar éis 
sin: cén sórt pota agus cén sórt brístí beaga a 
úsáidfidh sí? Tugtar le tuiscint don léitheoir 
óg go gcaithfidh siad a bheith foighneach 
agus fanacht ar feadh tamaillín ar an bpota. 
Tar éis di fanacht ar an bpota, éiríonn go 
maith le Bláithín. Feiceann an páiste óg go 
bhfuil gliondar croí ar Bhláithín agus go 
bhfuil sí an-bhródúil aisti féin.

Cuirtear cúpla pointe tábhachtach i 
gcuimhne don pháiste tríd an leabhar: go 
gcaithfidh siad a bheith foighneach, a lámha 
a ní, srl. Chomh maith leis sin, insítear don 
phaiste óg go dtarlaíonn timpistí ó am go 
ham ach spreagtar iad chun leanúint ar 
aghaidh ag baint triail as an bpota.

Tugtar greamaitheoirí ag tús an leabhair 
le spreagadh a thabhairt don pháiste óg 
nuair a úsáideann sé/sí an pota. Áis iontach 
é an leabhar seo a chabhraíonn go mór le 
cleachtadh pota a mhúineadh do pháistí óga. 
Leabhar eile (do bhuachaillí) atá scríofa agus 
maisithe ag na daoine céanna é Oisín ar an 
bPota. 0–4

Ailbhe Ní Nualláin

Maudie Powell-Tuck 
Illustrated by Karl James Mountford 

THE SPACE TRAIN 
Little Tiger Press, September 2018 

Hardback, 32pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781848699458 

What would you do if you lived on the edge 
of the galaxy in a space station far from 
Earth, with just your granny, and then one 
day whilst exploring said space station you 
found an enormous disused rocket? Derek’s 
granny explains that it is a space train, a 
magical train that once travelled across the 
universe visiting thousands of other space 
stations. This can only mean one thing to 
lonely Derek – with a space train like this he 
can find friends. Together with a grumbly 
toolbot and robot chicken, Derek and his 
granny set to work fixing this monster 
machine.

Powell-Tuck’s tale is a delightful trip for a 
child’s imagination – it brings to life the 
possibility of living in space and visiting 
different space communities. Mountford’s 
recognisable art is a visual delight, packed 
with tiny humorous details, technical 
thingumajigs and curious lift-the-flap 
discoveries that reveal more about the inner 
workings of the space train. 

Powell-Tuck has written a sweet story that 
shows how much a granny and grandson can 
do, but it is the toolbot and robot chicken 
that steal the show. The blastrod scene 
will make you both laugh and wince with 
delight. 0–4

Olivia Hope

Jennifer Farley  
ISLAND OF ADVENTURES: FUN THINGS 

TO DO AROUND IRELAND  
The O’Brien Press, October 2018 

Paperback, 48pp, €16.99 
ISBN 9781847179715 

‘Ireland is an island full of adventures.’ 
We’re not known for being the proudest of 
nations but, you know, we really should be, 
as our small island has a lot to offer. This 
feeling is especially strong after reading this 
enchanting new picturebook from writer 
and illustrator Jennifer Farley. 

Island of Adventures beautifully illustrates 
the best Ireland has to offer, from coast 
to coast and town to town. It reads like a 
delightful kind of educational travel-book 
for kids, where Michael D. Higgins can be 
seen deer-spotting from Áras án Uachtaráin 
while divers check out deep-sea wrecks 
around the coast. If history is your thing 
you can take a look at the ancient tomb of 
Newgrange or the rocky island of Skellig, 
where monks lived in stone huts over a 
thousand years ago. Did you know that 
you can sometimes catch a glimpse of the 
Northern Lights from Donegal, Derry and 
Antrim? Or that some of the biggest waves 
in the world can be surfed off the coast of 
County Clare? 

Farley’s book effortlessly straddles genres 
by introducing pieces of Irish history and 
folklore, and lacing it all with fun facts on 
Irish geology, zoology and a healthy dose of 
national pride. She even manages to sneak 
in some poetry from W.B. Yeats while 
explaining the new craze of paddle boarding. 
If you’re not sure what kind of picturebook 
to get a child with varied interests, this one 
has a little bit of everything. Non-fiction, 
0–4, 5–7

Hayley Reynolds
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Julia Donaldson 
Axel Scheffler a mhaisigh 

Tadhg Mac Dhonnagáin a d’aistrigh 
MO THEACHÍN GAN CHUMA GAN CHAOI 

Futa Fata, Meán Fómhair 2018 
Clúdach Bog, 32lch, €9.95 

ISBN 9781910945377

Cuirfidh léitheoirí fáilte roimh an leagan 
Gaeilge seo den leabhar spleodrach A Squash 
and a Squeeze a scríobh Julia Donaldson. 
Mar is dual do Donaldson tá scéal breá 
spraíúil ann do pháistí óga. Tá go leor 
aithrise ann agus beidh an duine óg in ann 
é a léamh i gcomhar leis an duine fásta. 
Críochnaíonn an scéal le ceacht - cé go 
mbíonn sí ag gearán faoin áit i dtús báire ceal 
spáis, ní fada go dtuigeann sí go bhféadfadh 
cúrsaí a bheith níos measa agus slua 
ainmhithe sa mhullach ar a chéile ann. 

Aistrithe go cumasach ag Tadhg Mac 
Dhonnagáin, éiríonn leis rithim dheas 
nádúrtha a thabhairt slán sa leagan Gaeilge 
agus oireann fad na n-abairtí agus an friotal 
go mór do na léaráidí atá maisithe go stuama 
ag Axel Scheffler. Tógadh an-chúram leis an 
leagan Gaeilge, fiú na lipéid Ghaeilge ar na 
prócaí ar an leathanach deireanach. 

Sula dtosaíonn an scéal scríofa, buailimid 
leis na carachtair ar fad a thiocfaidh ar 
cuairt chuig an teachín seo atá gan chuma 
gan chaoi, dar leis an tseanbhean ar léi é. 
Feicimid an t-athrú a thagann ar aoibh 
an phríomhcharachtair de réir a chéile 
i rith an scéil mar gheall ar an líníocht 
sciliúil. Cuireann na bundathanna agus na 
dathanna geala leis an scléip fud fad an tí 
agus tá na léaráidí leagtha amach in áiteanna 
cliste ar na leathanaigh. Is ríshoiléir an 
tsíorghluaiseacht sa teachín gnóthach seo ó 
leathanach go leathanach. 3–7

Claire Marie Dunne

Anahita Teymorian 
THERE’S ROOM FOR EVERYONE 

Tiny Owl, September 2018 
Hardback, 32pp, £12.99  
ISBN 9781910328361 

 

In a world of climate change, war, shrinking 
rainforests and overcrowded cities, it’s easy 
to believe that there isn’t enough room on 
the planet. But this simple story takes a leaf 
from nature to show otherwise. Angered 
by a news report of people fighting over 
land, Teymorian shows that there’s ‘room 
for everyone’, from an embryo in a mother’s 
tummy to books in a library to stars in the 
sky, whales in the ocean and elephants in 
the jungle. Only humans are fighting for 
space, be it personal space, office space or 
land. Through kindness and tolerance, says 
Teymorian, we can make room for everyone. 

Part of Tiny Owl’s Hope in a Scary World 
series, the story is aimed at young children 
who might feel anxious or overwhelmed 
by media reports of the world’s current 
challenges. The warm illustrations, all long 
arms and gangly legs, soft curves and smiling 
faces, will comfort and delight readers. The 
solution to the human scramble for space 
is perhaps a little vague, and serious issues 
such as climate change and the depletion 
of natural resources aren’t addressed, but 
as bedtime reading – for adults as much as 
young children – this is a welcome, timely 
call to respect and generosity. 4–6

Debbie Thomas

Guridi 
Translated by Saul Endor 

THE KING OF NOTHING 
The New York Review  

Children’s Collection, October 2018 
Hardback, 32pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781681372907

In this touching story, translated by Saul 
Endor from Spanish, Guridi introduces the 
reader to Mimo the First, a brave and noble 
king. Mimo, a curious little character with 
a long nose and rotund body, is the King of 
Nothing and enjoys surveying his dotted-
line, white-washed country of Nothing. 
That is, until a small red Something appears. 
King Mimo is indignant and convinced that 
a witch, or maybe the devil, has sent this 
Something, so he orders it to be taken to 
prison. Even when the little red Something 
is imprisoned, Mimo’s dreams are filled with 
worries about its spreading or its effects on 
his kingdom. His dream is described by an 
ethereal double-page illustration. 

In spite of King Mimo’s efforts, the 
Something does spread, and in its spreading 
adds colour, fragrance and beauty, turning 
the kingdom of Nothing into the kingdom 
of Everything. 

This beautiful book is sophisticated both 
visually and conceptually. The illustrations 
are a delicate mix of traditional media and 
computer graphics, with a light and limited 
colour palette. It will hopefully spark much-
needed conversations on change, acceptance 
and what creates a beautiful texture in the 
fabric of society. 0–4, 5–7

Margaret Anne Suggs
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Sadhbh Devlin  
Róisín Hahessy a mhaisigh 

BEAG BÍDEACH 
Futa Fata, 2018  

Clúdach Bog, 24lch, €9.50 
ISBN 9781910945407

Is é ceacht an leabhair seo ná a bheith 
cúramach faoi na rudaí a deir tú. Ní 
thaitníonn deartháir Nina léi ar chor ar 
bith. Is éard a thaitníonn léi ná a cuid bábóg. 
Nuair a ghuíonn sí le bheith ‘chomh beag 
bídeach sin go mbeinn ábalta dul chun 
cónaithe i mo theach bábóige’ éistear léi agus 
nuair a osclaíonn sí a cuid súile tá sí chomh 
beag bídeach lena cuid bábóg! Ach cad a 
dhéanfaidh sí anois? 

Scéal taitneamhach is é Beag Bídeach 
a bhfuil draíocht ar leith ag baint leis. 
Éiríonn leis an leabhar samhlaíocht an 
pháiste a mhúscailt mar gheall ar an scéal 
mealltach agus na léaráidí geala. Tá stíl 
scríbhneoireachta an-tarraingteach ag 
Devlin agus cuireann sí go mór leis an sult a 
bhaintear as an scéal. Gaeilge álainn shimplí 
atá sa leabhar seo, mar sin bheadh sé thar a 
bheith oiriúnach d’fhoghlaimeoirí óga. Cé 
go bhfuil an Ghaeilge atá ann éasca go leor, 
tá ceacht an-tábhachtach le foghlaim ann. 
Taitneoidh an scéal seo le páistí a bhfuil 
deartháir beag acu! Beidh fonn ort an 
leabhar seo a léamh agus a athléamh. 5–7

Clíodhna Nolan

Francesca Sanna 
ME AND MY FEAR 

Flying Eye Books, September 2018 
Hardback, 36pp, £12.99 

ISBN 9781911171539

The little girl at the heart of this story has a 
secret, or rather a secret friend: her fear. Fear 
has always kept her safe, but ever since she has 
moved countries and changed schools, Fear 
is becoming bigger and more demanding, 
taking all the space in the heroine’s head and 
heart. It is only when she befriends one of her 
schoolmates that things – and Fear – start 
going back to normal.

The personification of fear as an imaginary 
friend is one that will undoubtedly resonate 
with children and enables the writer to 
explore important topics, such as the anxiety 
brought on by big life changes, in a simple 
yet impactful way. The power of friendship 
over fears and the knowledge that no one is 
ever the only one to be scared are central to 
the journey of this little girl and important 
messages for young readers to encounter.

Francesca Sanna’s style of illustration 
complements her text beautifully: her round 
lines and warm colours are like a visual hug. 
The dominating pink tones play on the 
notion that even when we are not singing 
to the tune of ‘La Vie en Rose’, there is hope 
and comfort to be found. In her ending 
notes, Sanna thanks the children she met 
in schools and libraries for sharing their 
anxieties with her. This book, and the fears 
of its readers, should be shared with as many 
as possible. 5–7

Victoire Lemaire

Gabrielle Djanogly 
Illustrated by Adèle Mildred 

SIGN HERE: TWENTY-TWO UNOFFICIALLY 
OFFICIAL PULL-OUT FORMS FOR DREAMS, 
PETS, POCKET MONEY, FEELINGS, SECRETS 

AND SO MUCH MORE 
Prestel Publishing, October 2018 

Paperback, 48pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9783791372976

Sign Here: Twenty-Two Unofficially Official 
Pull-Out Forms for Dreams, Pets, Pocket 
Money, Feelings, Secrets and So Much More 
is a treasure of interactive fun! It is not a ‘sit-
down-and-read-it book’ in the traditional 
sense, but it does involve reading, writing, 
imagination, laughter and exploration. 

This ingenious publication is filled with 
decorated forms, contracts and documents 
that the child (often with the input of a 
parent or guardian) can fill in and negotiate. 
The illustrations add to the official look 
and feel of each document. There are 
illustrated certificates to acknowledge 
anger, happiness and sadness that will help 
children to address their feelings and explore 
their emotions in a safe and beneficial way. 
There is a Babysitter Form for the child to 
introduce themselves and their needs to the 
babysitter in an entertaining way. There is 
a Tooth Fairy Collection Form, a Dream 
Request Form and a two-part Best Friend 
Form. There is even a request for a pay rise in 
Pocket Money! 

The documents are arranged alphabetically 
and are perforated for easy removal. They 
are also easy to photocopy, as the book is 
produced in limited colour. Surely every 
child has seen an adult tick boxes and put 
information into pre-printed official forms; 
now they can do it themselves. In fact, 
the reader will soon be creating their own 
contracts and agreements for every occasion. 
Sign Here is suitable for five- to ten-year-olds 
(possibly older) and as clearly stated from the 
very beginning, ‘No broccoli was harmed in 
the making of this book’. Non-fiction, 5–7, 
8–10

Margaret Anne Suggs
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Sally Gardner 
Illustrated by Nick Maland 

MR TIGER, BETSY AND THE BLUE MOON 
Zephyr, October 2018 

Hardback, 140pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9781786697172 

When Betsy K. Glory meets the enigmatic 
Mr Tiger, the daughter of an ice-cream 
maker and a mermaid is tasked with an 
extraordinary challenge: to help her father 
create an ice cream that makes wishes come 
true. This quest takes Betsy, her family and 
a whole cast of curious characters quite 
literally to the moon and back.

In this book, as in many of her other stories 
for children, Sally Gardner draws upon 
traditional fairy-tale concepts and blends 
them perfectly into a modern context. 
An outcast giant in need of a makeover, 
a philosophical toad under the spell of a 
selfish sibling and a dreamy protagonist 
with a non-traditional upbringing all serve 
to deliver a tale that explores teamwork, 
creativity and an over-arching theme of self-
belief. There is no single hero in Gardner’s 
tale. Each character brings with them their 
own unique strengths, which helps draw the 
team closer to their goal – what a wonderful 
message for all children!

The dreamy nature of Betsy’s mission 
is reflected beautifully in Maland’s 
illustrations. Mr Tiger’s mysterious arrival 
at the family café is captured in the glory 
of a full-page spread, and early pages are 
peppered with sketched scenes that offer the 
perfect backdrop to Gardner’s narrative. 

‘Sometimes happiness is a red balloon,’ 
says Betsy – and sometimes it’s an 
unconventional feline and a circus of 
acrobats ready to whip you off on a far-
fetched adventure. Get ready to fall under 
Mr Tiger’s spell with this enchanting new 
tale from a wonderful storyteller. 5–7, 8–10

Lindsay Quayle

Philip Reeve 
Illustrated by Sarah McIntyre 

THE LEGEND OF KEVIN 
Oxford University Press, September 2018 

Hardback, 159pp, £8.99 
ISBN 9780192766083 

Although the research is lacking, perhaps 
nothing can cheer up a reader like a 
roly-poly flying pony. Cute as a button 
and wonderfully huggable, Kevin is yet 
another fantastic creation by that amazing 
storytelling duo, writer Philip Reeve and 
artist Sarah McIntyre.

Kevin lives in a nest in a tree in the ‘wild, 
wet hills of the Outermost West’. Within 
eleven pages he’s blown far from his home 
by a magical storm. With a ‘poof ’ he hits 
an apartment building in the small city of 
Bumbleford. Inside the building there’s a 
boy called Max who has always wanted a 
pet. Max tends to Kevin’s damaged wing 
and feeds him custard creams. They snuggle 
asleep only to wake and discover that a 
magical flood has arrived with the storm. 
The rising water brings mermaids, tentacled 
monsters and those dastardly sea monkeys 
last seen in the equally enjoyable Oliver and 
the Seawigs. Kevin and Max are soon needed 
to save the townsfolk.

There’s joys aplenty here and an overflow 
of imagination in beautiful two-colour 
illustrations skilfully integrated into a 
lively story. As with these authors’ previous 
collaborations, this is a feat of fun and 
kindness with quirky details in both text 
and image.

Even in the absence of conclusive research, 
it’s safe to say that The Legend of Kevin will 
elicit laughter and joy in any child or adult 
who reads it. Highly recommended. 5–7, 
8–10

Oran Doyle

Joanna Donnelly 
Illustrated by Fuchsia MacAree 

THE GREAT IRISH WEATHER BOOK 
Gill Books, September 2018 

Hardback, 91pp, €24.99 
ISBN 9780717180936 

If you want to start a conversation anywhere 
in Ireland, bring up the weather. If you 
want to go deeper than that, this is the book 
to help. The Great Irish Weather Book is a 
brilliant combination of style and substance, 
a beautifully illustrated, large format book, 
jam packed with scientific information 
which will appeal to adults and children. 

It works on many levels, detailing the world 
of weather, the science behind meteorology 
and tying it in to our history, making things 
that might seem very complicated simple 
and straightforward. It includes experiments 
which can be carried out at home, and events 
such as the night of the big wind, and the ash 
cloud, an approach that grounds the science 
in practical, day-to-day experience.

The gorgeous illustrations by Fuchsia 
MacAree really aid the accessibility of this 
book, meaning that it can be a great source 
of discussion for anyone who may find the 
textual content more challenging, making 
the age range who will get something from 
the book much wider than might at first 
be apparent. The depth of information 
contained in Joanna Donnelly’s text is 
breath-taking, but at the same time never 
becomes overwhelming. Everything is clearly 
explained and broken down so that it’s easy 
to follow and understand. All in all this is a 
gem of a book for the home, for the library 
and for the classroom. Non-fiction, 7–9, 
10–12+

Ruth Frances Long
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A.F. Harrold 
Illustrated by Emily Gravett 

THE AFTERWARDS 
Bloomsbury Children’s Books,  

November 2018 
Hardback, 203pp, £12.99 

ISBN 9781408894316

December and her father have a strange 
relationship: loving, but not open. The death 
of December’s best friend, Ness, forces both 
her and her father to confront the painful 
issue of grief and loss, and creates a stronger 
bond between father and daughter. 

December discovers a maze which leads 
into the Afterworld, and she resolves to find 
a way to guide Ness back home – but this 
proves to be a lot more difficult than she first 
thought.

Harrold challenges our understanding of 
the afterlife in this beautifully written and 
wonderfully illustrated book. The contrasts 
created by Harrold between life and 
death are beautifully reflected in Gravett’s 
illustrations, which play with light, colour 
and darkness. 

This is the second time Harrold and Gravett 
have teamed up; their first book together, 
The Imaginary, also tells of a strange 
friendship between parallel worlds. The 
Afterwards is sure to appeal to fans of The 
Imaginary: it is a poignant story about death 
and grief and the extraordinary lengths we 
are willing to go to to bring a loved one back 
from the Afterworld. 8–10

Siobhán Morrissey

Ali Winter 
Illustrated by Mickael El Fathi 

PEACE AND ME 
Lantana Publishing, September 2018 

Hardback, 32pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781911373650 

This is a beautiful and timely book. 
Although aimed at the eight to ten age 
group, it will appeal to much younger 
children also, because of El Fathi’s beautiful 
illustrations.

The book introduces children to the 
inspirational lives of twelve people who have 
been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize during 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
Beginning with a piece about Nobel himself, 
the book follows chronologically from Jean 
Henry Dunant (1901), for founding the Red 
Cross, via people like Jane Addams (1931), 
Martin Luther King (1964) and Mother 
Teresa (1979), to Malala Yousafzai (2014).

Each opening features a full-page 
illustration and a full page of text. The 
illustration weaves across and around the 
text wonderfully in a mixture of collage, 
dry pastels and computer graphics. Located 
somewhere on each opening, there is a 
little brown-skinned girl, wearing a yellow 
floral dress, and smaller children will enjoy 
searching for her.

The book is endorsed by Amnesty 
International ‘because it shows how 
standing up for other people makes the 
world a better, more peaceful place’ and will 
be a very important addition to home and 
classroom bookshelves. Ali Winter’s text is 
beautifully accessible. Each laureate’s life is 
summarised in a repeated phrase beginning 
with ‘Peace is’ – peace is helping people in 
trouble (Dunant), making sure everyone has 
a home (Nansen), letting silence be heard 
(Ebadi) and making sure every child gets to 
go to school (Yousafzai). These statements 
are listed at the end, followed by the very 
important question: ‘What does peace mean 
to you?’ Non-fiction, 8–10

Mary Roche

Linda Bailey 
Illustrated by Júlia Sardà 

MARY WHO WROTE FRANKENSTEIN 
Andersen Press, October 2018 

Hardback, 42pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781783446797 

‘It began with a girl named Mary. She liked 
to daydream and imagine.’ As a book-lover 
and a story-writer, the young woman at 
the centre of this tale is keenly aware of the 
life-giving power of words. Mary’s tough 
childhood, the literary journey she goes on 
with fellow writers Shelley, Polidori and 
Byron, the strange but appealing creatures 
she meets in her evenings of reading, her 
sheer sense of curiosity and her incredible 
imagination are all part of her becoming 
a writer. Each page in Linda Bailey’s story 
traces – as you will have guessed – Mary 
Shelley’s path towards creating what would 
become a cornerstone of the Gothic genre, 
Frankenstein.

Bailey’s text is a thoroughly researched 
biography told in the shape of an appealing 
story. One can only appreciate Bailey’s own 
transpiring admiration for Shelley, a young 
woman who dared to write at a time when 
women were not deemed talented enough to 
do so, and in a genre then most unbecoming 
for proper young ladies (monsters!).

Sardà’s illustrations, all in hues of orange, 
grey and black, are hauntingly beautiful 
and make for an atmospheric read. Details 
hidden in each spread reveal another layer 
of knowledge about Shelley and participate 
in making this book an engrossing read for 
readers young and older, whether they are 
familiar with the writer and her work or 
making their first acquaintance with her 
incredible life. Non-fiction, 8–10, 10–12

Victoire Lemaire
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Rob Maguire 
Illustrated by Aga Grandowicz 

DR HIBERNICA FINCH’S COMPELLING 
COMPENDIUM OF IRISH ANIMALS 

Little Island Books, September 2018 
Hardback, 58pp, €25.00 

ISBN 9781910411940

Wicklow author Rob Maguire uses the 
fictional voice of zoologist Dr Hibernica 
Finch to offer this fascinating study of 
native Irish animals, from the commonly 
spotted European robin to the lesser seen 
killer whale. Essential facts are given 
on each creature, including their Latin 
name, diet, size and lifespan. The factual 
information is interspersed with witty 
sidenotes and musings, creating a refreshing 
light-heartedness that is not often seen in 
educational books.

Instead of photographs, Aga Grandowicz 
has produced drawings to complement the 
text. Large, lifelike images of each animal 
appear alongside smaller sketches which are 
designed to show particular features in more 
detail. The layout of the content is designed 
to create the feeling of browsing through 
a collection of field notes, with paragraphs 
that appear to be ripped from notebooks and 
pasted among the coloured pictures.

It’s great to see a book of this style for 
children, with factual information presented 
in a sophisticated manner and including 
high-quality illustrations. With beautiful 
artwork and engaging prose, this is a lovely 
book that all the family could enjoy. The 
mix of information, pictures and humour 
would particularly appeal to children who 
prefer to read non-fiction, while the glossary 
at the back explaining the more technical 
terms makes this a good resource for school 
projects. Non-fiction, 8–10, 10–12

Emma Hutchinson

Kiran Millwood Hargrave 
THE WAY PAST WINTER 

Chicken House, October 2018 
Hardback, 256pp, £10.99 

ISBN 9781911077930 
 

Deep in a northern forest, in a land that has 
been frozen by a five-year winter, Mila and 
her siblings survive by looking out for each 
other. When her brother disappears in the 
wake of a visit by a mysterious stranger, Mila 
refuses to believe that he abandoned her and 
her sisters. With the help of an outcast mage 
named Rune, she sets out on an epic journey 
to reunite her family.

This is a beautifully written, expertly 
structured arctic adventure that reminded 
me of the awe I experienced when first 
reading ‘The Snow Queen’, while also feeling 
completely fresh and resonant. Almost every 
paragraph has at least one sentence that 
I could happily pull out and spend hours 
admiring, which created a real dilemma 
when reading, as the plot zipped along 
quickly enough to leave me breathless. The 
descriptions of the winter landscapes are 
truly stunning, living up to the promises 
made by the book’s gorgeous cover.

Despite her tight plotting, Millwood 
Hargrave always leaves enough breathing 
space to let emotional beats land, and the 
complicated ways in which Mila loves 
and needs and is frustrated by her sisters 
and brother are extremely relatable. An 
insightful examination of how the things 
that test us often last longer than they 
should, while the things that we love cannot 
last forever. 8–10, 10–12

Rachel Sneyd

Caoimhin Mac a’Bhaird  
agus Christopher Ammentorp  

MICÍ S’AGAINNE 
Éabhlóid, 2017 

Clúdach Crua, 48lch, €10.00 
ISBN 9780995611948 

Is greannán Gaeilge den scoth é Micí 
s’Againne le Caoimhín Mac a’ Bhaird agus 
Christopher Ammentorp, go háirithe do 
pháistí nó do dhéagóirí ar breá leo 
eachtraíocht, spraoi nó beagán trioblóide 
fiú! Tá breis is daichead scéal sa chnuasach 
le héagsúlacht ábhar, idir bhéaloideas, 
mhiotaseolaíocht agus ghnéithe éagsúla 
den ghnáthshaol comhaimseartha. Is fear 
mór eachtraíochta é Micí agus is carachtar 
greannmhar é atá lán le spórt. Bíonn 
smaointe iontacha aige agus déanann sé gach 
iarracht a chuid pleananna a chur i gcrích ar 
bhealaí éagsúla tríd an scéal. Faraor géar do 
Mhicí bocht is smaointe iad nach n-oibríonn 
amach mar a shamhlaíonn sé i gcónaí agus 
bíonn trioblóid ann go mion minic dó. Tá an 
leabhar lán le spraoi agus cuirfidh sé léitheoir 
ar bith sna trithí gáire. Chomh maith leis 
sin is pléisiúr Dé é an leabhar seo leis na 
stiallghreannáin ildaite iontacha ar gach aon 
leathanach. Taitneoidh sé go mór le páistí a 
dtaitníonn dathanna geala agus pictiúir leo!

Is scéalta gearra iad na scéalta seo uile 
a oirfidh do pháistí a bhíonn ag léamh 
go gasta idir a gcuid eachtraí féin nó do 
thuismitheoirí mar scéalta gearra roimh 
am luí. Is leabhar taitneamhach é Micí 
s’Againne a mbainfidh foghlaimeoirí fásta 
sásamh as freisin. Tá an Ghaeilge simplí agus 
gonta den chuid is mó ach tá gnéithe áille de 
chanúint Uladh fite fuaite trí na comhráite 
freisin. Is mór is fiú Micí s’Againne a oscailt - 
cuirfidh sé miongháire ar aghaidh duine ar 
bith! 8–10, 10–12

Lisa Nic an Bhreithimh
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H.S. Norup 
THE MISSING BARBEGAZI 

Pushkin Children’s, October 2018 
Paperback, 256pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9781782691815 
 

Tessa’s beloved grandfather Opa has recently 
passed away and her grandmother Oma 
isn’t well. Nobody ever believed Opa about 
the Barbegazi – the fairy elf-like creatures 
who live high up in the snowy mountains 
in sub-zero conditions. Tessa is determined 
to prove their existence, despite everyone’s 
discouragement. Over the course of just one 
week after Christmas in Schöngraben, Tessa 
soon discovers the secret her grandfather had 
carefully kept for decades and she and her 
discovery, a Barbegazi called Gawion, join 
forces to save Gawion’s sister Maeg from a 
wicked elf hunter. 

This is a gentle and beautifully written fairy 
tale that surrounds itself with themes of self-
discovery, trust and family. I was captivated 
by the Barbegazi from the get-go. They are 
fairy-like creatures, no bigger than a child, 
with frozen beards, and only come into 
contact with ‘the humans’ when they veer 
too far off-piste into the snowy mountains 
and need to be rescued from an avalanche. 

Tessa’s belief in the Barbegazi is backed up 
by a very old book, written by Professor 
Bahn. This piece of history is dotted 
throughout the book and is a wonderful 
addition at the end of each chapter.

My favourite element was how the point 
of view moved from Tessa to Gawion from 
chapter to chapter – an incredibly efficient 
way to evolve the storyline through different 
eyes. 

A delightfully charming page-turner full of 
mystery, hope and love. 8–10, 10–12

Ciara McGurl

Owen O’Doherty 
BRIGHT SPARKS: AMAZING 

DISCOVERIES, INVENTIONS AND 
DESIGNS BY WOMEN 

The O’Brien Press, September 2018 
Hardback, 48pp, €14.99 
ISBN 9781788490542

Written and illustrated by Owen 
O’Doherty, a Dublin-based architect, 
Bright Sparks aims to introduce readers to 
the ingenious women who have invented 
incredible machines, have designed amazing 
structures and are responsible for ground-
breaking scientific discoveries. Some of 
the women, like Marie Curie, you may 
have heard of, but many other names have 
previously been overlooked or forgotten. 
Readers will learn of the young Irish 
scientists whose discovery could help reduce 
global hunger, and the remarkable Margaret 
E. Knight, who began inventing at the age 
of twelve … proof that it’s never too early to 
start! 

O’Doherty uses a combination of styles 
in his illustrations and puts portraits of 
the featured women alongside diagrams, 
sketches and plans of their work. A red 
thread runs from the beginning to the end 
of the book, leading the reader along an easy-
to-follow path of inventions, innovations 
and discoveries. O’Doherty also includes 
inventing tips and a step-by-step guide to 
help readers turn their ingenious ideas into 
finished products. 

Bright Sparks: Amazing Discoveries, 
Inventions and Designs by Women is a 
fascinatingly informative book for both 
boys and girls, who O’Doherty hopes will 
be inspired to start discovering, creating and 
designing inventions of their own. Non-
fiction, 8–10, 10–12

Siobhán Morrissey

Debbie Thomas 
MY SECRET DRAGON 

Little Island Books, September 2018 
Paperback, 261pp, €10.00 

ISBN 9781912417063 
 

Aidan Mooney has a secret. Well, 
technically, his mother has a secret, but it’s 
one that has ruled Aidan’s life ever since 
he can remember. Aidan’s mother is part-
dragon, complete with scales and claws and 
fire-breathing abilities. Understandably, she’s 
terrified of anyone finding out. So when 
she disappears, it’s up to Aidan and his best 
friend Charlotte to rescue her and save their 
little family. Tracking Aidan’s mother to a 
research laboratory on the other side of the 
country, the two find more than they could 
ever have bargained for. 

Thomas takes the fantasy adventure story 
and uses it to explore complex and relevant 
themes such as the importance of family, 
the experience of belonging and the idea of 
working together towards a common goal. 
Her characters are wonderfully written, 
full of life and bursting with personality. 
Her prose flies along in a narrative that is 
dynamically paced yet delicately balanced, 
and her humour is genuine and engaging. 

This is a beautifully written story that is as 
heartwarming as it is exciting, a genuine 
magical romp but also an exploration of 
what it means to be part of a family, and 
what it means to be proud of who you 
are and where you’ve come from. Aidan’s 
journey towards the realisation that being 
different is actually pretty normal is 
infinitely relatable and will captivate even 
the most pragmatic of readers. 8–10, 10–12

Becky Long
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Anna Wilson 
Illustrated by Elly Jahnz 

2019 NATURE MONTH-BY-MONTH 
Nosy Crow, October 2018 

Hardback, 192pp, £9.99 
ISBN 9781788003391 

It is worth celebrating the fact that so 
many authors and publishers are providing 
information about and motivation for 
getting into the ‘wild’ and learning how 
the world works. One problem, however, 
is the sheer quantity of information to be 
absorbed, especially for families for whom 
the natural environment is an unexplored 
realm. This book, published in partnership 
with the National Trust, excels in providing 
a true almanac and user guide to the wild 
through its month-by-month approach, 
meaning that the information is bite-sized, 
accessible and immediately relevant. 

Away from format, the content and 
presentation of this book are of extremely 
high quality. The disarmingly simple 
illustrations by Elly Jahnz are richly offset 
by the thoroughness of Anna Wilson’s 
coverage of each season. The information is 
varied and deeply inclusive, outlining the 
major religious and non-religious moments 
on the calendar, as well as helping children 
to observe their world carefully (identifying 
species of butterflies, star constellations, 
the migration of bird life and so on) and to 
immerse themselves in it (through recipes 
for delicious seasonal food, instructions on 
how to participate in open water swimming, 
a manual on how to build a kite, tips on the 
best way to trace animal tracks and much 
more). 

Readers will see their world through a newly 
enriched lens by using this book as a field 
guide to the beauty and sheer adventure that 
await us in the outdoors. Non-fiction, 8–10, 
10–12, 12–14 

Andrew Roycroft

Judi Curtin 
YOU’VE GOT A FRIEND 

The O’Brien Press, September 2018 
Paperback, 237pp, £11.99 

ISBN 9781788490511 
 

This is the third book in the series about 
Molly and Beth, the thirteen-year-old best 
friends and latterly step-sisters who travel 
back in time. Molly is worried that her dad –  
who is separated from her mum – is too 
lonely. He’s recently returned from Africa to 
be near his daughter and it’s tough for him 
living alone, especially compared to how 
happy Molly is in her new extended family 
of Beth and her dad (who’s in a relationship 
with Molly’s mum). 

So the two girls return to Molly’s dad’s 
childhood – the seventies, an era brilliantly 
captured on the book’s psychedelic pink 
cover by illustrator Rachel Corcoran with 
cassette tapes, platform soles, tartan scarves 
and coloured beads. Molly goes back to 
when her dad was just seven years old, 
learns all about him and is able to improve 
his life as a result. However, it’s harder for 
the two pals to understand the strange 
misconceptions about women and their 
abilities, which everyone seemed to accept as 
normal back then.

In this thoroughly modern tale, Curtin’s 
writing is full of her trademark warmth 
and passion, and she once again displays her 
skill in capturing precisely the way young 
girls think and speak. There’s plenty of 
excitement and the normally quieter Molly 
has to be particularly brave, realising by the 
book’s end that parents are still just people, 
who might occasionally need your help. 
10–12

Orla Bourke

Sarah Webb 
Illustrated by Lauren O’Neill 

BLAZING A TRAIL 
The O’Brien Press, October 2018 

Hardback, 64pp, €16.99  
ISBN 9781788490047 

As the latest entry in the now-crowded 
field of female biography collections, 
this beautiful, accessible book more than 
holds its own. Webb chronicles the lives 
of a fascinating selection of visionaries, 
revolutionaries, academics and artists. Her 
focus is on the unique accomplishments of 
each woman in their chosen field, as well 
as the ways in which they subverted the 
limitations that were placed on them by 
Irish society.

Webb’s skill as a storyteller ensures that each 
entry is clear, engaging and sure to spark 
further research and discovery for young 
readers. O’Neill’s conceptual illustrations 
are perfectly paired with the succinct prose. 
Her bold purple take on actress Maud 
Gonne is a particular standout, and the sense 
of celebration and joy that emanates from 
O’Neill’s work is positively infectious.

There has been some critique of collections 
like this for perpetuating the myth of the 
‘special woman’ by examining women’s 
history through the lens of idealised outliers. 
Webb never lets her admiration for her 
subjects obscure the complexity of their lives, 
however, and it’s important to remember 
that Irish children can still read through 
entire chapters of their school history books 
and only find women named as the spouses 
or relatives of the ‘great men’ we are all 
already familiar with. Blazing a Trail helps 
illuminate some of the gaps in our collective 
understanding of our past, and it does so 
with style. Non-fiction, 8–10, 10–12 

Rachel Sneyd
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Kate DiCamillo 
LOUISIANA’S WAY HOME 
Walker Books, October 2018 

Paperback, 227pp, £10.99 
ISBN 9780763694630 

 

When Louisiana’s granny wakes her up in 
the middle of the night to announce that 
‘The day of reckoning has arrived’, she not 
only pulls Louisiana out of her bed, she also 
wrenches her from her home, her friends and 
the only version of her life story she has ever 
known. And when Granny then disappears 
without explanation, she leaves the twelve-
year-old to face not only an uncertain future, 
but also a total reassessment of her past. 

Louisiana tells her own story in this funny 
and sometimes heart-breaking tale of 
finding out who you are and choosing who 
you are going to be. ‘There is a great deal of 
power in writing things down,’ the plucky 
heroine declares, as, despite everything, she 
constructs a positive narrative of her new 
life. 

Readers of DiCamillo have met Louisiana 
elsewhere as a minor character, but here she 
takes centre stage in a clear, original voice, 
in language that is often poetical but always 
accessible. She craves agency over her life just 
like she craves friendship, family and food – 
especially cake! 

DiCamillo addresses the serious 
consequences of abandonment lightly 
but honestly. The reader feels sorry for 
Louisiana’s plight but admiration for her 
quirky brand of courage. Other characters 
are wonderfully vivid: the ambiguous 
Granny, the urchin-like Burke and various 
small-town folk. Like in a modern fairy 
tale, Louisiana discovers that, yes, there is 
no place like home, but sometimes home is 
where you make it. 10–12

Jan Winter

Alan Durant 
CLOWNFISH 

Walker Books, November 2018 
Paperback, 224pp, £6.99  

ISBN 9781406374629 
 

Never mind the perch and the rays, forget 
the grumpy squirrelfish and the sleek conger 
eels: it’s the clownfish Dak adores. When 
his father dies of a heart attack, Dak is 
convinced he’s turned into the little Nemo 
at the local aquarium and spends every day 
helping out, just so that he can chat to his 
dad and enjoy his corny jokes. 

This touching, quirky story explores grief 
and its often strange manifestations. 
Written over eighteen years, and dedicated 
to his own father, Durant’s book is what he 
calls a ‘labour of love’. He treads a delicate 
line between humour and pathos as Dak 
recounts conversations with a dad who 
wiggles his fins as he banters and flickers 
round the tank. Especially effective is the 
portrayal of Dak’s delusion; somewhere 
beneath the matter-of-fact descriptions of his 
dad, Dak is aware of his self-deception. He 
talks to the clownfish only when alone and 
finds every excuse not to tell others about 
the fishy transformation, from ‘it wasn’t the 
right moment’ to ‘it would only upset Mum 
more’. 

Dak is a lovable hero, bravely taking on the 
inappropriate responsibility of caring for his 
grief-stricken mum, while his friend Violet 
provides a no-nonsense foil to his magical 
thinking. Feisty and cantankerous, she 
challenges, hurts and eventually helps him 
back to reality in a surprising, satisfying way. 
10–12

Debbie Thomas

Anna James 
PAGES & CO: TILLY AND THE BOOK 

WANDERERS 
HarperCollins, September 2018 

Hardback, 386pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9780008229863 

This is the first instalment in a new trilogy 
charting the adventures of Tilly Pages, a 
young girl who lives above her grandparents’ 
bookshop and is determined to solve the 
mystery of her mother’s disappearance 
years ago. One day, characters from Tilly’s 
favourite classic books start coming into 
the shop and Tilly begins to learn about 
the magic of ‘book-wandering’ – moving 
between the world of books and the real 
world. 

Tilly is a beautifully well-written character: 
dynamic and intelligent, she more than 
holds her own at the centre of the book’s 
intricate plot. James takes a risk in 
attempting to write classic characters into 
a contemporary novel, but she does this 
authentically, remaining true to the original 
stories. While the pacing is problematic at 
times, James’s conceit of book-wandering is 
intriguing enough to keep the pages turning. 

This is a wonderfully eccentric and 
delightfully original read, combining 
elements of fantasy with classic literary 
characters and plots. The result is a highly 
readable and engaging narrative that leaves 
the reader wanting more. This is an assured 
début from an exciting writer. 10–12, 12–14

Becky Long
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April Genevieve Tucholke 
THE BONELESS MERCIES 

Simon & Schuster, October 2018 
Paperback, 339pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781471170003 
 

Imagine the cold, grim and violent world 
of Beowulf, the sylvan charm of Tolkien’s 
woodland spirits and the timelessness of 
the coming-of-age story. Tucholke’s book 
knits them all together with the imaginative 
intensity of a first-person adventure 
narrative. Frey, the central protagonist of the 
tale, is a Boneless Mercy, an assassin hired 
by the inhabitants of her fantastic world to 
put ailing or suffering people out of their 
misery. Tired of death, she travels with 
her companions in search of glory, only to 
discover on her long and treacherous journey 
that her quest involves more death, and more 
sacrifices. 

Tucholke shows considerable skill in world-
building, drawing deeply from Teutonic and 
Scandinavian mythology, rather than the 
medieval, vaguely Western European world 
one has come to associate more readily with 
fantasy since the days of William Morris (of 
The Well at the World’s End fame). At times, 
the names she creates draw perhaps a bit too 
directly from existing Scandinavian words 
(Vorse from Norse, Holhalla from Valhalla, 
Valkree from Valkyrie etc.) and are a little 
jarring. Overall, however, the book stitches 
together an impressively detailed stage 
on which the action plays out, involving 
political intrigue, rival witch clans and 
antagonists whose motives are not as simple 
as they appear.

The Boneless Mercies is a story about destiny 
and the desire to follow one’s heart. It is an 
enjoyable and gripping tale that delivers to a 
contemporary readership, through its young 
heroines, all that is fascinating in the spirit 
of the old heroic saga. 12–14, Young Adult

Kabir Chattopadhyay

Edmond Baudoin 
Translated by Matt Madden 

PIERO 
New York Review Comics, November 2018 

Paperback, 123pp, £11.99 
ISBN 9781681372969 

This graphic novel is a memoir of childhood 
by the prolific French creator Edmond 
Baudoin, who was one of the first French 
comic authors to focus on autobiography. 
This volume is about his relationship with 
his brother, the titular Piero. It offers a 
very intimate and accessible view of their 
childhood dreaming and making, showing 
how their closeness, in part due to Piero’s 
childhood illness, combined with their 
mutual artistic obsessions and ran together 
throughout their youth. The narratives they 
share are depicted as as real to them as their 
everyday life. 

The book’s evocation of France in the late 
1940s and 50s is lyrical and delicate. Lovely 
black and white line drawings chart the 
brothers’ love of art, from the imaginary 
landscapes they made together as children, 
to their growing understanding of art and 
engagement with art history, to Piero’s entry 
into, and rejection of, art college and the 
art world. The book ends with the author’s 
speculation that Piero’s rejection of that 
world made a space for Edmond himself to 
become the dreamer and artist of the family.

It was originally intended as a book for 
young adults, and I do think it will appeal, 
but I wonder if it might not appeal yet more 
to older adult readers. It feels nostalgic and 
has a dream-like quality that I think will 
draw that older age group in. It is a lovely 
book. Non-fiction, 12–14, Young Adult

Mel Gibson

Susin Nielsen 
NO FIXED ADDRESS 

Andersen Press, October 2018 
Paperback, 279pp, £12.99 

ISBN 9781783447213 
 

Homelessness is a topic on everybody’s lips 
these days. In this Amnesty International 
endorsed novel, our narrator, Felix 
Knutsson, finds himself ‘temporarily’ living 
in a van with his unemployed mother, the 
rebellious Astrid. Having an uncanny 
talent for memorising wide-ranging facts, 
Felix enters a competition to appear on a 
junior version of his favourite quiz show. He 
dreams of winning it and turning his and his 
mum’s fortunes around.

Despite – or because of – its subject matter, 
this lively, humorous and hard-hitting book 
has the never-to-be-underestimated virtue 
of being hard to put down. The details and 
pacing are solid, and the characters engage. 
Much of the dramatic tension comes from 
Astrid and Felix’s efforts to conceal their 
situation, with Nielsen skilfully unpacking 
their alarming vulnerability as the novel 
progresses. Though she has demons of her 
own – she sometimes succumbs to depressive 
slumps during which her and Felix’s parent–
child roles are reversed – Astrid clearly loves 
her son, but her truculence exacerbates their 
problems. As a not entirely blameless victim, 
she gives the book welcome nuance and is 
arguably its most memorable (and crucial) 
creation. 

In a droll touch, two of the final passages 
are articles in Blenheim’s school magazine, 
written by Winnie Wu, Felix’s precocious 
schoolmate and possible girlfriend. With 
shades of Charlie Bucket, Felix has won his 
golden ticket to compete in the quiz, with 
fifteen other children, for dreamed-of riches. 
And if you’re not cheering him on in this 
dramatic and unexpected climax you clearly 
haven’t a heart in your chest. 12–14

Alan Murphy



Brigid Kemmerer 
A CURSE SO DARK AND LONELY 

Bloomsbury, January 2019 
Paperback, 484pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781408884614

 

A modern twist on ‘Beauty and the Beast’, 
this book is a slow burner that rewards the 
reader in its second half. Prince Rhen has 
been cursed by an evil sorceress after he 
breaks her heart. If he fails to get somebody 
to fall in love with him, he turns into a 
ferocious beast and the cycle begins again 
with a new girl. Rhen is a tortured character 
as he attempts to come to terms with 
everything he has done in the past. The 
author does not shy away from representing 
the hardships encountered by a young man 
learning to open up to those around him. 

The female protagonist, Harper, is a strong, 
feisty heroine from the very first pages, 
wherein the reader discovers she has cerebral 
palsy. This does not hinder her in any way 
and the author does a wonderful job in 
highlighting the fact that a disability does 
not define a person. She is torn between 
doing what is right for the family she was 
forced to leave and what she must do to save 
the land she has grown to love.

This is Kemmerer’s first foray into the 
genre of magical realism and it does not 
disappoint. She has crafted well-thought-out, 
diverse characters in a convincing magical 
world. The romantic relationship blossoms 
gradually and is entirely realistic. Disney 
lovers will adore this new action-filled 
version of the classic fairy tale and will be 
desperate for the sequel to be in their hands! 
Young Adult

Amy Devereux

Elana K. Arnold 
WHAT GIRLS ARE MADE OF 

Andersen Press, August 2018 
Paperback, 187pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781783447718 

 

Nina is the teenage daughter of emotionally 
distant parents and is no longer best friends 
with Louise. Her life revolves around her 
boyfriend, Seth, until their relationship 
suddenly ends. The opening scene between 
Nina and her mother really sets the tone 
of the book, which is engrossing yet 
emotionally disconnected. Some may find 
the explicit (but relatively brief) descriptions 
of sex, menstruation and violence a bit 
unsettling. As a character, Nina is not 
always likeable, but I can still relate to her 
and her desires. The book explores themes 
around love, validation and personal identity 
and how women are treated by society, 
particularly by men.

After a heart-wrenching incident, things 
begin to shift for Nina. I enjoyed the 
upswing in mood in the final pages of the 
book, a welcome relief after the unrelenting 
intensity, though it all seemed to resolve a 
bit quickly. The final author’s note offers 
some insights into the themes and real-life 
inspirations for the book.

While this book surprised and shocked me 
at times, it also left me thinking after I closed 
it. I was reminded more than once of Louise 
O’Neill and Claire Hennessy, writers who 
don’t flinch at describing the harsh realities 
of life for women. I highly recommend this 
book for mature YA readers. Young Adult

Colleen Jones

29 JANUARY 2019

Becky Albertalli and Adam Silvera 
WHAT IF IT’S US 

Simon & Schuster, October 2018 
Paperback, 368pp, £7.99 

ISBN 9781471176395 
 

Arthur is in New York for an internship 
and is expecting a summer straight off of 
Broadway. Ben is broken-hearted and angry 
at the universe. The two meet by chance in a 
post office where Ben is mailing back a box 
of his ex-boyfriend’s things. It is a definite 
meet-cute, but then they are separated again, 
without each other’s contact details. Will 
they find their way back to each other? Is the 
universe really trying to push them together?

Two bestselling and beloved YA authors 
combine their talents for this dual-
perspective love story. It captures the 
whirlwind of emotion that is teenage 
romance and the poignant intensity of 
first times. While predictable at points, it 
is an enjoyable romance that is a welcome 
addition to the canon of LGBTQ YA. 
Fans of Albertalli and Silvera will not be 
disappointed. 

Both Arthur and Ben are well-developed 
characters, each with their own history 
and issues. They are two very different 
personalities, yet they work well together. 
With entertaining supporting characters 
(Ben’s friend Dylan is an absolute hoot) and 
a plot staged in three ‘acts’ with pop culture 
references galore, this is contemporary YA 
at its finest. The cast is diverse in terms of 
race, beliefs and sexuality – this is a book 
in which many teenagers will be able to see 
themselves. It is a joy to read a book showing 
(mostly) positive experiences for gay teens 
with their family and friend groups. 

I loved this book, and will certainly be re-
reading it soon. Young Adult

Jenny Duffy
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Marcus Sedgwick 
THE MONSTERS WE DESERVE 

Head of Zeus, September 2018 
Hardback, 268pp, £12.99  

ISBN 9781788542302 
 

It has been exactly two centuries since 
Frankenstein’s monster stepped off the slab 
in Mary Shelley’s imagination and on to the 
page. Considered by many to be the first 
science-fiction novel, Frankenstein casts a 
long shadow on storytellers, in particular 
those who write in the realm of horror 
and sci-fi. So in a way, popular writer of 
the macabre Marcus Sedgwick is an ideal 
candidate to commemorate the novel, but 
his chosen method isn’t quite what you’d 
expect.

Part literary essay, part gothic novel, The 
Monsters We Deserve tells the story of an 
unnamed writer and his attempts to engage 
with Frankenstein and his own work, while 
in an isolated house in some wintery place. It 
doesn’t have a plot per se (although, in a turn 
worthy of Dickens, the protagonist is visited 
by some familiar ghosts); instead it acts more 
like a particularly atmospheric English essay. 

Does it work? Well, the analysis is fairly 
familiar, although it is complicated by the 
narrator’s clear dislike of the original book 
(an insistence that on occasion grates). 
However, he makes his argument well and 
uses the conceit of the narrator’s increasing 
fear to create a compelling introduction for 
teens to critical writing.

Beautifully presented with monochrome 
photography that reflects the cold 
surroundings and Shelley’s stark vision, 
adventurous readers will find its mix 
of commentary and shadowy prose an 
intriguing beast. Young Adult

Cethan Leahy

Patrick Ness 
Illustrated by Rovina Cai 

AND THE OCEAN WAS OUR SKY 
Walker Books, September 2018 

Hardback, 160pp, £12.99 
ISBN 9781406383560 

To say that the latest book by Patrick Ness 
is simply a retelling of Moby Dick from 
the point of view of the whale would not 
do it justice. Instead, what the author has 
managed to do is invert the perspective of 
the reader to such an extent that our whole 
worldview changes. The world that we know 
becomes the dangerous abyss below, while 
the ocean, for as long as you embrace this 
story, does indeed become the sky. Initially 
dizzying and bewildering, this change in 
perception means that we more readily 
embrace the point of view of the young 
whale Bathsheba and the myths and fears of 
a society that is a reflection of our own.

From the beginning Bathsheba is haunted 
by a prophecy that she will hunt. But how 
much of any such vision is simply command? 
When her ship takes a young man hostage 
she reconsiders all that she has been taught 
as he questions this blind faith in the 
inevitable or ‘must’ behind every action. 
‘That is how evil is rationalized’ is his sharp 
retort and a telling reminder to us all in a 
world still not free of totalitarian rule. The 
very nature of evil itself – how it is created 
and how it can control us – is examined 
subtly with the reader allowed to draw their 
own conclusions.

With dark and eerie illustrations that 
encapsulate the bloody hunt, this is a book 
with a narrative that will keep the reader 
captivated until the end and leaves you with 
as many questions about our own society as 
that of this world of whales. Young Adult 

Joe Kelly

Erin Lange 
THE CHAOS OF NOW 

Faber & Faber, October 2018  
Paperback, 352pp, £6.99  

ISBN 9780571317479 
 

Eli Bennet is stuck. An expert coder, he has 
been blackmailed to create a website to bring 
justice for Jordan Bishop, an unpopular kid 
who killed himself. Using a host of illegally 
gained footage, the website is exposing the 
hypocrisy of high school, but at what cost?

The Chaos of Now doesn’t mess around. 
Opening with a student on fire running 
into the school cafeteria, Erin Lange’s book 
plunges into the deep end of the dark web, 
cyberbullying and suicide. The WikiLeaks-
meets-Gossip Girl plot is compelling and 
poses some difficult questions about the role 
technology plays in our lives and the value of 
online vigilantism.

Eli, the protagonist, is prickly and doesn’t 
invite the reader’s sympathy easily. However, 
as he gets deeper in the mire, it’s hard not 
to feel for his dire situation. Similarly, the 
school is populated by stereotypes (the jock, 
the mean girl, the nerd) whose characters 
have surprising depth and shading, 
highlighting the tightrope that is living as a 
teenager today. 

In conclusion, this is a thoughtful book 
about troubling times, and fans of Black 
Mirror or 13 Reasons Why should eat it up. 
Caution: it will certainly cause you to think 
twice about the little camera above your 
laptop screen. Young Adult

Cethan Leahy



Jamie Smith 
FROSTFIRE 

Chicken House, November 2018 
Paperback, 280pp, £6.99 

ISBN 9781911077879

 
 
Sabira is chosen for the honour of bonding 
with a frostsilver – a powerful fragment of 
the living glacier that is held sacred by her 
people – but during her pilgrimage to the 
mountain to retrieve the fragment, Sabira is 
stranded by a terrible avalanche and faces a 
perilous journey to find her way home.

Jamie Smith has written a wonderful début 
novel that is equal parts fantasy adventure 
and survival story. From the magical 
frostsilver that accompanies Sabira on her 
adventure to the very realistic elements 
that threaten her life, the novel does a 
wonderful job of marrying the fantasy with 
the real terror of being trapped on a freezing 
mountain. 

However, it is not just the cold and the 
dangers of the mountain that Sabira must 
fight against. Other forces are engaged in 
a plot to destroy Sabira’s home, and Sabira 
realises that she must fight not only for her 
own life but also for the lives of her people.

Sabira is a fantastic lead character. She 
is smart, resourceful, strong and utterly 
believable. There is also a fantastic array of 
very well-developed supporting characters, 
but to reveal too much about them would 
rob the reader of the many surprises this 
story has to offer. The journey is exciting, 
tense, frightening, funny, heart-breaking 
and ultimately inspiring. I can’t wait to see 
what this author does next. Young Adult

Tony Flynn

Chris Riddell 
POEMS TO LIVE YOUR LIFE BY 

Pan Macmillan, October 2018 
Hardback, 198pp, £10.99 

ISBN 9781509814374 

 
 
In this wonderful collection of poetry, 
chosen and illustrated by Chris Riddell, 
the line drawings wrap around the poems, 
almost as if they were drawn personally 
into your copy in pencil after the words 
were printed, with their intertwined nature 
ensuring the illustrations and the words are 
consumed as a unit. 

The collection is split into different sections, 
including Youth, Family, Love, War and 
Endings, delving into the ways in which 
poetry can express so many emotions and 
circumstances. Chris Riddell, in choosing 
the pieces to include in this collection, 
has opened out the definition of poetry 
to encompass song lyrics and some of 
Shakespeare’s most famous soliloquies. By 
diversifying his sources, Riddell really opens 
the doors of poetry to those unfamiliar with 
the form. Poems from W.B. Yeats, Seamus 
Heaney, Emily Dickinson, John Keats and 
Leonard Cohen sit alongside Carol Ann 
Duffy, Lewis Carroll, Neil Gaiman and 
Roger McGough, creating a mixture of old 
and new forms, styles and themes. It also 
includes one of Chris Riddell’s own poems 
about his experience at school. Riddell’s 
illustrations provide insight and add texture 
to the texts, fleshing out the words for those 
who find the meaning of poems somewhat 
elusive. 

This hardback treasury is beautifully 
presented and would make a gorgeous 
present for poetry lovers. Poetry, Young 
Adult, Adult

Laura Ashcroft-Jones
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Alex Wheatle 
KERB STAIN BOYS: THE CRONGTON 

BROADWAY ROBBERY 
Barrington Stoke, October 2018 

Paperback, 112pp, £7.99 
ISBN 9781781128091

 
From its title and cover it should be 
pretty clear to readers that this story isn’t 
set in the Devon countryside. Rather it 
concerns Briggy, his mate Terror and his 
sort-of-girlfriend Caldonia, all residents of 
Crongton, ‘the toughest fictional estate in 
London’. When the three are in detention 
one afternoon, Terror, with Briggy’s 
reluctant compliance, hatches a plan to rob 
the local post office. As the jacket blurb tells 
us, what could possibly go wrong?

This book barrels along on a delightful sea of 
council-estate-ese slang, Wheatle almost like 
a latter-day P.G. Wodehouse, chronicling 
the working classes instead of the upper. It’s 
ultra-urban and often hilarious. The plot is a 
comic shambles of an idea but works in the 
context of the writing. There’s also plenty 
of detail about the addled lives of these 
young characters that will resonate with 
people from a similar background, especially 
our narrator Briggy and his parents’ rocky 
marriage.

Set in big print to encourage reluctant 
readers, this refreshing book will put an 
equally big smile on faces young and old, 
even as it shines a light on less privileged 
areas of society. Young Adult

Alan Murphy
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Children’s Books Ireland is the national 
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Our mission is to make books a part 
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with the people and organisations who 
enhance children’s lives through books. 
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communities all across the country.
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