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Introduction 
 
Since 2015, the European Race and Imagery Foundation (ERIF) has followed the usage of 
the image of the blackface character Zwarte Piet (Black Peter) in advertising and packaging 
of typical Sinterklaas products. Last year, ERIF published its first report based on its findings 
of the 2015 Sinterklaas celebrations in the Netherlands (ERIF 2016a). This report compares 
those results with new data collected between October and December 2016.  
 
Sinterklaas takes place on the 5th December in the Netherlands each year and is a large-scale 
gift-giving festival, with a popularity that could rival Christmas in other Western states. Despite 
the fixed date for this festival, it is accompanied by an annual build up of almost six weeks, 
which anticipates both the “arrival” (in Dutch intocht) of the Saint in the Netherlands from 
Spain, as well as the festival itself – which usually take place around three weeks later. 
Throughout the Netherlands, the signs that the Saint (or Sint) is coming are pervasive.  
 
While many excitedly await the arrival of Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet (plural: Pieten), an 
increasingly large number of people across the Netherlands debate whether or not the Saint 
should either find a new side-kick or simply go it alone altogether. The basis of the anti-Piet 
argument is that the character is in fact a racist caricature of an enslaved person of African 
descent, possibly from a former Dutch colony (especially in his happy-go-lucky role of serving 
a white master) and therefore has no place in a festival targeted at children. There have been 
ongoing calls for the character to be replaced as well as speculation that the festival – and 
Zwarte Piet’s role within it – is already changing. Having said this, there has been little 
longitudinal analysis of these changes. 
 
ERIF established 2015 as the departure point for such a study to be implemented and 
monitored due to certain developments that took hold in that year. This report therefore 
represents the first truly comparative material that can be held against 2015’s findings.  
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Background 
 

What is Sinterklaas and who is Zwarte Piet? 
Sinterklaas is an annual festival in the Netherlands and Belgium to honour Saint Nicholas (270 
– 343 AD) on the 5th December. It is typically celebrated within families by writing and reciting 
poems for each other, giving gifts (surprises), eating sweets such as pepernoten (spiced 
cookies), chocolate letters and singing songs. Young children are taken to parades known as 
the intocht or arrival of Sinterklaas. The intocht usual takes place some three weeks before 
the 5th December adding to the build-up and excitement around the festival. The Sint is 
accompanied each year by his magical white horse and his faithful servants, Zwarte Pieten 
(although the Piet character is often referred to in the singular during traditional songs and 
poems, in parades and on book covers, he is often depicted in large numbers). Depending on 
the size of the city or neighbourhood, parades differ in their numbers of Pieten, which at times 
can be as numerous as 500+. The Sint, magic horse and Pieten all arrive together on a 
steamboat, apparently from Spain. Each village, town and city across the Netherlands typically 
hosts its own intocht parade, but each year a different location is chosen for the national 
intocht, which is broadcast live as part of the NPO public television series Sinterklaas Journal 
(NPO 2016). 2016’s national intocht parade took place in the town of Maassluis. Children are 
given the impression that this Sinterklaas is the real Sinterklaas, versus any others they may 
have seen leading up to the intocht.   
 
Piet has been presented in a wide variety of manifestations since the Sinterklaas celebration 
was first introduced in the Middle Ages. The most contemporary interpretation of the character 
can be traced back to a 1850s story-book by school-teacher Jan Schenkman (see figure 1). 
 

   
 
Figures 1 and 2  
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The socio-historical context of when the book was written is important to current debates 
around the Zwarte Piet character, since the Netherlands held multiple slave colonies in the 
Americas at the time. Also, portrayals of black servants – with both realistic and grotesque 
features – in popular culture were habitual for the time, meaning a black character portrayed 
as accompanying a white bishop would have been instantly recognizable as an enslaved 
individual from a colony or the continent of Africa. Zwarte Piet is thus comparable to the 
Golliwog character (in the UK and Australia), the Sambo in the USA and the Banania mascot 
in France.  
 
Specifically, in Piet’s case, he has been most recognised, celebrated and reviled dressed in a 
pageboy-like suit, with an afro wig, gold earrings, exaggerated red lips and coal-black skin 
(see figure 2). In certain manifestations where Piet is performed in real life, a Surinamese 
accent has also been added. Crucially, Piet is usually seen to be assisting Sinterklaas without 
complaint, while bringing joy to (white) Dutch children. There are some occasions (especially 
in the final days ahead of the 5th December) where small processions of Pieten can be 
witnessed walking around city centres and/or residential neighbourhoods without the Sint.   
 
In 2016 certain key Piet features are noted to have been adjusted, such as the skin colour and 
hair as well as the earrings and accent, as we will explore further in the discussion below.  
 

The Zwarte Piet debate 
An ongoing argument from the pro-Piet campaign is that the character does not represent a 
black person at all and thus, calls that the character is racist are nonsensical. One explanation 
is that his face is black because he travels down chimneys to deliver gifts. However, saying 
his face is merely dirty from soot ignores that on the one hand, his clothes are never dirty, and 
on the other his stereotypical features such as afro-hair, earrings and thick, red lips. The latter 
points link him far more to similar blackface minstrel characters that were popular across North 
America and Europe throughout the 19th century (Derricks 2005: 39). Moreover, in songs and 
folk tales, the character is routinely referred to as Sinterklaas’ “knecht” (servant).  
 
Subsequently, there have been many public debates on how to remove Zwarte Piet from the 
Sinterklaas celebration, or at the very least, amend his characterisation to something far less 
anti-black. The anti-Piet movement especially has gained ground and prominence over the 
past twenty years in the Netherlands with artistic projects such as the documentary Read the 
Masks. Tradition is not Given (Bauer and Krauss 2009) and the art campaign Zwarte Piet is 
Racisme (Gario 2012), making bold statements to criticise the festival. International scholars 
have also paid significant attention to the celebration, such as Ruby Savage (2011), Lise 
Koning (2013) and Siri Venning (2014), who each wrote their MA dissertations on the 
character, as well as Patricia Schor (2014), a PhD candidate at the University of Utrecht who 
comments on Dutch racialisations of black people frequently in her work. 
 
Dutch scholars have also spoken out against the celebration’s depiction of black people in 
books such as in Lulu Helder and Scotty Gravenberch’s 1998 edited volume and more recently 
with throughout the more recent edited volume Dutch Racism (2014). Cultural critic Egbert 
Martina (2013) has provided an analysis on whiteness and the implication of innocence, as 
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concepts promoted through the festival. As the celebration travels with Dutch migrants making 
new lives for themselves all over the world, scholars and activists have been forced to speak 
out against the celebration in other countries, such as in Canada (RNW 2011), the UK (Parnell-
Berry and Völke 2012), Ghana (Parnell-Berry 2015) and Nigeria (Stop Blackface 2015).  
 
Of the most recent research projects to take place, the University of Leiden conducted a study 
that found Dutch children are more likely to associate Zwarte Piet with clowns than black 
people (Universiteit Leiden 2015). In cases where an association with people of colour is 
made, it is said to be positive according to professor of Diversity in Parenting and 
Development, Judi Mesman. Although this outcome may be viewed as optimistic by some, it 
is still arguable that it is not actually important how children interpret the character of Zwarte 
Piet since adults continue to control the nature of the festival.  
 
In 2016, the InterNational Anti-Racism Group (INARG) was engaged in numerous discussions 
with Dutch companies and organisations about racist depictions of people of colour and the 
promotion of stereotypes. For example, they challenged the organisers of the North Sea Jazz 
Festival - held in Rotterdam - for their use of a clip of Al Jolson performing in blackface in 
2015. The director of the festival apologised and promised this type, or any form of racism, 
will never again be promoted (ERIF 2016b). Also, INARG demanded answers from the Marriot 
hotel in Den Haag (The Hague) when it was discovered that guests had been given Zwarte 
Piet chocolates (see figure 3) just ahead of the Sinterklaas festival. The general manager 
responded with an apology and explained:  
 
“It’s already the policy of The Hague Marriott that we celebrate the local tradition of 
“Sinterklaas” without any “Zwarte Piet”. We specifically used no “Zwarte Piet” in any of our 
internal or external communication, no “Zwarte Piet” on our giftwrapping papers and when 
“Sinterklaas” visited the hotel he came accompanied by a non black faced Piet [...] This 
unfortunate incident is due to a honest mistake by one of my colleagues. They wanted to 
“surprise” our guest with a small “Sinterklaas” gift and wrapped individual themed chocolates.”      

 Figure 3 
 
The commentaries around the Sinterklaas characters, and the festival’s symbolic value for 
discussions on Dutch racism and belonging, inspired UK-based filmmaker Cecile Emeke to 
add the Dutch “Wandelen” to her Strolling series in 2015. Most recently, new grass-roots 
campaigns have sprung up to challenge the continued presence of Zwarte Piet in the 
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Sinterklaas celebration (e.g. Kick Out Zwarte Piet/Stop Blackface and INARG), as well as 
campaigns that offer alternatives, such as the art project A Sint You Want.  
 

After Quinsy Gario’s art project Zwarte Piet is Racisme (see figure 4) inspired widespread and 
accelerated vocalised anti-Zwarte Piet sentiment in the Netherlands, numerous fringe 
movements began to take shape in order to actively challenge the presence of Piet each year.  
 

 Figure 4  
 
In early November at ERIF’s second Returning the Gaze conference, hosted at the University 
of Innsbruck (ERIF 2016c), artists Gloria Holwerda and Thomas Kortvelyessy performed an 
artistic intervention of the Sinterklaas feast, with Holwerda as a black, female Sint (see figure 
5) and Kortvelyessy as a modern Krampus1 in place of Zwarte Piet (see figure 6). 
 

                                                
1 Krampus is a traditional dichotomous companion of Saint Nicholas who accompanies him either on 
the eve of his birthday (5th December) or at Christmas time throughout central Europe, to deliver 
presents to good children and punish naughty children (Basu 2013).    
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Figures 5 and 6  
 
Later on during the same month, protesters gathered in the cities of Maassluis and Rotterdam 
to protest the use of Zwarte Piet in intocht parades. States of emergencies had been declared 
in both towns by their respective local authorities and as a result, scores of protesters were 
attacked by police and arrested. Meanwhile, various organisations and institutes made an 
effort to simply pull focus from the festival and its imagery.  
 
For example, the collective Sinterklaas All-Inclusive (lead by activist and poet Jerry Afriyie) 
organised their own Sinterklaas intocht parade through the Bijlmerplein to Anton de Komplein 
in Amsterdam Zuid-Oost on the 3rd December. Sinterklaas was not accompanied by Zwarte 
Piet; he was instead assisted by a troupe of mini saints and accompanied by a steel band (see 
figure 7). On the other side of Anton de Komplein on the very same day, the Bijlmer 
Parktheatre screened episodes from season two of Bino and Fino, a Nigerian cartoon series 
about a brother and sister and their family (EVCL 2017). Aimed at 3 to 6 year olds, the series 
is Afrocentric edutainment, designed to teach children about various African cultures, 
geographies and histories as well as focusing on gender equality, respect for elders, recycling 
and healthy eating - to name just a few themes. The theatre hall was packed for the screening, 
introducing dozens of Dutch children of African descent to a positive image of themselves, 
rather than a denigrating one.       
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 Figure 7 
 
Furthermore, the EYE Filmmuseum in Amsterdam, screened Spike Lee’s She’s Gotta Have It 
(1986), which was introduced with a short lecture by Bel Parnell-Berry, who focused on the 
material consequences of blackface practices for black communities within the US as well as 
abroad (see figure 8). The EYE wanted to offer a critical alternative to the celebration of 
Sinterklaas on the 5th December itself, by focusing on positive images of black folks and 
shedding light on the legacy of racist imagery and white supremacy (EYE Filmmuseum 2016).    
 
 

 Figure 8  
 

The evolution of an image 
 
The discussion around Zwarte Piet has been carried over to several important arenas in recent 
years leading to high profile announcements, namely within the education system, the 
Sinterklaas parade industry as well as confectionary marketing. For instance, primary schools 
in Rotterdam and Den Haag (the Netherlands’ second and third largest cities respectively) 
unanimously voted to phase out the character Zwarte Piet from their Sinterklaas celebrations 
by 2018 (NOS.nl 2015).  
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Alongside this, the committees who organise the local intocht parades have agreed to 
continually decrease the number of Zwarte Piets over the next few years in the major cities of 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Den Haag, Utrecht and Maastrict (Van der Veen 2015). Arguably, a 
notable change in the presentation of the Piet character, as observed in 2016, has been the 
use of sooty smudges rather than coal-black face paint. This change has been demonstrated 
the most in product packaging, whereas the majority of parade Pieten have remained 
unchanged.  
 
In 2015 luxury department store De Bijenkorf replaced its infamous climbing Zwarte Piets with 
“Gold Pieten” during the Sinterklaas period from 2015 (RTL Nieuws 2015), which was 
considered to be a landmark move for such a well renowned Dutch institution. All the same, 
in privately owned and operated businesses, the Piet character is oftentimes displayed in its 
most offensive manifestation (see figures 9 and 10).  
 
 

  
 
Figures 9 and 10  
 
The above images are of Zwarte Piet dolls used as decorations in the windows of a beauty 
salon (pictured left) in Den Haag (The Hague) and a jewellery store (pictured right) in 
Rotterdam. The usage of these decorations in particular, demonstrate the continued usage of 
the Zwarte Piet character in privately owned establishments, although the caricature is still 
forced upon public spaces. It is arguable that due to the pervasiveness of the debate on Zwarte 
Piet across the Netherlands each year, as well as the widespread discussion on how the 
character should be adapted to be more inclusive and less harmful to children of colour, any 
individual or business who decides to continue to display Zwarte Pieten is making a public and 
political statement of their own.   
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ERIF’s contribution to the discussion 
As strong critics of blackface (cf. ERIF 2014), ERIF has aimed to follow the aforementioned 
progression of the evolution of the Zwarte Piet character by assessing how much the character 
has actually changed. Does it feature less on packaging or at least in a more neutral 
manifestation than in previous years? Furthermore, would the announcements by schools and 
parade organisers have an influence on how supermarkets and brands illustrated the 
Sinterklaas and Piet characters?  
 
It was not expected that huge changes from one year to another would be witnessed and 
unsurprisingly, even in cases where small adjustments would be found, the fieldwork team for 
this project continued to report instances of blackface. Arguably, certain stores refrain from 
making a swift change in their Sinterklaas marketing campaigns as they fear it might alienate 
a large portion of their consumer base. There is after all, a lot of money to be made from the 
Sinterklaas festival.  
 
However, as most products are targeted at children and the two largest arenas that children 
become exposed to the Sinterklaas festival (the classroom and the parades) are in a period 
of phasing Zwarte Piet out, one would imagine the products sold in conjunction with the festival 
would also amend their packaging. Nonetheless, we cannot be sure of this. The Sinterklaas 
Journal - an enormous promotional effort for the festival taking place on national television for 
several weeks - retains its usage of blackfaced Zwarte Piets. Furthermore, not every city, town 
and village in the Netherlands has promised to phase the character out from their schools or 
parades, so the best anyone can hope for now is pressure from local communities as well as 
the larger cities that have shown more of a willingness for change. 
 
Our aim with this report is not to produce an analytical evaluation of the Sinterklaas celebration 
or the Zwarte Piet character as we have shown above the multiple existing comprehensive 
scholarly endeavours on this topic. Rather, we put forth a candid commentary and assessment 
of the evolution of the Piet character within the context of the Sinterklaas festival in order to 
be able to establish straightforward comparisons in the future. The current social environment 
is ideal for a longitudinal analysis on the transformation of the Sinterklaas celebration, as 
blackface is still currently widely used throughout the festival.  
 
Therefore, we can examine any significant changes as they appear, assess how profound 
they are and speculate on what the future will bring.  
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Methodology 

 
Below is a discussion on how frequently the character Zwarte Piet features in and on certain 
products, which are typically associated with the Dutch festival Sinterklaas, such as specific 
books, toys and confectionary products.  The research was divided into three phases: part 
one investigated the large-scale supermarkets Albert Heijn, Jumbo, HEMA, Blokker, JAMIN, 
Ekoplaza and Kruidvat; phase two assessed major toy stores Bart Smit and Intertoys; phase 
three focused on products available from online shopping giant Bol.com. The V&D (which 
featured in the previous report) does not feature here as it closed down before fieldwork had 
begun in late 2016. This impacted the number of products that were graded in the study to a 
certain degree.   
 
To assess the various Sinterklaas products on offer at the different shops, we used a grading 
system (see below) to provide an assessment of the various manifestations of the character 
and how different shops use various versions of Piet in a wide variety of products. The grade 
5c has been added to this year’s report, to indicate when a product and/or its packaging 
features multi-coloured Piet characters.  
 
The research was carried out using online research as well as in-store observation techniques 
in numerous shops between October and December 2016. Certain stores examined during in-
store fieldwork are those that have also been featured in the online research, although most 
of the shops that are mentioned in the fieldwork section of this study were not a part of the 
online research. The cities used for in-store fieldwork are Amsterdam, Rotterdam and Den 
Haag (The Hague).    
 
The findings presented below will be compared with last year’s report as well as any future 
findings in order to explore the evolution of the Zwarte Piet character across multiple 
commercial arenas. We anticipate that this research will continue to be an ongoing effort for 
ERIF and thus followed up by a third fieldwork period starting in Autumn 2017.  
 

Grading System 

Grade 1 No Piet(en) found to be visible on packaging or product.  

Grade 2 A silhouette or shadow of the Piet character features on the packaging or 
product. 

Grade 3 Images of real (white) people dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons of (white) 
Piet(en) without face-paint.   

Grade 4 Images of real (black and white) people dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons 
of (black and white) Piet(en) without face-paint.  

Grade 4a Images of real children of various ethnic background dressed up as both Sint 
and Piet(en) without face-paint.  
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Grade 5 Images of real (black) people dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons of (black) 
Piet(en) without face-paint.  

Grade 5a Piet(en) presented as an animal, without blackface characterisations. 

Grade 5b Images of real (white) people dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons of (white) 
Piet(en) with soot marks across the face.  

Grade 5c Multi-coloured Piet(en) depicted by either real people or cartoon images. 

Grade 6 Images of cartoon Zwarte Piet(en) with the stereotypical features such as jet-
black skin, thick red lips and afro hair.  

Grade 7 Images of real (white) people dressed up as Zwarte Piet(en) with the 
stereotypical features such as jet-black skin, thick red lips and afro hair.  

Table 1 
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Discussion of results 1: Jumbo, Albert Heijn, HEMA, Blokker, 
JAMIN, Ekoplaza and Kruidvat 
 

Pepernoten 
 
Based on online research observations, all brands (apart from one) distributing pepernoten 
(also called kruidnoten - the spiced cookies so characteristic of the Sinterklaas feast) via the 
Jumbo superstore use grade 1 packaging. In other words, the packaging contains no imagery 
of any kind of Piet character. The only brand observed with a higher grade of imagery is 
Koopmans, who sold their kruidnoten in grade 5 packaging. In 2015, ERIF found that the 
generic Jumbo brand and Belga were the only brands selling pepernoten in packaging 
assessed at a higher grade than 1: at grades 4 and 5 for Jumbo and 5 for Belga (ERIF 2016a: 
14).            
 
As in 2015, all pepernoten or kruidnoten products were assessed at grade 1 in Albert Heijn. 
Meanwhile, at HEMA, JAMIN and Kruidvat (which sell their own branded products) also sold 
pepernoten in grade 1 packaging. The Ekoplaza sold a variety of brands and types of 
pepernoten and kruidnoten, all packaged at grade 1. These results are also consistent with 
the previous report. 
 

Speculaas 
 
The Jumbo sold a wide variety of speculaas cookies (a type of spiced cookie) in 2016 and 
three of the brands were graded above 1. Speculaas flavoured vla (custard) by Campina was 
graded as 2, meaning the packaging included a shadow or silhouette of the Piet character. 
Jumbo itself packaged and sold two varieties of speculaas that were assessed above a grade 
1: the amandelletter packaging was graded 4 and the grote speculaaspiet was graded 5. In 
2015, it was also found that generally Jumbo speculaas products were packaged at grade 4 
(images of cartoon Pieten, depicted as both black and white, without face paint; ibid: 16).  
 
Albert Heijn sold the same Campina vla product as observed on the Jumbo online 
environment, as well as speculaas products by Lotus graded as 5, albeit with slightly enhanced 
or exaggerated lips (see figure 11). 
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 Figure 11  
 
All other brands distributing and packaging speculaas products, as sold in Albert Heijn, were 
graded as 1, as seen in the previous report also (ibid). JAMIN’s own-brand speculaas is graded 
at 5 while Ekoplaza’s is grade 1. The other stores in phase one of the study did not sell 
speculaas during the Sinterklaas period in 2016.  
 

Chocolate Letters 
 
One of the stand out Sinterklaas products are the chocoladeletters: chocolate letters. The 
letters themselves come in various forms, such as made with white, dark or milk chocolate, 
and filled with nuts and fruit or biscuit pieces. Sometimes, the outside of the letter is also 
decorated with icing depicting the Sint(s) and/or Piet(en) characters.  
 
In 2016, based on online observations Jumbo’s own-brand letters were graded 1, while the 
letters distributed and sold by brands Tony’s Chocoloney and Verkade were each graded 2. 
In last year’s report, ERIF noted Jumbo letters graded at 4 (ERIF 2016a: 14). As for Albert 
Heijn, Tony’s Chocoloney and Ravelli (see figure 12) letters were graded at 1. Albert Heijn’s 
own-brand and Verkade letters were packaged with grade 2 imagery. Verkade was also 
recorded in 2015 as using grade 2 packaging for their chocolate letter products.          
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 Figure 12  
 
HEMA (see figure 13) and JAMIN both sell their own-brand letters which are decorated using 
grade 6 designs, which are cartoon versions of the stereotypical and offensive Zwarte Piet 
characters. In HEMA’s case, this was also found in 2015 (ibid: 16). Meanwhile, JAMIN had 
promised in 2015 to cease selling any products packaged with or decorated by the Zwarte 
Piet character (ERIF 2015). On the other hand, both stores also offer own-brand letters with 
no Piet imagery at all (grade 1). The letters found at Ekoplaza and Kruidvat are graded at level 
1 in 2016.   
 

 Figure 13  
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Miscellaneous sweets and treats  
 
Across the board, numerous Sinterklaas related products are sold using packaging that is 
decorated with at least grade 5 imagery, usually coming in the form of mini Sint and Piet 
figurines. For example, Jumbo’s “sintjes and pietjes” were grades with a 6 and Albert Heijn 
sold grade 6 Piet figurines packaged and distributed by both Libeert and Tonkeys (see figure 
14). Albert Heijn’s own-brand chocolate spekken cookies featured a large chocolate Zwarte 
Piet decoration, graded at 6 (see figure 15). Both Jumbo and Albert Heijn sold Bolletje taai 
taai (another type of spiced cookie) that appears to have grade 5 - 6 characteristics. HEMA 
also sold own-branded mini Sint and Piet figurines, with the Pieten graded at 6 - as seen last 
year by this store. JAMIN and Kruidvat sold products with grades 4 and 5 packages 
respectively and Ekoplaza came out on top here with only grade 1 chocolates.    
 

 Figure 14  Figure 15          
 
 

Gift wrap, decorations and toys 
 
Based on online observations, Jumbo sold grades 4 and 5 products in this category. Its toy 
steamboat and chimney sets were graded as 5 and 4 respectively. Meanwhile, the Jumbo 
Sinterklaas sticker set was found to be grade 4, and grade 5 gift wrap was also available from 
this store.    
 
Albert Heijn appeared to make a large shift when compared to the previous report. Several of 
the toy and costume items were no longer available via their online shopping facility. However, 
their infamous Zwarte Piet schminkset (face painting set), which uses grade 6 packaging, was 
still available (see figure 16). On the other hand, the gift-wrap sold by Albert Heijn was graded 
as 1.  
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 Figure 16  
 
HEMA sold multiple items in this category, each assessed at grades ranging from 2 and 5b. 
For instance, Piet(en) costumes are displayed but without a model of any kind, and thus 
graded 2 (see figure 17). Piet hand puppets were graded at 32, while colouring books, gift wrap 
and labels were assessed at grade 5b due to their usage of sooty smudge marks across the 
faces of the Pieten characters.      
 

Figure 17 
 
Meanwhile, the Blokker’s products in this category each were assessed between grades 4 
and 6. A Blokker branded steamboat toy set for example, was graded at 4 for its usage of 
figurines based on both black and white people, without face paint or caricature features. Other 
Blokker branded items, such as gift-wrap and colouring and sticker sets were graded at 5. 

                                                
2 It should be noted that throughout HEMA’s website, grade 3 imagery was employed using child 
models to promote the Sinterklaas range of products.    



 

ERIF Sinterklaas Brand & Product Study: Charting Change 20 

However, products by toy making giants Fisherprice and Playmobil sold Sinterklaas and 
Zwarte Piet figurines that were graded at 6.  
 
As negative as these results were found to be, Kruidvat came out with the worst grades for 
this category of products and ultimately, the whole phase one of the research project. In 
addition to selling a grade 5 puppet Piet, the own-brand Piet three-piece costume pack makes 
use of grade 5b packaging to instruct buyers of how the outfit should be worn. Furthermore, 
Kruidvat was found to be selling the same grade 6 Playmobil figurines set as seen via the 
Blokker’s website. This was also noted for Kruidvat in the previous report (ERIF 2016b: 22).  
 
Finally, Kruidvat was found to be a distributor of the Sinterklaas themed DVD De Club van 
Sinterklaas & De Verdwenen Schoentjes (see figure 18), which is also shown at cinemas 
throughout the country during the festive season. The film poster (and naturally, the film itself) 
uses grade 7 imagery to depict the character Zwarte Piet. In other words, white Dutch actors 
wear afro wigs, blackface and red lipstick to exaggerate the features of an enslaved African.    
 

 Figure 18    
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Discussion of results 2: Intertoys and Bart Smit  
 
In the discussion of the previous phase of research, the effects that blackface imagery 
continues to have on toys and costumes was noted. This phenomena can be witnessed and 
further explored when addressing the Sinterklaas products available from the online 
environments of two of the Netherlands’ best known toy stores: Intertoys and Bart Smith.  

Toys 
Neither store sold any puzzles or games that were specifically branded around Sinterklaas 
iconography3. Somewhat unsurprisingly, both Intertoys and Bart Smit offered the Fisher Price 
Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet figurines set observed on the Blokker website and graded at 6. 
Additionally, Intertoys sold a Playmobil steamboat set, which was also graded at 6. 

Books and DVDs  
Intertoys did not appear to sell any Sinterklaas related books via its online store, while Bart 
Smit sold over 20 different titles. Almost half of these were graded as 1 as there was no usage 
of the Piet character on the cover the book at all. A number of books with the Piet character 
depicted as a black or brown child (grade 5), or as an animal (grade 5a) but in each case 
without the blackface characteristics, were available on the web shop. Grade 6 and 7 
Sinterklaas books were also sold by Bart Smit (making up approximately 21 percent of their 
Sinterklaas-themed books), such as Sinterklaas by Charlotte Dernans, Het Dag Boek van 
Sinterklaas by M. de Wind and Lust Sinterklaas Speculaas by G. Daniles. In the previous 
study, it was also found that Bart Smit offered some 28 Sinterklaas oriented books with 50 
percent not featuring the character Zwarte Piet at all and up to 43 percent promoting grades 
6 and 7 imagery, implying a possible slight improvement in the quality of their products 
between 2015 and 2016.  
 
As for DVDs - all three films sold by Intertoys and Bart Smit feature grade 7 imagery: 
Sinterklaas en de Verdwenen Pakjesboot (Intertoys), Sinterklaas 3: En Het Pakjes Mysterie 
(Intertoys) and De Club van Sinterklaas en de Verdwenen Schoentjes (Bart Smit). The third 
film was also sold by Kruidvat. Similar results were found in 2015 illustrating how live action 
depictions of the Saint and his servant have not evolved within certain arenas (ibid: 23-24).  

Costumes, Decorations and Candies      
 
Despite the unfortunately findings regarding the DVDs sold by Intertoys, the costumes 
displayed on their website were assessed at grade 3 as they featured white (child) models 
without any face-paint. However, the gift-wrap and decorations being sold for the Sinterklaas 
period were each graded at 5b (white Pieten with sooty faces) and 6 (Zwarte Pieten with 

                                                
3 In the last edition of this study, it was found that Intertoys sold an 1000 piece jigsaw puzzle by Jumbo, 
with an ice-skating theme that features a grade 6 Zwarte Piet riding on the back of Sinterklaas (ERIF 
2016b: 21).  
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blackface characteristics). Bart Smit went a step further by making available costumes 
featuring grade 5b and 7 models as well as grade 6 decorations (see figure 19). 
 

Figure 19    
 
Moreover, the two variations of Sinterklaas-themed candies sold at Intertoys were also graded 
as 6 as also observed in the last study (ibid: 19).         
 



 

© 2017 European Race and Imagery Foundation 23 

Discussion of results 3: Bol.com  
 
For this phase of the project, ERIF investigated numerous categories to assess the extent of 
Sinterklaas-related products available via the online shopping environment Bol.com. A 
maximum of 15 items were examined per category.  

Music  
 
Approximately 53 percent (up from 47 percent in the previous report) of the Sinterklaas music 
CDs found via Bol.com featured grade 7 imagery in the cover art. The lowest graded cover art 
was for the CD Pepernotenpret by Dirk Scheele, which was graded as 4a (see figure 20).        
 

Figure 20  
 

DVDs 
 
As much as 67 percent of the Sinterklaas DVDs interrogated via Bol.com were graded as 7, 
which is down from 73 percent in last year’s report (ERIF 2016b: 24). Considering the results 
for DVD’s sold in major toy stores Intertoys and Bart Smit (see Phase Two), this outcome 
should not come as much as of a surprise. 
 
Having said this, 40 percent of the DVDs being sold, featured grade 1 cover art, including Het 
Paard van Sinterklaas (see figure 21) as distributed by Warner Home Video. It should be noted 
however, that in the grading of DVD cover art, ERIF has not investigated the contents of the 
films themselves, which can indeed feature depictions of the Piet character at various 
gradations.   
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 Figure 21  
 
 

Books  
 
As seen previously with Bart Smit, investigating Bol.com revealed the promotion of a hefty 
number of books with covers graded as 6. On the other hand, Bol.com’s grades were even 
more unfortunate than Bart Smit’s. The online store offers 53 percent of its Sinterklaas books 
at grade 6 or 7 versus 21 percent from Bart Smit. Conversely, Bart Smit also offered 46 percent 
of its books with grade 1 cover art, while Bol.com does not offer any at all with this grade based 
on its top 15 searchable Sinterklaas books. In last year’s report, 20 percent of the books were 
graded as 1 (ibid: 21).  
 
Meanwhile, the remaining 47 percent of book covers featured images of Pieten with either 
sooty or multicoloured painted faces (rather than the stereotypical blackface characteristics), 
or the Pieten were presented as animals.  

Toys 
 
All toys that came up through searching using the term “Sinterklaas” via Bol.com were graded 
6, meaning they each depicted Zwarte Piet using the most offensive and stereotypical features 
associated with the character, either in the packaging or products themselves (see figure 22). 
The responsible brands are Fisherprice, Playmobil, Boland and Fun & Feest Party Gadgets. 
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Figure 22 
 
Interestingly, a Nora doll, depicting a black baby, by manufacturer Rubens Barn, also came 
up under the “Sinterklaas” search, although it is clear upon examination of the product that it 
has nothing to do with the festival or its usual associated iconography. Arguably, this doll in 
particular comes up during this search because toys are often given as gifts to children 
regardless of their direct relatability to the Sinterklaas festival. On the other hand, it could also 
be that this doll depicts a black baby, and since Zwarte Piet depicts a black person, any item 
related to black people could come up under a search for Sinterklaas products.  

Games and Puzzles  
 
As with the toys category, many of the puzzles and games with a Sinterklaas theme available 
via Bol.com used grade 6 imagery on the packaging and/or within the products themselves. 
As much as 75 percent was found to employ cartoon images of Zwarte Piet in his most 
offensive form. Based on these online findings, there was very little variation, with all remaining 
results being assessed at grade 1 (i.e. no imagery of the Piet character at all).  

Costumes 
 
40 percent of the costumes found on Bol.com encouraged grade 7 depictions of the Piet 
charachter for Sinterklaas. On the other hand, 47 percent of costumes encourage Pieten with 
sooty faces or multi-coloured face paint, rather than blackface. Additionally, some depictions 
used either white or black models without any face paint. Having said that, of the grade 3 to 
5b depictions analysed, 67 percent continued to use an afro wig as part of the Piet’s costume, 
demonstrating the importance of a link to African features in conjuring the image of this 
character.  
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Although not technically costumes, it was discovered that it is also possible to purchase 
Sinterklaas t-shirts and baby grows for infants that would be graded as 1 via Bol.com.   

Decorations 
 
All decorations found for the Sinterklaas festival via Bol.com were assessed at grade 6. In 
other words, all Sinterklaas decorations available to purchase via this website, featured 
cartoon images with the Zwarte Piet character presented with the exaggerated features of an 
enslaved person of African descent. Brands investigated include Fun & Feest Party Gadgets, 
Boland, Folat and Beekwilder IVT.  
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Discussion of results 4: In-Store Fieldwork 

Amsterdam 
 
According to ERIF’s online research (as outlined in the discussion of results 1 chapter) Jumbo 
sold its own-brand chocolate letters using grade 1 packaging for the Sinterklaas period. 
However, in-store fieldwork in Amsterdam revealed that Jumbo also sells grade 6 chocolate 
letters - as well as other chocolate figurines with the same grade - by company La Bonbonnerie 
(see figures 23 and 24).  
 

   
 
Figures 23 and 24  
 
This fieldwork also revealed that Jumbo continues to sell a mix of grades 5 and 6 gift wrap for 
the Sinterklaas festival (see figures 25, 26 and 27). Online research had shown that grade 5 
gift wrap was available via the Jumbo website.   
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Figures 25, 26 and 27 
 
Meanwhile, decoration used throughout the store itself used 5c graded imagery (see figure 
28), and grade 4a Pieten were used to decorate cakes sold in the baked goods section of the 
supermarket (see figure 29). 
 

  
 
Figures 28 and 29 
 
Outside of the Jumbo chain, within the smaller, neighbourhood chain Stadsbakker Jongejans, 
one could purchase a Zwarte Piet cake with grade 6 icing and decoration (see figure 30).  
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 Figure 30  
 

Rotterdam 
 
During in-store fieldwork in an Albert Heijn in Rotterdam, various animal shaped chocolates 
(see figure 31) were observed as being sold on a grade 2 display during the Sinterklaas period. 
Also, grade 5 Zwarte Piet chocolate figurines were sold during the season as well as mini Sint 
and Piet figurines, also graded as 5 (see figures 32 and 33).  
 

 
Figures 31, 32 and 33 
 
At bakeries in the shopping centre De Meent in central Rotterdam, cakes and decorations 
using grade 6 imagery were discovered (see figures 34 and 35). Within the Koopgoot shopping 
area of Rotterdam, the Parfumerie Douglas store used Zwarte Piet dolls as decorations for 
Sinterklaas, graded as 5c for their green-tinged complexions (see figure 36), although one 



 

ERIF Sinterklaas Brand & Product Study: Charting Change 30 

could be forgiven for assessing these Pieten as grade 6 upon first glance due to the costumes 
and facial expression. 
 

  
Figures 34 and 35  
 

 Figure 36  
 
Finally, in-store fieldwork along the Coolsingel in Rotterdam led to the discovery of grade 6 
toys in an Intertoys shop. As seen during the online phase of research, Intertoys displayed the 
Playmobil steamboat set featuring Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet figurines (see figure 37). 
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 Figure 37  
 

Den Haag  (The Hague)  
 
Fieldwork that took place in a Jumbo located in the Leyenburg neighbourhood of Den Haag 
revealed that the grade 6 Tosca chocolate letters (which were also seen in last year’s report) 
continue to be sold in store (see figure 38). Also, at certain display points throughout the store, 
packages wrapped in grade 6 paper could be found (see figure 39).  
 

 
Figures 38 and 39 
 
Also at the Jumbo, it was possible to purchase Sinterklaas-themed gifts such as a DIY chimney 
with grade 4 imagery (a mix of white and black characters as Piet but without any blackface 
make-up; see figure 40), as well as a pouch decorated with a grade 5 Piet (see figure 41).         
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Figures 40 and 41 
 
At a HEMA store in the same neighbourhood, images of grade 5b Pieten were used on posters 
throughout the shop. Confusingly, although these Pieten did not appear to necessarily depict 
characters of African descent, the use of Afro-style hair was still paired with the sooty smudges 
(see figure 42). This was also seen in many of the costumes available via Bol.com, showing 
a resistance to remove certain elements of the Piet image that lead campaigners to damn the 
character. On the other hand, promotional imagery used throughout the website was graded 
as 3.     
 

 Figure 42  
 
The Parfumerie Douglas - in Den Haag’s shopping district - makes another appearance in this 
year’s report, for extensive use of its green Pieten throughout the shop as Sinterklaas 
decoration (see figures 43 and 44).  
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Figures 43 and 44 
 
Meanwhile, at a smaller, Den Haag-based drugstore chain called Kalisvaart, it was possible 
to purchase grade 6 gift wrap at the counter during the Sinterklaas season (see figure 45). 
 

Figure 45 
 
Prominent book stores located in the centre of town both used the Zwarte Piet character to 
celebrate the Sinterklaas festival, with Van Stockum Boekverkopers selling a variety of 
Sinterklaas books, including those with grade 6 imagery (see figure 46). Furthermore, fellow 
bookshop Paagman decorated its walls and shelves with grade 6 Zwarte Piet dolls (see figure 
47).  
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Figure 46  
 

 
Figure 47  
 
Additionally, the Prénatal store in the Megastores complex sold Sinterklaas sing-along books 
and CDs, some of which featured grade 5 images of the Piet character.  
 
Some of the most shocking observations were made along a narrow street leading off from 
the famous Plein in Den Haag. Empire Records, a shop along this street, made a full window 
display of vintage Sinterklaas vinyl records (see figure 48), many of which using grades 6 or 
7 imagery (see figures 49 and 50). The invasive visibility of this imagery, displayed in such as 
way, was reminiscent of the Zwarte Piet dolls used in a jewellry shop and a hair salon, as seen 
in earlier in this report.   
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 Figures 48 
 
 

 
Figures 49 and 50 
 
This sight was highly shocking not only due to the high grading of images, which provided a 
wide variety of the most offensive and harmful versions of the Zwarte Piet character, but also 
due to the visibility and prominence they are given in the window. The average passerby has 
no choice but to see these images and engage with them to some degree. In other words, the 
positioning of the imagery was found to be intrusive to those in the street and therefore, 
Empire’s display was found to be the most aggressive promotional campaign experienced in 
Den Haag, in 2016.       
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Conclusions 
 
The loss of data from the V&D in this year’s study led in part to a significant drop in the amount 
of products that were assessed during fieldwork, although only 43 percent of this decline in 
grades can be attributed to the closure of the V&D alone. The remaining lost grades have 
much to do with fewer Sinterklaas-related products being sold on Bol.com.  
 
Looking specifically at the breakdown of analysed data (see table 2 below), it is clear that there 
is little variation between the categories of grades collected in 2015 and 2016. However, there 
are certain areas that deserve some attention and further investigation. Grade 4 for example 
- given to imagery that features real or cartoon people dressed as Piet(en) without blackface 
make-up - accounted for 5.7 percent of imagery in 2015, but dropped to just 1.5 percent in 
2016. Meanwhile, grade 5b imagery - assigned to packaging and products that feature white 
characters dressed as Piet(en) with soot marks smudged across the face - accounted for only 
1.7 percent in 2015, with this number growing to 5.7 percent in 2016. Thus, it becomes 
arguable that the chimney sweep narrative is becoming an increasingly important replacement 
in the characterisation of Zwarte Piet. In many cases, however, the sooty motif was used 
alongside more typical characterisations, such as the afro wig, highlighting the transitional 
phase many companies view themselves to be in. Moreover, the multi-coloured Piet(en) began 
to have an impact in 2016, whereas this version of the characterisation was not identified 
during the 2015 fieldwork process.   
 
On the other hand, the most dominant category of products and packaging are those that 
feature no Piet(en) imagery at all (35.9 percent), followed by grade 6 imagery depicting Zwarte 
Piet(en) with the most stereotypical features (30 percent). Both grade 6 and 7 categories 
increased somewhat between 2015 and 2016, with grade 7 being assigned third in terms of 
frequency in this study (12.6 percent). This illustrates to activists and consumers that although 
alternatives are being used (such as multi-coloured or sooty Pieten) blackface Pieten remain 
the most recognisable due to their continued usage by businesses and within product 
branding. Furthermore, the observation of Zwarte Pieten as decorations in various stores 
(though in-store investigative fieldwork), demonstrates a deliberate, political reaction to anti-
blackface activism throughout the Netherlands in the maintenance of such a contested image.  
   
Each store - apart from Ekoplaza - had evidence of Zwarte Piet imagery via their websites and 
in-store fieldwork proved that products such as letters and other candies continued to be in 
circulation, rather than merely products on old web pages that need to be removed. 
Additionally, toys, costumes, books and DVDs continue to be the most problematic area. 
Although there is increased choice for consumers in terms of multi-coloured and sooty Pieten 
versus blackface Pieten, the former alternative is not necessarily ideal.  
 
Alongside more consistent in-store monitoring, investigations into rural packaging and 
decorative practises, 2017’s fieldwork period will continue to monitor the use of sooty and 
multicoloured, to reveal whether or not this shift is meaningful in dictating the direction of new 
shifts in the Sinterklaas festival.      
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Grade Descriptions Grades 
2015 (#) 

Grades 
2015 (%) 

Grades 
2016 (#) 

 Grades 
2016 (%)  

Grade 1 - No Piet(en) found to be 
visible on packaging or product.  

150 37.4 94 35.9 

Grade 2 - A silhouette or shadow of the 
Piet character features on the 
packaging or product. 

11 2.7 8 3.1 

Grade 3 - Images of real (white) people 
dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons of 
(white) Piet(en) without face-paint.  

 4 1 6 2.3 

Grade 4 - Images of real (black and 
white) people dressed up as Piet(en), or 
cartoons of (black and white) Piet(en) 
without face-paint.  

23 5.7 4 1.5 

Grade 4a - Images of real children of 
various ethnic background dressed up 
as both Sint and Piet(en) without face-
paint.  

5 1.2 2 0.8 

Grade 5 - Images of real (black) people 
dressed up as Piet(en), or cartoons of 
(black) Piet(en) without face-paint. 

50 12.5 27 10.3 

Grade 5a - Piet(en) presented as an 
animal, without blackface 
characterisations. 

3 0.7 3 1.1 

Grade 5b - Images of real (white) 
people dressed up as Piet(en), or 
cartoons of (white) Piet(en) with soot 
marks across the face.  

7 1.7 15 5.7 

Grade 5c - Multi-coloured Piet(en) 
depicted by either real people or 
cartoon images. 

n/a n/a 2 0.8 

Grade 6 - Images of cartoon Zwarte 
Piet(en) with the stereotypical features 
such as jet-black skin, thick red lips and 
afro hair.  

110 27.3 68 30 

Grade 7 - Images of real (white) people 
dressed up as Zwarte Piet(en) with the 
stereotypical features such as jet-black 
skin, thick red lips and afro hair.  

38 9.5 33 12.6 

Total number of grades collected via 
online research:  

401 262 

Table 2  
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