The Reader Perched on Your Shoulder
Sarah Ardizzone and Ros Schwartz

Sarah Ardizzone has recently translated a graphic novel version of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince by Joann Sfar, to be published by Walker Books on 4 October 2010, while Ros and daughter Chloe Schwartz’s new translation of the book for CRW Publishing Ltd will appear in September. Below Sarah and Ros discuss the challenges of retranslating a classic.

RS: My initial excitement on being commissioned to retranslate Le Petit Prince quickly turned to awe and trepidation. Readers of my translation will probably be familiar with Katherine Woods’ original 1943 translation or Irene Testot-Ferry’s version in the Wordsworth Classics edition of 1995, and I had to decide whether or not to look at the existing translations. I chose not to. I knew that if I did, they would lodge in my mind, and everything I wrote would be either be a reaction against my predecessors’ approach, or I might feel they had found the best solution and that whatever I did would not measure up. A peek at readers’ hostile reviews on Amazon of a third translation by Richard Howard, published in 2000 and offering a streamlined, modern take which loses the quaintness of the 1940s language made me even more jittery. People retain a fondness for books they loved as children, no matter how weird or wooden the translation.
SA: Aha, the stomach-churning anxiety (of influence) that is the lot of a translator charged with re-translating a classic—in this instance, some sixty-seven years after the original was penned. 
Like Ros I instinctively knew that, with my sleeves rolled up and ready for action, I would feel conflicted if I consulted previous translations—running the risk of there being little that was integral or flowing or even fresh about the voice of this new version. It would instead be a nervous, reactionary composite; a patchwork quilt of what I dared steal and what I didn’t, what I gave lick of period paint to and what I thrust in garishly to prove my ‘originality’. That said, once I was on to a polished draft, I was interested to look at how linguistic niggles had been solved in certain passages by previous translators.

I also had a personal reason for wanting to make this story come alive again as compellingly as possible. Ten years ago, I was living on a tiny, remote island in the Greek Minor Cyclades. There resided Kyrios Angelos, well into his nineties and a picture of lean, lined, wind-tanned health, having quit the booze and fags at seventy. Kyrios Angelos was a leading chanter in the island’s Orthodox church and had read two books in his long life: the Bible and The Little Prince—or O Mikrós Principás, as he called it—a copy of which had been left behind by a stray tourist. These days, Kyrios Angelos has joined the Little Prince on his tiny distant planet, but as I translated I felt his gnarled hands on my shoulder. How would it be, he prompted me to ask, if this was one of the only books you read in your life? What would it be like to come at it as if for the very first time?
RS: The next issue was register. Did I want to keep the 1940s feel, modernise, or try and find a more neutral, timeless tone? I opted for the last. I eschewed contractions other than in dialogue, so as not to sound too contemporary, only using them sparingly as a device to distinguish the author’s narrative voice from the author’s voice when addressing the reader. 
SA: Register was—quite literally—a graphic question for me. The extraordinary French illustrator Joann Sfar (some readers may be familiar with his work, The Rabbi’s Cat) had been granted the rights by Gallimard to create a wholly fresh, twenty-first century version of this seemingly untouchable classic. What he has accomplished is a breathtaking piece of iconoclasm that rings true because it is, at the same time, deceptively faithful to the spirit of the original. There is nothing whimsical about his drawings, they are out there in every sense; and yet in the vast aquamarine of the little prince’s eyes, in the brittle sexuality of his flower, we see Saint-Exupéry’s words painted bold. Call it promiscuous fidelity; for me it is so tonally authentic that I suppose I think of it as vrai (as opposed to faux) naif.
In Sfar’s French language version, much of the daring is pictorial. But Sfar has also pulled off a brilliantly deft piece of abridgement, retaining over half the original text, mostly verbatim—though he parachutes in the occasional piece of contemporary or surreal humour—while infusing it with bande dessinée cunning. And so I found myself serving two masters: Saint-Exupéry and Sfar. Not only was I looking to create a fresh translation of Saint-Exupéry’s words for a young readership, but I also wanted to respond to Sfar’s visual derring-do within the language of my translation.  
RS: I began by reading the French text aloud, which helped me identify priorities. What emerged was that the French sounds deceptively simple. The lightness and seemingly effortless poetry of the language can turn into plodding prose if translated solely for meaning. For example, after the narrator crashes his plane in the desert, he falls asleep on the ground, ‘à mille milles de toute terre habitée’. Translated literally, this becomes ‘a thousand miles from any inhabited land’—which is a thousand miles from the airiness and alliterative music of the French. So here, as in many other places, my choice was governed by rhythm and poetry rather than literal meaning, and I plumped for ‘miles and miles from any living soul’. 
SA: Yes, you can’t beat reading aloud – most of my translation practice is rooted in that. Here, though, I had an additional reason for giving voice to the words: most of Sfar’s adaptation is in the form of dialogue (even the narrative comprises the pilot talking to us directly) so I needed to be sure that my translation was sprung like speech. You’d be surprised at how snugly Exupéry’s deceptively simple and poetic language sits inside bande dessinée dialogue boxes.
RS: In other instances, the economy of language in the French resulted in clumsy English. The narrator talks about his two drawings of the boa constrictor as ‘un boa ouvert’ and ‘un boa fermé’, repeated several times throughout the book. So simple, so snappy. ‘Open boa’ and ‘closed boa’ doesn’t work in English. The illustrations could only be described as depicting ‘a boa from the inside’ and ‘a boa from the outside’, which is cumbersome. So once I’d established that drawing number two was ‘a boa constrictor digesting an elephant. So then I drew the inside of a boa…’, I condensed subsequent references to ‘un boa ouvert et un boa fermé’ to sound less awkward, as in ‘the grown-ups told me to forget about drawing elephants inside boa constrictors’ or ‘I had never drawn anything except my two boa constrictors’. 
It was because music is such a crucial aspect of the French text that I invited my 19-year-old daughter Chloe to work with me. She’s a musician and has an unerring ear for notes that jar. She clung to her favourite childhood books for a long time, and, having worked with children, is still steeped in the language of childhood wonderment. She often pushed me in the direction of the solution that had the most pleasing sound. 
SA: That rhythmic and musical quality also guided my search for language that would sing—with the extra constraint that it needed to do so within the confines of a speech bubble. 
In the course of translating this graphic novel, I also became increasingly sensitive to the visual aspect of the words—culminating in a final edit with Walker designer Patrick Insole. As we sat, side by side, Patrick was able to drop words in and take them out of speech bubbles, with a click of his Wacom tablet, adjusting the font to work with the space, always leaving enough ‘air’; meanwhile, I made suggestions about alternative vocabulary I’d like to try. We both knew exactly when we’d found the right marriage of visuals and semantics: cartoon language that simultaneously read and sounded like fresh poetic speech. 
Here’s a simple example: I’m a fan of Ros’ translating of le Vaniteux as the Show-Off, but when we tried it in our speech bubbles, the hyphen was visually jarring—so I stuck to my original choice of the Vain Man, which seems apt enough in a twenty-first century of celebrity, narcissism and flimsy surface. 
RS: As in many children’s books, repetition is an important device, and one of the most challenging recurrences is the word ‘sérieux’—a key word for Saint-Exupéry which denotes the adult world full of people who take themselves very seriously but who are absurd in the little prince’s eyes, and conversely matters that the little prince takes very seriously, like protecting his rose. In most instances, the English word ‘serious’ didn’t work, as sérieux translates in a number of different ways depending on the precise sense in which it is being used. Here I played on variations such as ‘a serious matter/important matters/worthwhile’ to try and preserve the essence of the word ‘sérieux’ in all its senses in a way that did not sound forced in English.
SA: I went round the houses with this one as well.  I especially liked ‘important’ and ‘what matters’, along the way. Ultimately, I plumped for the little prince’s own naive voice, when he refers to ‘serious stuff’.
RS: The little prince’s signature phrase ‘S’il vous plait … dessine-moi un mouton’, again so light and airy in French, risked sounding clunky in English: ‘Please… draw me a sheep’. Not something I could imagine a child saying spontaneously. The book’s illustrations show not a sheep, but a lamb. Of course. Children talk about little lambs. Mary had a little lamb. Little lamb alliterates. I checked with a French native-speaker colleague who concurred with my intuition that the little prince meant a lamb (as evidenced by the images and his comments on the narrator’s artistic efforts (‘That one’s too old. I want a lamb that will live for a long time.’) Here I pause to swat away the readers over my shoulder who have the words ‘draw me a sheep’ etched into their psyche. 
SA: Sfar chooses not to draw the mouton at all so, unlike Ros, I didn’t have an iconic image to contend with. Instead, I was free to follow my ears, and in the graphic novel context I actually like the plosive, slightly cartoony sound of ‘sheep’; plus, I didn’t want any echoes of ‘lamb of God’ in what is already a spiritually charged text. ‘Draw me a sheep’ may be etched on a collective psyche, but it looks a heap different tucked inside a speech bubble, in the swirling landscape of Sfar’s vision, couched in the uber-modern colour palette of Brigitte Findakly.

I also managed to get in a spot of wordplay on this theme, when Sfar has the pilot saying ‘Il me broute avec son mouton celui-là’. Meaning, literally, ‘this one’s getting on my nerves with his sheep’ (though brouter can also mean ‘to graze’) and which I translated as ‘I wish he’d stop bleating on about his sheep.’ 
RS: That’s terrific! I also found that occasionally English offers an opportunity for wordplay in the vein of Saint-Exupéry where the French doesn’t. Describing the businessman, the little prince says ‘ce n’est pas un homme, c’est un champignon!’ The word ‘champignon’ is a little baffling – it could translate as mushroom, toadstool or fungus. I felt justified in using a word that works both visually and verbally: ‘But he’s not a man, he’s a puffball!’ 
When the little prince is about to return to his planet, he consoles the pilot saying: ‘toi tu auras cinq cent millions de grelots, et moi j’aurai cinq cent millions de fontaines’. Another felicity of English is the fact that ‘bell’ rhymes with ‘well’. I gratefully seized the opportunity that offered itself—especially since the two had indeed come across an old-fashioned well in the desert and this is what the little prince was referring to, rather than a fountain. 
SA: Chapeau!
RS: Translating Saint-Exupéry, the most everyday expressions can become stumbling blocks, like ‘faire sa toilette’. Describing how important it is to prevent baobabs from taking root on the planet, the little prince says: ‘Quand on a terminé sa toilette du matin, il faut faire soigneusement la toilette de la planète’. I could think of no single expression in English that worked for both a person and a planet, but I did manage to preserve the repetition and sense of a daily routine: ‘Once you’ve brushed your hair and cleaned your teeth, then you clean your planet.’ The challenge throughout was to find child-friendly but not childish language, which eliminated words like ‘groom’ for ‘faire sa toilette’. 
SA: You bet. Which is why, in relation to the flower’s toilette, as she prepares for her first grand appearance, I had her spending ‘days and days mysteriously getting washed and dressed’. And why, in her décoiffée state she declares, ‘You’ll have to forgive me. My hair’s in a mess’. I quite like the clash of her grandiose aspirations and her unflowery language. 

Talking of everyday expressions turned stumbling blocks, the most striking example of this for me was the little prince repeatedly referring to how things are ‘chez-moi’: such a simple turn of phrase, for which we have no direct equivalent in English—and in this case, of course, it’s all the more poignant, given that it’s referring to a teeny-tiny faraway planet. Generally, I chose to translate this as ‘where I come from’. 
RS: I was agreeably surprised at the freshness and timelessness of Saint-Exupéry’s text. But there was one sentence which posed a moral dilemma. At one point the narrator tells us: ‘La Terre n'est pas une planète quelconque ! On y compte cent onze rois (en n'oubliant pas, bien sûr, les rois nègres)’—literally: Earth is no ordinary planet! It has one hundred and eleven kings (not forgetting of course the African kings). Given that this book was written before decolonisation when political correctness was not even a distant glimmer, this statement was probably not so shocking to contemporary readers as it is now. Rightly or wrongly, I decided to remove the phrase between parentheses, putting instead: ‘Earth is not just any old planet. Altogether it has one hundred and eleven kings…’. Translation purists will no doubt howl at my decision. Little Prince fans will no doubt howl at other perceived betrayals.
SA: I had a similar dilemma with the pilot’s Asteroid B-612, allegedly discovered in 1909 by a Turkish scientist. We learn that nobody took this discovery seriously because of the scientist’s Turkish clothes. But, Saint-Exupéry and Sfar tell us, ‘Luckily, not long after, a dictator forced the Turks to wear western-style trousers, or face the death penalty.’ Luckily? Hmm. Luckily for the planet being taken seriously in scientific circles, maybe; but hard to interpret as lucky in other ways. Sfar’s abridgement actually accentuated this old skool reasoning and, seeing as it didn’t advance the story in any way, I plumped for lopping off ‘luckily’ altogether. What matters here is the scary drama of the pictures and the narrative thrust as the pilot spins his scientific yarn to the little prince; the value judgement of lucky or otherwise seemed redundant.
RS: Retranslating a classic, you have to be prepared to deal with all those readers perched on your shoulder. I involved friends, colleagues and family members of all ages in this venture, who all contributed valuable comments and criticisms. It was hugely challenging and hugely rewarding, and has given me a far deeper appreciation of Saint-Exupéry’s genius. 
SA: The ending of The Little Prince is traumatic enough as it is, but Sfar’s pictures—the tears spurting from those aquamarine eyes—get me lachrymose every time. I hope the reader over my shoulder can shrug off history to float freely and without inhibitions into Sfar’s universe.
‘Whatever next?’ I guess Kyrios Angelos might tease me. And I can see the twinkle in his Aegean eye, were he to encounter a cartoon version of the only work of fiction he’s ever read. ‘Ti na kanoume?’ he might add, with his islander’s defiant fatalism. That well-worn phrase means ‘what can we do about it’—but is used rhetorically to infer: nothing doing, things change, that’s just the way it is. 
