Tales in translation from English to French
Some thoughts and investigations while reading Lathey’s Children’s Literature in Translation and writing Bilingual Books – Biliterate Children  
Since I have started exploring children reading bilingually, I have remembered my own experiences of translated literature. Specifically I remember loving “Les quatre filles du Docteur March” when I was 9 years’ old and never really noticing until years later that the text was translated from Louisa May Alcott’s “Little Women”. I had the opportunity to explore both versions when listening to Sarah  read them together (featured in Chapter 8 of Bilingual Books – Biliterate Children). Through her detailed exploration of the texts, paragraph by paragraph, I realised how skilled the French translation was and how it read as a fine piece of children’s literature in the French language.

Lathey discusses Bamburger’s argument that children, when engaging with new texts, are interested principally in the power of the stories themselves “… just as if the books were originally written in their own language” (Bamberger, 1978, quoted in Lathey, 2006, p.1). Lathey disagrees with this view and considers that children can also be attracted to the foreign and the unfamiliar in a narrative. I realised that I judge the quality of a translation very much by whether it reads as if it has been written originally in the target language and whether I can it aloud with fluency. The two points are closely related: reading aloud requires a capacity to glance ahead and anticipate accurately what the next few words will be. An awkward translation will interfere with this process. With this in mind and the many issues raised by Lathey’s book, I picked ten English/French picture books at random from the library shelves and proceeded to read them simultaneously.
While all the texts I had chosen were picture books aimed at primary school-aged children, they had different characteristics. They included a nursery song,   a book of animal fables, a well known traditional story, a narrative based around a traditional story with an intertextual element, three stories from world literature and three original stories by well known children’s authors.
The first comment that sprang to mind was that, in spite of noting that translators of children’s texts were often inexperienced and poorly paid (Lathey, 2006), the texts in French were generally good. I only encountered two actual errors, which might have been typos. 

Lathey comments "The aural texture of a translation is of paramount importance to a child still engaged in discovering the power of language" (2006:10) Two of the ten texts I read met this read-aloud, could-have-been-written-in French test and both were a joy to read out loud. 
Journey through Islamic Art (Robert & Mayo, 2005) is a treasure of a book and, not surprisingly, it has won prizes. The language is poetic and unusually academic for a picture book. It flows in both languages and reads beautifully out loud. It will present a challenge for the beginner reader, but the more sophisticated reader will enjoy rolling the new words round her tongue and the illustrations, in most cases, support an understanding of the sophisticated vocabulary: pulpits (chaires), beautify (embellir), garment (revêtement), silversmith (orfèvre), calligraphers (calligraphes). 

The English style is decidedly formal “the artistic heritage of Islam and Spain fused to create the Al Hambra palace” (l’héritage artistique d’Islam et d’Espagne ont fusionné pour créer le palais de l’Alhambra). The stylistic match is good across both languages and I can’t help asking myself whether formal language translates more readily into French than colloquial language. Or indeed whether I am just reading the work of a gifted translator. 

Interestingly, sections of the book demonstrate very clearly the relationship between academic English and the French language and this would provide an interesting discussion point with a class. This is particularly noticeable in the following paragraph:

“Calligraphic inscriptions from the Qur’aan, floral arabesques and geometric designs all harmonised”. “Les inscriptions calligraphiques du Coran, les arabesques à fleurs et les dessins geométriques s’harmonisaient toutes. » (p.26)
While the translator has kept close to the text, she has prioritised the rhythm of the language. For example for the sake of a more elegant effect in reading aloud she has inverted “from floor to ceiling” to “du plafond jusqu’au sol” (from ceiling to floor). She keeps well away from the phrase-by-phrase translation that can spoils the reading aloud effect and sound un-French, and, for example, turns “The largest mosque in the world called Samarra its home” to “Samarra abrite la plus grande mosquée du monde”.
Handa’s Hen (Browne, 2003) is another treasure. The beautiful illustrations draw the reader in to the world of the two little girls who go looking for their hen, and strongly support understanding of the story. The book is a counting story, introducing numbers and African wildlife, built into a simple narrative with repetitive phrases. The writing style makes the text very accessible to less sophisticated readers, but with the added pleasure of learning the names of some unfamiliar creatures, clearly explained by the beautiful illustrations. I learnt a word that was new to me in both languages: sunbirds and souimanga and also that a bullfrog is a grenouille taureau.
The sentence structure is simple and elegant and works just as well in both languages. There are no metaphors, jokes or word play to complicate the translator’s task. The only place where the translator needed to be creative is on page 20 where all the characters “hurried and scurried and skipped”. The Albanian translator of this part of the text used one word only for those three alliterating words and this caused much discussion among children reading both languages (in Chapter 5). The French version conveys the meaning with a very different structure which has the merit of passing the reading aloud test although it cannot alliterate like the original: se precipitèrent à toute vitesse en sautillant. 
The word food was translated as “repas” which works well in the context of breakfast and has the merit of having a similar frequency, as opposed to nourriture which was used in another text and felt awkward. “Jeter un oeil was an effective way of translating “peep”. 

Children’s rhymes are well-loved, very catchy, long-remembered. In the course of my research into children reading dual language books I have encountered many children who spontaneously burst into proud and lively performances of rhymes learned from their mother or their grandmother. But while teaching children rhymes in other languages is fun and can give them a feel for the patterns and rhythms of a new language, translating them is another matter. Many of them use word play and include nonsense words which, as O’Sullivan (2001) noted, are very hard to render in another language. For example, would you want to translate this?

“Un éléphant, sa trompe, sa trompe, un éléphant, ça trompe énormément. Deux éléphants …” 
The counting rhyme plays on the double meaning of the verb tromper (to deceive) and the noun trompe, a trunk.

Head and Shoulders, Knees and Toes (Mantralingua) was a good choice of rhyme to translate as it does not have any word play or nonsense words to trip up the translator.  The sleek and attractive hard-backed book works well to help young children, both French and English, to learn body vocabulary in a way that is interactive and enjoyable. As a rhyme in French, it is harder to make the words fit the tune, but they do, just about, although they do not have the easy rhythm of the English version and do not quite meet the read-aloud test.  Translations use words in one language that are not strictly equivalent to those in the other language, because, although they have the same meaning, they may not have the same range of use (Puurtinen, 1994). Mohamed’s mother discusses this issue in Chapter 9. Small French children are not so likely to use the word orteil for their toes as they commonly refer to their doigt de pied. However, orteil it has to be, to fit the tune. 

A text that significantly failed the could-have-been-written-in-French and the read-aloud test is Fox Fables (Casey, 2006). However the text does remain intelligible in French and would certainly support understanding in either and both languages. It could be used effectively with children who have a comfortable knowledge of both languages as a tool to explore comparative structures in French and English and the challenges that these pose for the translator. Children can also be encouraged to offer and evaluate alternative translations.
 Fables are a strongly represented genre in French children’s literature, but Fox Fables does not begin with the traditional “Il était une fois”. Reading the French text one is immediately aware that one is reading a translation. As a habitual reader of French literature you keep feeling “I wouldn’t start from here!” This is a problem for the dual language format which requires texts to align fairly closely and may encourage translators to keep closer than they should to the original text. The following examples would provide good discussion points for bilinguals. 

The opening sentence “Fox started it” sounds fine in English, but Le renard commença doesn’t work at all in French. Commença quoi? Started what? The English is colloquial and informal and perhaps this makes it harder to translate. So what alternative might one suggest? Perhaps “C’est le renard qui a tout commencé”, which sounds much better but proves the point that one generally needs more words to write the same thing in French. 

And then there is a problem with plats, dishes; which also means “flat”, so when the translator describes deux plats that are plats, it all sounds a bit odd. An alternative needs to be found for one of these two words. Perhaps the word for dishes in French needs to be récipients, although that is a less common word than plat.
On the next page – how did the fox  souleva sa soupe? But then how did he “lift his soup” in English? What with? The dish? A spoon (none in the picture)? His tongue? It says he lapped it (lapa), so no spoon. But then, why “lift”? 

Other sections of the translation are more successful and the discussion of alternative ways of expressing the text in French becomes more a matter of exploring the connotations of words. Ricaner, would be a good word for “scoffed” as it has similar unpleasant connotations. However there is no doubt that this text has presented the translator with some serious challenges. One example is the expression “trying not to snort with laughter” which is rendered in French as essayant de ne pas renifler en riant, which  really means “trying not to sniff while laughing”, which is not the meaning of “snort” in the English text. 

While the above examples present genuine difficulties for the translator, the following infelicities in French derive from a translation that remains inappropriately close to the sentence structure in English. Le renard souleva son museau is a word-for-word translation of “the fox lifted his snout”, but French tends not to use the possessive pronoun in this context and le renard souleva le museau would sound more French. The same applies to il lecha ses lèvres (he licked his lips), which really should be il se lecha les lèvres (which you would not want to try and translate back into English word-for-word!). 
Remaining too close to the English text produced some other sentences which clearly identified the text as a translation. Examples were “what’s more” translated as en plus, when a French reader would expect et qui plus est. In the same vein, it would be unlikely for a French speaker to say je te revaudrais ça, for “I will repay you well” rather than je te le rendrais bien.  Another example occurs in Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves (Attard, 2005) where “it was not long” is translated as ce ne fut pas long, where après peu, would have been expected, especially in a traditional story. In Not Again Red Riding Hood (Clynes & Daykin (2003), Rapunzel asks the Little Red Riding Hood as-tu de la nourriture? (have you got any food). The sentence one expects in French is as-tu quelque chose à manger?
One of the most awkward phrases in the ten reviewed texts occurred in Bear (Inkpen, 1997), a well-loved tale by a well known children’s author. “Second best” is not a phrase that can be translated readily into French – and it leads to a complicated circumlocution: mon cochon qui vient en second dans l’ordre de mes cochons préférés. A freer translation would have worked better, but moved further away from the literal meaning.

Lathey (2003) notes that translating from English into a language in which there are different forms of address according to age and/or social status requires the translator to make decisions, based on the context of the story, about what degree of politeness or formality to adopt in the target language. The second person in French requires the use of tu in the singular, vous in the plural and vous again for the singular when being polite, especially to adults. Also in Bear, on p2 the author addresses the reader directly “have you ever seen a bear fall out of the sky… ?” The French text uses the tu one expects when children are addressed. However, on the penultimate page, vous is used. Why this change in addressing the reader? It makes the text feel very formal. Unless of course the translator has switched from addressing the child reader to addressing several readers, including, possibly, a parent.

Another minefield for translators is the choice of tense (Puurtinen, 1994). There are cases in which the most accurate translation of a particular verb tense is not the one that would normally occur in a narrative in the target language. The preterit is more appropriate to a traditional tale in French. In Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves (Attard, 2005) the use of le rocher s’est ouvert (the rock opened) instead of le rocher s’ouvra, detracts from the dramatic reading aloud quality of the text. 
It is, of course, very easy to be critical of, or to disagree with; the particular choices a translator has made and exploring these examples makes for interesting discussions among pupils who know both languages well. Many of the choices made are a matter of style and elegance rather accuracy of meaning and it is easy for the critic to put icing on a cake that someone else has made. However it is these issues of style which make the difference between a text that reads well out loud and one that does not. 
Equally one can admire the creativity of the translators who can turn an elegant phrase in the target language. In Pandora’s Box (Barkow, 2002) “Leur donner la vie” works very well for “breathed life into them” and une langue bien pendue conveys “a clever tongue”. “Une femme munie de toutes les graces” works well stylistically, although it means something a little different from “a woman made in heaven with the gifts of the gods”. 

In The Three Billy Goats Gruff (Barkow, 2001) the chant “trip trap, trip trap, across the bridge he went” has a much more powerful rhythm in French (and it rhymes as well) “ta ga da, ta ga da, sur le pont il traversa” than it has in English. Sound effects are also well recreated in Bear, where “Crash! Smash!” is translated as badaboum and patatras. 
In conclusion I have decided that, much as I enjoyed exploring the translations of these ten picture books, I will leave translating to the professionals.
Raymonde Sneddon – UEL 2008
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