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Children’s literature in translation enriches our lives because it 
provides a glimpse into the experiences and way of life of 
children from different parts of the world. It offers the opportunity 
to travel, in our imagination, to far away places and to learn 
about other cultures. The tradition of translating literature for 
children has a long history, particularly in Europe, and this 
article will show some of the major contributions that they have 
made.  

 
Germany has provided us with outstanding classic works of literature. The 
Nutcracker by E.T.A. Hoffman first appeared in German in 1816 – a story about 
nursery toys battling against a mouse army and the Nutcracker prince who has been 
enchanted by a mouse sorcerer. One of the best editions so far is the one illustrated 
by Italian artist, Roberto Innocenti. The Fairy Tales of the brothers Grimm are some 
of the best-known tales in translation – Rapunzel, The Frog Prince, Hansel and 
Gretel, Rumpelstiltskin are just a few of the tales which started to appear in the 
German language from 1822. Since then there have been innumerable 
collections and editions of Grimm fairy tales in many languages. Struwwelpeter, by 
Dr Heinrich Hoffmann, was first published in translation in 1848. It is a cautionary 
tale, highly educational and moralistic in content and with gruesome illustrations that 
caused uproar among contemporary readers at the time. Wilhelm Busch’s Max and 
Moritz (1865), a comic poem about two young pranksters who play tricks on the 
village people, can be considered the ancestor of modern comics. 
 
Erich Kästner gave birth to one of the most memorable stories ever written in 
the twentieth century, Emil and the Detectives (1929). It was translated into 
English in 1931 with an introduction by Walter de la Mare and black-and-white 
line drawings by Walter Trier. It depicts the adventures of a gang of children in 
Berlin trying to catch a thief. If you ever want to be transported to that city 
during the 1920s, then this book will do the trick. Other titles by Kästner that 
have been translated into English are Emil and the Three Twins, The Flying 
Classroom (1934), a school adventure story for boys and Lottie and Lisa (1949). 
However, none of these reached the colossal international success that Emil and the 
Detectives did. One of the most talented artists of the twentieth century also came 
from Germany: Janosch (real name Horst Eckert, born in Poland in 1931); his book 
The Big Janosch Book of Fun and Verse came out in 1980. 
 
Switzerland produced the now well-known tale of a young orphan living in the Alps 
with her grandfather. Heidi by Johanna Spyri was first published in 1880 and later 
translated into English from German. Its continued popularity has inspired many films 
and television versions. There have been two sequels written by Charles Tritten, 
Heidi Grows Up (1961) and Heidi’s Children (1967). The Swiss Family Robinson by 
J. D. Wyss is another novel to emerge from this country. It was first published in 1812 
and tells the story of a family shipwrecked on a desert island. It was translated two 

 

 



years after its publication and there have been more than three hundred different 
editions published in England and America alone. 
 
Although born in Vienna, Vojtech Kubasta can be considered a Czech citizen, as it 
was in Prague that he built an amazing career as artist, designer and paper engineer 
and his reputation in this field has not yet been surpassed. Kubasta’s movable books 
have been crossing international borders even during those dangerous years of 
communism when he was commissioned to work for international companies. His 
panoramic books are highly sought after by collectors today; How Columbus 
Discovered America and Moko and Koko in the Jungle are just two examples of his 
incredible workmanship. 
 
France’s contribution to children’s literature has been remarkable. The Fables of La 
Fontaine were published between 1668 and 1694 and they were largely based on 
Aesop’s Fables. It took a long time for these fables to appear in English and it was in 
1734 that they were finally translated.  Perrault was the genius who collected the fairy 
stories of Little Red Riding Hood, Cinderella and The Sleeping Beauty to mention just 
a few of the most popular ones, and they have continued to appear in many volumes 
and formats since 1696. The Three Musketeers (1844) by Alexandre Dumas and 
Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea (1870) were both 
considered classics of children’s literature prior to the 1970s, although today they are 
more likely to appeal to young readers in an abridged format. Verne also wrote 
Around the World in Eighty Days (1873), the story of Phileas Fogg who vowed to 
make his way across the globe in a mere eighty days. This book has succeeded in 
depicting cultures as diverse as Victorian England, Colonial India and the American 
Wild West. 
 
Jean de Brunhoff’s little elephant Babar enjoys as much popularity today as when the 
books were first published back in the 1930s. The first seven Babar stories were 
published between the years 1931 and 1937, all depicting the well-known 
eponymous hero dressed in a green suit and gold crown. The big format, bold colour, 
double-page spread and hand-written text made a generous contribution to the 
development of picture books at the time. 

 
René Guillot was another French children’s author of over fifty 
novels who specialised in adventure stories, many of them 
translated into English. His most popular book was Companion of 
Fortune (1952). The Little Prince (1943) by Antoine de Saint-
Exupéry is an allegorical exploration of the human condition. Asterix, 
a Gaul who lives in a village in Brittany, the last holdout against the 
Romans, is the ultimate French comic hero created by René 

Goscinny (text) and Albert Uderzo (illustrations), and first appeared in the comic 
weekly Pilote in 1959. Paul Hazard has always been regarded as the father of 
French children’s literature and his classic Books, Children and Men: a Survey of 
Children’s Literature in Europe was first published in English in 1944. It has been a 
valuable reference source ever since. 
 
Belgium has produced a classic comic hero of its own the famous teenage 
reporter Tintin by Hergé, who gets involved in all kinds of thrilling 
adventures. Tintin first appeared in comic serials in 1929 and started to 
appear in the UK from 1958. The Spike and Suzy series created by Willy 
Vandersteen are delightful comics that were originally published in Belgium 
over fifty years ago and are still in print today, having sold millions of copies 
and translated into over twenty different languages all over the world. The 
Belgian author Morris is best known for his humorous cowboy character, 

 

 



Lucky Luke. The first episode was published in L'Almanach Spirou in 1947 and the 
series is still one of the most popular in European comic history.  
 
From the Netherlands comes the moving and touching true story of a young girl’s 
thoughts, aspirations and observations of daily life while hiding in the secret annexe 
of a flat in Nazi-occupied Amsterdam during the Second World War. The Diary of 
Anne Frank was first published in 1947 and since then has been translated into over 
fifty languages and is today a symbol of the racial hatred and xenophobia that have 
marked a shameful period in European history. 
 

Cuore (Heart) by Italian author Edmondo de Amicis, a former 
professional soldier, was written in the aftermath of the Italian war 
for independence and the unification of Italy in 1870. It was 
published in 1886 at a time when Italy was beginning to enjoy her 
newly won unity and is the fictional diary of a young boy’s life in a 
Turin school. The intention of the book was to foster an 
appreciation of national identity and it has become required reading 
for generations of Italians up to the present day. The first English 

translation appeared in 1903 and it has subsequently been translated into twenty-five 
different languages, adapted for film, television, radio, plays and comic books. 
 
The other classic is the well-known tale of Pinocchio by Carlo Collodi. It was 
originally written for a Rome children’s magazine, the Giornale dei bambini, and only 
appeared in book format in 1883. Pinocchio was first translated into English in 1892 
and there have been numerous translations and adaptations into English ever since. 
As well as having been translated into many other languages throughout the world 
Pinocchio also became internationally recognised when Walt Disney made 
a film of it in 1940. Works by other more contemporary authors translated into 
English are Italo Calvino’s Italian Folktales and Gianni Rodari’s Telephone Tales, 
originally translated into English in 1965. 
 
From Spain comes Marcelino, Pan y Vino (Marcelino, Bread and Wine, sometimes 
known as The Miracle of Marcelino or Adventures in Heaven of Marcelino) by Jose 
Maria Sanchez-Silva, published in 1952. It is a tale of an orphan boy, who is adopted 
by monks, and finds that early death, however sad, means a joyous entry into 
paradise. Besides this highly religious message, Marcelino represents the normal 
virtues and vices of a nine-year-old Spanish boy. 
 
The Scandinavian countries have been remarkable in the production of literature 
for children and the UK has translated many of their treasures. From Finland 
comes The Moomins by Tove Jansson. These stories about Moomin Valley, a 
fantastic place full of magic and mystery, have been in print in this country since 
the early 1950s. The first book, The Little Trolls and the Great Flood (1945) was 
never published in Britain, but all the subsequent eleven have been. From Norway 
comes the hilarious Mrs Pepperpot series by Alf Prøysen. Mrs Pepperpot has the 
ability to shrink to the size of a pepperpot at the most convenient moment. These 
books first appeared in the UK in 1959. 
 
From Denmark come the fairy tales of Hans Christian Andersen, their most famous 
author, who has achieved recognition throughout the world. Andersen’s stories first 
appear in English in 1846 and there have been numerous translations and retellings 
ever since. I am David (1963) is a touching novel by Danish writer Anne Holm about 
a boy escaping from a concentration camp in an unnamed Eastern bloc country. The 
first English translation appeared in 1965. 
 

 

 



From Sweden comes The Wonderful Adventures of Nils (1906-7) by 
Selma Lagerlöf, the famous story of a Tom-Thumb-like being who 
can communicate with animals. Last but not least is the critically 
acclaimed Swedish author of Pippi Longstocking (1945), Astrid 
Lindgren. Pippi is her most enduring character and it is the story of 
the strongest girl in the world who lives alone in Villekulla Cottage, 
with only a horse and a monkey for company. Many of Lindgren’s 

children’s books have been translated into English and the prestigious international 
Astrid Lingdren Memorial Award is named after her. 
 
There has always been a long-standing tradition of children’s literature in 
translation in other countries, but, alas, the same tradition has not been 
consistently evident in Britain. There are a small number of publishers reissuing 
classics as can be seen from the bibliography, but much more could be done. We 
should recognise the contribution made to children’s literature by the world’s authors 
and join other countries in their passion for sharing stories and authors from other 
cultures. 
 
Article reproduced from Outside In: Children’s Books in Translation by kind permission of Milet  
Publishing (2005) 
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