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A Comparative View of a Controversial Picture Book

Emer O'Sullivan

Publis he d in S witz e rland, the  US A, and Britain in 19 85, Rose Blanche, Robe rto Innoce nti's  controve rs ial and
priz e -winning  picture  book about a young  G e rman g irl's  e xpe rie nce  of the  S e cond World War and the
Holocaus t, has  be e n trans late d into at le as t te n di e re nt lang uag e s . It has  re maine d in print in the  Unite d
S tate s  s ince  publication, and a pape rback e dition of the  Britis h trans lation was  is s ue d by Re d Fox in 20 0 4,
te s tifying  to  the  ong oing  topicality of Innoce nti's  s tory. Its  cultural importance  was  furthe r docume nte d in a
re ce nt (20 0 4) article  by S us an S tan in Children's Literature in Education about the  initial che que re d publication
of Rose Blanche. Us ing  an Eng lis h-lang uag e  trans lation by a colle ag ue , S tan als o e xplore d s ome  of the
di e re nce s  be twe e n the  te xts  of the  G e rman, Ame rican, and Britis h e ditions  of the  picture  book.

This  e s s ay, bas e d on a le cture  g ive n at CLIS S  20 0 3, addre s s e s  the  inte rnational re ce ption of Rose Blanche
and as ks  how it is  bound to  s uch factors  as  the  role  of the  targ e t culture  in the  S e cond World War and its
e ng ag e me nt with the  s ubje ct of the  Holocaus t. A e r a brie f analys is  of Robe rto Innoce nti and Chris oph
G allaz 's  orig inal Italian/S wis s  vis ual and ve rbal te xt Rose Blanche, I firs t re vie w its  inte rnational re ce ption and
trans lation be fore  moving  on to  e xamine  the  Fre nch, Ame rican, Eng lis h, G e rman, S panis h, and Italian
ve rs ions  to  que s tion how cultural di e re nce s  are  ins cribe d into the s e , e ve n thoug h the  pictorial narrations
are  ide ntical. Clos e  te xtual analys is  of the  ope ning  pag e  of the  di e re nt trans lations  is  followe d by a
dis cus s ion of the  implie d re ade rs  of the  trans lations  which as ks  how the  te xts  re fle ct the  culture s ' de s ire  or
ne e d to  te ll the  s tory di e re ntly. [End P a g e  15 2 ]

Rose Blanche: The Original Version by Innocenti and Gallaz

Conce ive d and illus trate d by the  Italian artis t Robe rto Innoce nti  with a Fre nch te xt by the  S wis s  journalis t
and author Chris tophe  G allaz , Rose Blanche te lls  of the  final phas e  of the  S e cond World War in a s mall town in
e as te rn G e rmany from the  pe rs pe ctive  of a nine -ye ar-old g irl. S e t be twe e n autumn 19 44 and May 19 45, it
s tarts  with ce le bratory flag -waving  e uphoria and e nds  with de s truction, re tre at, and the  adve nt of the
libe rating  Re d Army. Ros e  is  confronte d with the  awful truth of the  Holocaus t a e r s he  s e e s  a young  boy try
uns ucce s s fully to  e s cape  from a lorry. Following  it, s he  dis cove rs  a conce ntration camp in the  woods
outs ide  the  town. S he  dis plays  ins tinctive  compas s ion and civil dis obe die nce  by s ne aking  food to  the
e maciate d Je wis h child pris one rs . In the  confus ion of the  re tre at, Ros e  is  kille d by a s tray bulle t. The  final
pag e  of the  book s hows  s pring  re turning  to  the  fore s t.

The  picture s  are  compos e d in a hype r-re alis tic  s tyle  obs e s s e d with de tail. Re d-brick building s  fill mos t of
the  pag e s , cre ating  the  claus trophobic  confine s  of the  town s ce ne s ; g re y lorrie s  with blind windows  and
tanks  with s oldie rs  in g re y uniforms  move  from le  to  rig ht acros s  the  pag e , toward the  Eas te rn Front, until
the  re ve rs al of the  final re tre at. Contras ting  with the  dark, warm color of the  bricks  is  the  g re e n hue  of the
s ce ne s  at the  e dg e  of the  conce ntration camp; juxtapos ing  the  loud ce le brations  in the  town is  the  s ile nce
of the  pris one rs . The  portrayal of Ros e  jus t be fore  he r de ath has  vis ual as s ociations  with picture s  of Chris t:
he r e ye s  are  downcas t, one  hand lig htly touching  he r he art, and the  othe r placing  a s mall blue  flowe r in
re me mbrance  onto the  barbe d wire .

The  picture  on the  cove r, ide ntical on the  hardback e ditions  in all lang uag e s , s hows  Ros e  frame d by the
window of a re d-brick hous e , which is  us e d as  a mirroring  de vice . In it we  s e e  the  final move me nt of s oldie rs
to  the  front. S he  is  capture d he re  in he r prime  role  as  innoce nt witne s s  who s e e s , but is  not s e e n. We  are
looking  at he r...
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