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About the Author

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (Author, Illustrator)

Writer and aviator Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1900-1944), was born into an aristocratic French family at the turn of the century. Saint-Exupéry was preoccupied with aviation from a young age; a passion which would lead him into the French Air Force. His first two books, Southern Mail and Night Flight, are distinguished by a poetic evocation of the romance and discipline of flying. Later works, including Wind, Sand and Stars and Flight to Arras, stress his humanistic philosophy. Saint-Exupéry’s popular children’s book The Little Prince is also read by adults for its allegorical meaning. In 1944, Saint-Exupéry’s plane disappeared during a mission in World War II.




Introduction

This volume brings together two works written during Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s wartime exile in the United States and published in New York in the spring of 1943. The Little Prince and the Letter to a Hostage make strange bedfellows: a children’s story and an open letter to a Jewish intellectual in hiding in occupied France. They are juxtaposed in time, but to bring them together in one place is to suggest other affinities, and this may seem an unlikely way of presenting The Little Prince — a story which has been delighted in for its timeless charm and transparency, whose appeal so transcends age and nationality as to have made it the most translated book in the French language.

But there is something to be said for situating such a work. Just as children’s classics are always considered to speak for everyone (for adults, for children – regardless of the divisions within and even between these groups), so too they are read as somehow occasionless: independent of the pressures and circumstances which produce them just as they produce any literary work. In the case of The Little Prince, these circumstances were urgent and inauspicious, and this charming story was conceived in extremis, at the crisis point of an entire life.

The conundrum – the scandal, almost – of this story is that it was written in exile, in time of war, by a childless man of action agonized by his enforced inactivity, by the fate of his country and by the nature of a post-war world. Readers familiar with Saint-Exupéry’s life and death have felt that The Little Prince, ostensibly for children, is perhaps a piece of autobiography – an attempt to sublimate the difficulties of his marriage, or to fend off the present for a remembered world of childhood, or even an act of mysterious farewell. It may be all of these things, but The Little Prince also addresses its broader occasions in the pared-down terms of a parable for children. What this book might mean for adults, including its author, is the subject of this introduction.

By December 1940, when he sailed for New York, Saint-Exupéry was forty years old and a celebrated writer-aviator. Born into a large and well-connected Catholic aristocratic family, he spent his childhood within a matriarchal household, in the setting of a large chateau near Lyon, an immense garden and a nearby airfield. Saint-Exupéry claimed in adult life to have been delivered early and irreparably into unhappiness, sent to school in the rigid conservative and royalist establishments of his class and time, where he fared poorly. He finished school as the First World War ended, but passed out of military service in 1923 with a pilot’s licence.

He was to spend much of his life as a young man in the air, intensively so between 1926 and 1932, when he flew for what was later to become the Aéropostale, the Latécoère company – first carrying the mail from Toulouse to Morocco, then taking charge of a remote and ill-equipped airstrip at Cape Juby (a West African desert outpost bordering the Atlantic). Thereafter he moved to Buenos Aires, where he helped pioneer a network of aerodromes along the coast of Patagonia, opening up South America to a regular mail-carrying service.

Saint-Exupéry’s formative years of flight coincided with the great age of French aviation inaugurated by Bleriot, when flying was seen as both patriotic engagement and heroic individualism, camaraderie and solitary self-reliance. Saint-Exupéry was admired by contemporaries like André Gide for leading an exemplary life in which action and writing, freedom and duty were fused; Sartre was later to describe Saint-Exupéry as the precursor of a literature of the machine (littérature de l’outil), of construction rather than consumption.

In his early books, Southern Mail (Courrier sud, 1928) and Night Flight (Vol de nuit, 1931), Saint-Exupéry devised a modern mythology of aviation. Flying obsessed him above everything else because it allowed him to think about everything else – namely the fundamental questions which the heroic age of flight posed anew in such existentially available form. And Saint-Exupéry’s peripatetic cast of mind tended from the outset towards an inclusive view of experience.

Nietzsche’s aphorism, ‘If one has character one also has one’s typical experience which recurs again and again’, seems peculiarly suited to Saint-Exupéry. But between 1932 and the outbreak of the Second World War the digressive focus of his experiment in living had become increasingly difficult to maintain. His flying career was jeopardized both by the financial crises of the Latécoère company and by his own tendency to crash his planes – notably in the Libyan desert in 1935, where he spent three days aimlessly wandering and nearly died of thirst before being rescued. His marriage in 1931 to Consuelo Suncin, a vivacious and single-minded Salvadorean whom he had met in Buenos Aires, was itself an affair of famously self-consuming intricacy and uncertainty.

If Saint-Exupéry’s vocation steadily unravelled, the individual voice and the shapes of his writing were consolidated in these years. Beginning in erratic and verbose bouts of journalism, his method was drastically to refine upon these premature growths until he had achieved an elliptical brevity. The process was perfected in Wind, Sand and Stars (Terre des hommes) – an exhaustively rewritten collection of articles and essays on flying, the men who flew, the desert, and Saint-Exupéry’s experiences as a correspondent during the Spanish Civil War – whose publication in 1939 made him famous on both sides of the Atlantic.

When war broke out, despite his age and adverse medical reports, he secured a posting to a high-level reconnaissance unit based in the Marne. After a few experimental flights in the new fast planes with which the unit was equipped, Saint-Exupéry was sent out in May 1940 with a fighter escort to overfly the town of Arras, after the German offensive was well under way. This disastrous mission (the town was already ablaze, Saint-Exupéry’s unit ran into a wall of anti-aircraft fire, two of his escort were shot down by Messerschmidts) was recounted in Flight to Arras (Pilote de guerre) published in 1942. Shortly afterwards the remnants of this unit joined the general retreat, moving southwards by stages to North Africa, and with the armistice in operation he was now demobilized.

Between the armistice and his departure for America, Saint-Exupéry tried to discover an appropriate course of action. Believing that France was by now too weak to confront the Germans without results from which she would never recover, he chose not to respond to the general call to resistance issued by de Gaulle from London. He instinctively distrusted de Gaulle’s politics, and feared that his initiatives would lead to an outbreak of civil war in France such as he had witnessed as a journalist in Spain. However, although he held a low opinion of the Vichy administration, he was conservatively sympathetic to Pétain’s call for a return to traditional values. For Saint-Exupéry as for many of his class, Vichy represented legitimacy and continuity – a contrast to the discredited Republic which had failed to prepare France for war, but also its recognizable heir.

By going to New York Saint-Exupéry had decided to campaign from abroad through his writing, and to act on his settled conviction that the United States must be stirred from neutrality. But exile was also an admission of his failure to find a way forward amid conflicting choices as an actor in the tragedy of his country. The peacetime heroes of his books had been figures of single-minded and unqualified loyalties, and Saint-Exupéry’s life as a commercial aviator had been ‘a sort of war’, since the ethos of the Aéropostale was to transfer the idea of man’s expendability from the field of battle to the delivery of mail.

These, then, are the bare elements of Saint-Exupéry’s predicament from December 1940 to April 1943, during which he conceived and wrote The Little Prince. The story is a jeu d’esprit, but it has its roots in despair. What Saint-Exupéry had to say could be articulated most economically in the Morse code of a children’s story, by a putting of the complex into the simple. And in many stylistic respects The Little Prince is a logical development from Wind, Sand and Stars.

THE PRINCE

The narrative of the little boy who lived on a planet scarcely bigger than himself, who wanders about the universe and lands on Earth, where he meets an aviator who has crashed in the desert, might seem a fragile receptacle for the burdens I have outlined. But part of the story’s appeal has always been its refusal to accept that version of childhood which confuses the fragility of the child’s situation with an incapacity for moral understanding. For Saint-Exupéry, as for Henry James, children can bear a great deal of reality; the child is a conscience as well as a consciousness. By the same token, childhood – as Freud had confirmed – can no longer innocently be described as a state of innocence.

In every age run-of-the-mill children’s literature has supported the status quo (part of whose baggage is the cult of childhood innocence), just as good children’s literature has subverted it by stressing the recalcitrance of childhood to our correct notions of civic, collective virtue. Children are not miniature adults, as the Lockean account would have it; nor even is the child the father to the man, as Romanticism suggests, since that, too, proposes a unity in our lives which is over-economical with the two truths of childhood and adulthood. The enfranchised image of childhood as a state of difference – neither straightforwardly lapsarian nor prelapsarian – might be said to begin with Victorian nonsense, that astonishing invention of a looking-glass society with its own protocols, its free-floating anxiety and precarious fantasy, its own language, truth and logic.

The Little Prince is at least partly in this tradition. Not only is the hero an alien (an alien because a child), he is in effect the only non-human person in the humanized solar system of the story. Not strictly a child at all, he is certainly very like a little boy. But even his gender is uncertain. Moreover the grown-up world is at least as odd as the child’s. Both are dream states, and no confrontation is stranger than the child’s with the man. Like Lewis Carroll’s Alice, Saint-Exupéry’s prince moves through a world of mystifying adult behaviour. Both stories describe a learning process (as they must: childhood is another country but also a waiting-room, a state of accommodation and acceptance), where hero or heroine try to make sense of the rules by which adults live.

Saint-Exupéry’s story describes the education of a prince – an old humanist topic – but a Rousseauesque education which is designed to protect the child in him from social institutions and their insidious palsy. The learning process is partly achieved before the prince reaches the Earth, during his Grand Tour of the other six planets. His brief galactic encounters allude to a tradition in French literature of Utopian speculation on the existence of other worlds, going back, via Voltaire’s Micromégas, to Cyrano de Bergerac. (When the little prince falls to Earth, in a normative gesture taken directly from this tradition, he at first thinks it uninhabited.) To the fantastic voyage or quest is added the device of the alien visitor, rather as Montesquieu employed this in his Lettres persanes. One of Saint-Exupéry’s unpublished drawings beautifully blends these elements – showing the little prince dressed in top hat and tails, speculatively floating above an empty planet containing a single house, its chimney smoking.1

If there is life elsewhere, such works ask, how is it governed? Is there an ideal state? The little prince learns how to run his own small but unpredictable planet, with its rose, its baobabs









THE AIRMAN







LETTER TO A HOSTAGE
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Footnotes


Introduction


fn1 Even here there is paradox. While depicting the false condition of expatriation in the Letter as a double life condemned to the new but encumbered by the old, Saint-Exupéry concedes that for the heroic individual homelessness is the only authentic state, since its contingency contains the possibility of a reinvention of the self. To the intellectual, exile is freedom; it is what makes possible a sceptical style of thought. In comparable terms, Theodor Adorno in the 1950s was to castigate post-war fantasies of a return to normality:

Dwelling, in the proper sense, is now impossible. The traditional residences we have grown up in have become intolerable: each trait of comfort in them is paid for with a betrayal of knowledge, each vestige of shelter with the musty pact of family interests. The house is past […]. The best mode of conduct, in the face of this, still seems an uncommitted, suspended one. It is part of morality not to be at home in one’s home (Minima Moralia, trans. E. F. N. Jephcott, New Left Books, 1973, pp. 38–9).


Letter to a Hostage


fn1 Saint-Exupéry’s colleague with the Latécoère company in North Africa and South America and his closest friend, Henri Guillaumet was killed in late 1940 by an Italian fighter pilot who mistook his transport for a British aircraft. Saint-Exupéry wrote shortly afterwards: ‘I am not complaining. I have never known how to feel sorry for the dead.’
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