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Figure 1. The Little Prince, inside front cover image, written and illustrated by Antoine Saint-Exupéry, Reynal & Hitchcock, New York, 1943.
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Figure 2. Frame from the film Mary Poppins, 1964, showing Julie Andrews floating above the city of London. Film directed by Robert Stevenson and produced by Buena Vista Pictures, USA.


Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts the expression of the sky in two different types of work, one being illustration, and the other film. Both originated in literature, Fig.1 is the drawing on the inside front cover of The Little Prince, written and illustrated by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, first published in 1943; and Fig.2 is a frame from the 1964 film version of Mary-Poppins, a short stories’ collection written by P.L. Travers, first published in 1934, and adapted to screenplay ‘under the auspices of Walt Disney’.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Rosemary Smith, ‘Walt Disney's Mary Poppins’, Elementary English. 44, no. 1 (1967), p. 29.] 

Both these images, although isolated frames from the literary and film narratives’ sequence, will be analysed and referred within the contextual necessary background as well as for supporting the development of the argument(s). Within this context, the images, the story books that inspired them, as well as the film, in the case of Mary-Poppins, are held as primary sources. A set of secondary ones bring additional depth to the discussion, namely aiming at the wider iconography that helps decoding the images and place them within the debate.

The images and the sky
The place and time in which both narratives develop are important to the images interpretation. Despite set in very different geographic contexts, Fig.1 and Fig.2 are, however, framed within relatively close timings, both in the first half of the 20th century. The-Little-Prince is most likely contemporary to its publishing date, with scholars noting that one of the characters – the pilot – portrays Saint-Exupéry himself within autobiographic traits,[footnoteRef:2] while Mary-Poppins, which has no defined time in Travers’ book, is nevertheless set in 1910 by the Walt Disney plot.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  Gérard Chauvy, ‘Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: 1900-1944, Le poète… L’écrivain… L’aviateur’, Le Progrès, 21 June 2000, https://petit-prince-collection.com/PDF/news/news_0049.pdf [accessed 23 May 2020]]  [3:  Joca Reiners Terron, ‘A vida secreta de Mary Poppins’, introduction to Mary Poppins, by P.L.Travers, trans. by Joca Reiners Terron (Rio de Janeiro, Brasil: Zahar, 2017), p. 11.] 

Regarding the geographic setting, Fig.1 freezes the moment in ‘the asteroid known as B-612’ –,[footnoteRef:4] where, somewhere in the skies, The-Little-Prince is departing from his home – broken-hearted for the first time in his life, after falling in love with the only rose in his planet, joining ‘the migration of a flock of wild birds’.[footnoteRef:5] Contrastingly,  Fig.2frames an arrival, i.e. the moment when Mary-Poppins floats over London, on her way to Cherry-Tree-Lane, Number-Seventeen, where she will apply for a Nannie position within the Bank’s family.[footnoteRef:6]  [4:  Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, trans. by Richard Howard (London: Egmont Books, 2004), p. 10.]  [5:  Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, p. 22.]  [6:  P.L. Travers, ‘East Wind’, in Mary Poppins (Glasgow: Omnia Books Limited, 1998), pp. 4-9.] 

As to the way the sky is pictured, there is stark contrast in light vs dark/thickness, neutral vs coloured, full vs emptied (of “objects”), to which I will return below –, but most importantly, the images show dissimilar approaches within a dual sky model of perception, which resonates with the ‘dual earth model’ discussed by Tim Ingold, in which ‘there are two earths: a round one which is up in the sky and a flat one where people live’[footnoteRef:7].  Fig.2 places the observer away from the sky, below the atmosphere surrounding the Earth, but still above the flat ground, still overflying Westminster. In contrast, Fig.1 locates the observer in the skies, though in a paradoxical way, an insider but also an outsider, aided by the outlines of the celestial “objects” at a distance, from the ether – the round planets and the pentagonal star’s shape.  [7:  Vosniadou, & W.E Brewer, ‘Mental models of the earth: a study of conceptual change in childhood’, Cognitive Psychology, 24 (1992), pp. 535-85 cited in Tim Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind, and Weather’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13 (2007), p. S24.] 

The focus on the sky within the images’ general layout brings forth two debating themes: the main one, the smoke/light pollution and the difficulty to clearly observe the sky/skies, and the secondary one, the relationship between the weather and the sky’s visual environmental representation. Both topics are stemmed by Mary-Poppins’ image (Fig.2) and sustained by its general heaviness in strong contrast with the “clean” skies and light environment surrounding The-Little-Prince’s (Fig.1). The main theme stems from Poppins’ background against a thick, almost impenetrable sky and a diffuse dimmed view of Edwardian London. The secondary theme is triggered by the foggy atmosphere as well as by Poppins’ dual significance umbrella, i.e. an object reminder of rainy London, and a wind controlling “device” that allows her “landing” at Cherry-Tree-Lane.

1. Lightness and visibility of the sky
This section concentrates on lightness and visibility of the sky, as a resource for learning, for imagination, for magic to take place. Fig.1 shows with great distinctiveness every “object” in the sky within a bright environment, with no shadows. Most likely coming from the stars, the light does not dazzle and it spreads evenly, allowing to clearly depict and name all the objects that inhabit and punctuate the sky scene – the stars and the planets, The-Little-Prince and the birds on a string.
In contrast, within a sheer opaque blue, Fig.2 shows no object in the sky. On the ground, under a fogged atmosphere, sparse light dots place some buildings and streets alongside a blurry Thames river. ‘London has always been susceptible to mist and murk’ is the opening sentence of chapter one in Christine Colton’s book dedicated to the biography of London fog and the one that sets the tone to understand Mary-Poppins’ image (Fig.2).[footnoteRef:8] The starting images of the Mary-Poppins film (of which Fig.3 is a frame) take the audience deeper into this skyscape, showing the city within its nebula, a mix of natural phenomenon and smog, the ‘reddish-yellow’ clouds stating for its ‘high sulphur content.’[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Christine L. Corton, ‘The Birth of London Fog’, in London Fog: The Biography, (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England: Harvard University Press, 2015), p. 1.]  [9:  Francis Albert Rollo Russell, London Fogs (London: Edward Stanford, 1880), p.6. & Corton, ‘The Birth of London Fog’, p. 16.] 
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Figure 3. Frame from the film Mary Poppins, 1964, showing a view of the city of London. Film directed by Robert Stevenson and produced by Buena Vista Pictures, USA.
However, it is Albert Russel, almost contemporary to the 1910 plot, that more clearly accounts for the impact of this feature as nuanced and nuisance, framing the London fog under ‘four classes, in the order of their density and danger’. Class 3, defined as ‘Dense fog (…) extending usually some hundreds of feet (200 to 750) in height, (…) the most frequent, the most widespread, and most persistent’,[footnoteRef:10] is presumably the one accounted by M.H. Dziewicki as ‘crossing the narrow bridge for foot-passengers (…) by the side of the Charing Cross railway bridge’: [10:  Rollo Russell, ‘The Reduction of Town Fogs’, The Nineteenth Century and after: A Monthly Review, 51.299 (1902), p. 136.] 

It was broad daylight – that is, as broad daylight as we got all that day. And yet I could see neither whence I came nor whither I was going. Men and women, like shadows (…).[footnoteRef:11] [11:  M.H. Dziewicki, ‘In Praise of London Fog’, The Nineteenth century: a monthly review, 26, (154) (12) (1889), p. 1052.] 

This difficulty in distinguishing day from night as London was immersed in fogs did not halt activities, which were dependent on artificial light to develop, both inside and outside the buildings.[footnoteRef:12] Street lighting  became core, namely for safety reasons, substantially improved in the second-half of the 18th century as gas lighting became increasingly popular.[footnoteRef:13] Indeed, by 1840’s, ‘gas lighting had been set up in most of London’s main streets’,[footnoteRef:14] as Dziewicki bears witness when, standing ‘upon Westminster Bridge’, he gazes at ‘the avenues of gas lights and rows of illuminating windows (…).[footnoteRef:15]  [12:  Corton, ‘The Birth of London Fog’, pp. 9, 11, 28, 29.]  [13:  Roger Fouquet and Peter J.G. Pearson, ‘Seven Centuries of Energy Services: The Price and Use of Light in the United Kingdom (1300-2000), The Energy Journal, Vol. 27, no 1 (2006), pp. 154-64.]  [14:  Corton, ‘The Birth of London Fog’, p. 29. ]  [15:  M.H. Dziewicki, ‘In Praise of London Fog’, p. 1048.] 

Mary-Poppins’ legend, taking place in 1910, three decades after the 1880s London fogs’ mature period but still far from its demise, in 1962,[footnoteRef:16] thus showing that increasing, longer and denser fogs were threatening to one of the most enduring aspects of the relationship between humans and the skies – that of guidance, not only within space but within time.[footnoteRef:17] The Fig. 1 and 2 either suggest clean and contrasting skies, where celestial objects are clearly seen, vs the polluted skies that hide or blur objects, whether because of fogs or artificial lighting and its glare, challenging the parameters for communication.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Corton, ‘The Birth of London Fog’, p. 1.]  [17:  Tyler Nordgren, ‘At night’s end’, in The Imagined Sky, ed. by Darrelyn Gunzburg (Sheffield Equinox Publications, 2016), p. 195.]  [18:  Tyler Nordgren, ‘At night’s end’, p. 198.] 

Visible skies from the ground, to a greater or lesser extent, are core to both narratives, as they are not only the place where the physical and pragmatic effect of the sun/moon/star light comes from, but also from where magic/enchantment comes to Earth and where magic/enchantment happens as seen from the Earth. Though within a compromised sky visibility, the Mary-Poppins’ film has one of its most memorable/enchanted seconds in Poppins’ arrival to Cherry-Tree-Lane, a small dot that grows bigger to become a person in the cloudy/foggy sky, as perceived by the two Bank brothers at the window when observing ‘the fair queue of nannies outside’.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Mary Poppins Flying Nanny Scene, online, YouTube, 22 July 2012 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5BHoDW9f7vY [accessed 25 May 2020].] 

As to The-Little-Prince’s tale, it is structured around the skies and confides to them many of its key-moments, such as when the child, who loved sunsets, shares with the pilot: ‘One day (…) I saw the sunset forty-four times!’, and that just by moving his ‘chair a few steps’ he could ‘see the day end and the twilight falling whenever’ he felt like it.[footnoteRef:20] Or when he seeks for knowledge by visiting the neighbouring asteroids, before grounding on the Earth, traveling between them under clear skies and plain visibility – as shown in Fig.1.[footnoteRef:21] But the skies are also the place where magic/enchantment takes place as one of the most significant moments of the narrative, as evidenced in its ending, where looking at the sky is key to the enduring relationship between The-Little-Prince and the pilot: [20:  Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, p. 15.]  [21:  Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, p. 24.] 

And at night you will look up at the stars. Where I live everything is so small that I cannot show you where my star is to be found. (…) My star will just be one of the stars, for you. And so you will love to watch all the stars in the heavens... they will all be your friends.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, p. 60.] 

For these magic/enchanted moments to happen a plain visibility must exist which is enhanced by a far-distant dark sky.

2. Weather and sky’s visual representation: the setting of an ambience
Just as ‘the way we see things is affected by what we know or what we believe’,[footnoteRef:23] the same happens when we interpret how the sky looks in a picture, more so when the interaction between the sky and the earth surfaces is represented, impacting on us certain feeling(s) of ‘[o]ur weather (…) made up of personal memories and moods.’[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation and Penguin Books Ltd, 1972), p. 8.]  [24:  Alexandra Harris, Harris, Alexandra, ‘A Mirror in the sky’, introduction to Weatherland; Writers and Artists under English Skies (London Thames & Hudson, 2015), p. 13.] 

Two main aspects stand out from focusing on the dual sky-weather in both images: colours and wind; in Fig.2, however, these mix with two other weather features: its imbricating within cultural identity and its mobility.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Harris, ‘A mirror in the sky’, pp. 7-17.] 

Fig.1, within its clean and plain colourless background atmosphere from where the orangish contoured shapes stand out, inspire not only warmness, but also, a strange ethereal, non-earthly character as one can hardly imagine how does it feel to be in outer-space. On the other hand, a worldly Autumn presence comes to mind stemmed by the migrating flock of purplish wild birds, and with it, the cooling from a soft breeze as The-Little-Prince – his body and clothes fluttering – strings to them while escaping from his planet.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, p. 22.] 

Fig.2, in contrast, strikes by the heavy character of the skies, cerulean blue shades all over, though permeable enough to let see over Westminster to the Big-Ben. Here, ‘culture’ as shared ‘weather feelings’, such as accounted below, brings the identity of London fogs to the image:[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Harris, ‘A mirror in the sky’, p. 13.] 

I looked upwards: a faint, hazy, bluish tint told me that there was a sky overhead. But (…) I could not tell where the dark-brown hue of the Thames melted into the pale azure of the firmament.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  M.H. Dziewicki, ‘In Praise of London Fog’, p. 1052.] 

And the same does Bert’s singing in Mary-Poppins’ musical: ‘Winds in the east, mist coming in’, a prologue for her crossing the skies pushed by the East wind.[footnoteRef:29] As to the weather mood yield by the image, I feel cold, wet, and chilly as the wind blows; and a little blue, despite Mary-Poppins cheerful face. [29:  Richard M. Sherman and Robert B. Sherman, ‘Chim Chim Cher-ee’ [Recorded by Dick Van Dyke et al] on Mary Poppins: Original Cast Soundtrack [LP] (Burbank, USA, Buena Vista, 1964).] 

Poppins film also highlights one other weather’s features – its mobility –, as fog, that sometimes is just haze, may change within hours, eventually dissipating or thinning with temperature/wind variations. This may explain the discernible arrival of Mary-Poppins from the skies at a distance, despite the impenetrable dense fog pictured in Fig.2.

Final Remarks
Images act upon observers in different ways, pulling them inside, to feel and mingle within the ambience they suggest. It is a personal experience.
Observed with the focus on the sky, The-Little-Prince and Mary-Poppins’ images propose different ways of experiencing visibility to and within the skies, the open and clean view from the former (Fig.1) contrasting with the thick, almost impenetrable, London fog from the latter (Fig.2). Nonetheless, the outcome is the same, that some magic moments between the reader/viewer and the starring characters within both narratives would not have happened unless a clear sky view existed. The imprint of the weather within the sky depiction as to yield the right environment is also important to the stories. Background colours, bodies in motion or motionless against them, and the agency of atmospheric elements, light effect included, create specific moods on the reader/viewer. Contrasting the how but sharing the why it is done, both images undertake it effectively: Fig.1 takes me upwards to the ethereal outer-space to meet The-Little-Prince, Fig.2 pulls me down to the foggy, rainy and windy modern London from the early 20th century to encounter Mary-Poppins.
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