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Matters of  
Consequence
GROWING UP WITH THE LITTLE PRINCE

Though this adaptation of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s  
beloved novella is not entirely faithful to its source text,  
the profound life lessons of the original remain intact.  
The Little Prince, in both iterations, teaches kids and  

adults alike about embracing interpersonal relationships,  
coping with loss, and valuing connectedness and wonder  
over the ‘essential’ adult trappings of structure, caution  

and conformity, writes ADOLFO ARANJUEZ.
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Especially in light of its prologue, the film is, thus, already estab-
lishing one of its main themes: seeing beyond the surface. This 
message is particularly evident when we are introduced to The 
Aviator. We’re tempted to label him as a ‘crazy old man’ – his 
house stands out as the only non-grey, non-modern dwelling; it’s 
flanked by overgrown trees, casting it in ominous shadow; vines 
cover its outer walls; and its shape is reminiscent of medieval 
towers. Indeed, it’s not long before The Aviator causes trouble for 
The Little Girl – attempting to start his plane, which he parks in 
his backyard, the propeller gets loose and crashes into his neigh-
bours’ house. (There is even some deft foreshadowing of the film’s 
main conflict, with the propeller causing the pins and labels on 
the life plan to fall to the ground.) 

Later, while she is studying, The Little Girl is sent a paper 
plane by The Aviator; it contains several paragraphs of his story 
about The Little Prince (Riley Osborne). Mirroring the beginning 
of the friendship between the eponymous teenage girl and the 
elderly Alberto Knox in Jostein Gaarder’s popular philosophical 
novel Sophie’s World, it is curiosity that inspires The Little Girl 
to venture away from the complacency of her normal life and 
towards the mysterious world of The Aviator. Key to his charac-
terisation is his stark difference from The Mother. Whereas she 
is driven by structure and fear – ‘let’s face it: you’re going to be all 
alone out there,’ she warns her daughter – the old man is electri-
fied by his belief in the beauty and magic of the universe. His 
home, which The Little Girl visits after reading the first instal-
ment of The Little Prince’s story, visually captures this worldview: 
in addition to the plane in his backyard, we see model planets, 
planes and boats; old-world instruments like a lute and a pipe 

Despite its simple language and straightfor-
ward (albeit magic-realist) storyline, Antoine 
de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince isn’t really 
a book just for children. As the novella’s 
narrator reminds us, adults often convince 
themselves that they are preoccupied with 

‘matters of consequence’: jobs, status, success, money. But, in 
reality, these people – who gravitate towards the ‘useful’ and the 
‘sensible’ – don’t, in fact, tend to possess ‘true understanding’.1 

As Indiewire blogger Oliver Lyttelton has pointed out, ‘the 
strange, semi-allegorical nature of the book means that a truly 
satisfying screen translation has never been made’.2 Indeed, Kung 
Fu Panda (2008) co-director Mark Osborne – who helmed the 2015 
adaptation of Saint-Exupéry’s text – has himself admitted that, 
prior to coming aboard the production, he ‘believed that there 
was no way you could do a straight adaptation’.3 As a result, rather 
than endeavouring to stick rigidly to Saint-Exupéry’s incredibly 
concise, occasionally abstruse narrative, Osborne and his team 
have created a story-within-a-story that couches the titular charac-
ter’s tale within the adventures of a young girl who discovers the 
magic, not just of the eponymous prince, but also within herself.

‘WHAT IS ESSENTIAL IS INVISIBLE TO THE EYE’

Saint-Exupéry’s novella is narrated by a man who crash-lands 
in the Sahara and, there, meets a mysterious young boy, whom 
he refers to as ‘the little prince’. Over time, he pieces together 
that the enigmatic child hails from Asteroid B-612, and that 
he had left behind a rose, whom he had fallen in love with but 
also realised he could no longer care for. En route to Earth, the 
prince had met several interesting characters – including a king, 
a conceited man and a businessman – who each live alone on 
asteroids of their own. In the desert, the prince had also encoun-
tered a snake, who offered to ‘help’ him some day if he becomes 
‘too homesick for [his] own planet’.4 Finally, before meeting the 
pilot, the little prince had befriended a fox, who taught him about 
the rewards and risks of ‘taming’, along with a ‘very simple secret’: 
‘It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential 
is invisible to the eye.’5

Osborne’s film likewise opens with narration by The Aviator 
(Jeff Bridges), now an elderly man. After a brief prologue, 
the twee animation accompanying The Aviator’s voiceover is 
replaced by CG renditions of suburbia – all asphalt and pris-
tine vehicles, tidy street grids and monochrome cookie-cutter 
houses. We then meet our protagonist, the eight-year-old Little 
Girl (Mackenzie Foy), who, accompanied by her mother (Rachel 
McAdams), is queuing for an interview to gain entry into the 
prestigious Werth Academie. Mother and daughter run through 
their script one last time, but the interview panel asks The Little 
Girl an unanticipated question and she faints. Undeterred, The 
Mother resolves to get her child into Werth another way: by 
meeting the school’s zoning requirements.

Following The Mother’s implementation of the ‘new Plan A’, 
she and The Little Girl find themselves living next to The Aviator. 
There, she presents her daughter with a ‘life plan’, which she 
has dutifully devised to ensure that the child doesn’t ‘make any 
more mistakes, like the interview’ … for the rest of her life. After 
discussing the nuts and bolts of the life plan, The Mother then 
drives to work, leaving The Little Girl at home to fend for herself. 

Of course, the audience knows that all these depictions of 
responsibility and adulthood are mere foils for the actual story. 
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organ; a cowboy hat; and stained-glass windows. Compared to 
the earlier depiction of this dwelling as sinister from the out-
side – all shadows, harsh lines and vines – this internal view of 
the old man’s lodgings is bathed in warm light and welcoming 
hues of amber and orange. Much like the disconnect between his 
house’s exterior and interior, The Aviator’s eccentricity belies his 
immense insight. Over time, The Little Girl begins to neglect her 
studies, focusing instead on learning about The Little Prince and 
spending time with The Aviator, who encourages her to learn to 
fly a kite, climb a tree, joke and make mistakes. He teaches her 
how to be a child.

Eventually, The Little Girl discovers that The Little Prince asks 
The Snake (Benicio Del Toro) to bite him as a means to expedite 
his return to his planet, where his Rose (Marion Cotillard) is 
waiting for him – ‘it is too far; I cannot carry this body with me,’ 
he explains. This troubles the girl, who insistently asks how The 
Aviator could ‘know for sure’ that The Little Prince is alive and 
safe – harking back to their first encounter, when The Little Girl 
pinpointed her ‘issues’ with his story (the impossibility of a child 
surviving in the desert, the ridiculousness of his not having 
parents, the unlikelihood of a small planet supporting complex 
life). He responds, ‘I choose to believe that he is.’ In this moment, 
The Aviator crystallises his criticisms regarding the fallibility of 
hyper-practical adult hallmarks such as logic and risk avoidance. 
This exchange also calls to mind the judgements we have made in 
the narrative thus far: on the surface, The Aviator certainly comes 
across as a crazy old man, and The Little Girl appears irrespon-
sible when shirking her school work. But nuance is key, and evi-
dence, as proffered by the senses, has limitations; sometimes we 
have to see deeper, and see beyond, to truly appreciate a person 
or situation. 

•	 What things are ‘essential’ in your life? To you, how impor-
tant are school/grades, winning (including being ‘right’), 
being attractive and/or your hobbies? What about your 
family, friends and/or pets? 

•	 Have you ever judged someone else based on how they look 
or act? What ‘invisible’ aspects of a person should we be 
attentive to? 

•	 What, in your opinion, makes a ‘good’ person? How, do you 
think, can we best cultivate these qualities in people? 

The Aviator certainly comes 
across as a crazy old man,  
and The Little Girl appears 
irresponsible when shirking her 
school work. But nuance is key, 
and evidence, as proffered by  
the senses, has limitations; 
sometimes we have to see 
deeper, and see beyond, to truly 
appreciate a person or situation.
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animal begins to cry, leading the boy to wonder whether taming 
‘has done [The Fox] no good at all’. This sentiment equally applies 
to The Little Girl’s relationship with The Aviator. His mention of 
the phrase ‘just in time’ foregrounds his old age; much like how 
The Aviator bade farewell to The Little Prince, whose bodily death 
had affected him so deeply, so must The Little Girl ensure that 
she is emotionally ready to be without The Aviator when the time 
comes. Taming – loving – is necessarily a process of establishing 
and severing ties, whether because of circumstance, change or 

‘TO ME, YOU WILL BE UNIQUE IN ALL THE WORLD’

When The Little Prince first meets The Fox (James Franco), the 
latter coyly avoids him, explaining that he is not ‘tamed’. Asked 
by the boy what this refers to, the animal explains that it means 
‘to establish ties’:

To me you’re still nothing more than a little boy, who is just like 
a hundred thousand other little boys – and I have no need of you. 
And you have no need of me […] But, if you tame me, then we 
shall need each other.

The film then juxtaposes scenes of The Fox and The Little 
Prince chasing each other, rolling around on the grass and 
cuddling, with sequences showing The Aviator making art and 
playing pretend with The Little Girl (building on their earlier 
‘fun’ scenes together). The montage ends with The Fox telling 
the boy: ‘To me, you will be unique in all the world. And, to you, 
I will be unique in all the world.’ Here, the film emphasises how 
meaningful the relationship between The Little Girl and The 
Aviator has become, and highlights the child’s inner transfor-
mation. The Aviator’s influence is undeniable. Whereas once 
she prided herself on being a child who’d ‘make a wonderful 
grown-up’, as her mother put it, she eventually describes adults 
as ‘certainly very, very, very odd’ (complete with a daydream of 
The Mother living on an asteroid populated by life-plan pins), 
and even professes that she’s ‘not so sure [she] want[s] to grow 
up anymore’. Various scenes reinforce this evolution: mother 
and daughter no longer carry out their morning waking rituals 
in sync. The Little Girl stops wearing her watch, and replaces 
her faux-professional collared-shirt-and-cardigan combo with 
a T-shirt. And, most noticeably, she starts carrying around a 
soft-toy fox – directly referencing The Little Prince’s friend – 
that she found in The Aviator’s house.

But the process of taming isn’t one-way. In The Mother’s case, 
The Little Girl embodies an opportunity to vicariously achieve 
unfulfilled dreams; in The Aviator’s, the child steps in as someone 
who finally ‘want[s] to hear [his] story – just in time’. Moreover, 
such life-changing relationships are inherently risky: needing 
another makes that person integral to one’s self-identity and vice 
versa.6 When The Little Prince and The Fox have to part ways, the 

Taming – loving – is necessarily 
a process of establishing and 
severing ties, whether because 
of circumstance, change or 
mortality; in The Aviator’s words, 
‘Everyone has to say goodbye 
sooner or later.’ 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 s
ea

rc
h.

in
fo

rm
it.

or
g/

do
i/1

0.
33

16
/ie

la
pa

.4
57

47
51

54
55

69
23

. S
ta

te
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f 
V

ic
to

ri
a,

 o
n 

07
/0

1/
20

25
 0

9:
35

 P
M

 A
E

ST
; U

T
C

+
10

:0
0.

 ©
 S

cr
ee

n 
E

du
ca

tio
n 

, 2
01

6.



‘GROWING UP ISN’T THE PROBLEM – 
FORGETTING IS’

One afternoon, The Aviator is caught by police failing to brake 
at a stop sign, in a rundown car, without a drivers licence – and 
with The Little Girl in the passenger seat! This prompts a heated 
discussion between child and parent, with the latter chastising 
the former for failing to be responsible. After she is accused of 
placing more value on the life plan than her own daughter, The 
Mother responds: ‘You’re wrong. I care about it as much as I care 
about you.’ She then throws away The Little Girl’s copies of the 
Little Prince story, describing it as ‘nonsense’, and commands 
her daughter to ‘focus on what is essential’. In this pivotal mo-
ment, the film hits home the idea that growing up leaves us 
vulnerable to overemphasising external markers of self-worth 
and – notwithstanding how well-intentioned we are – to using 
people as means to ends. 

Then, the night before the start of the school year, The Aviator 
is hospitalised; at his bedside, The Little Girl pleads, ‘You can’t 
go. Please, I need you here’ – an echo of The Fox’s words that 
reminds us of her having been tamed. Later, believing that The 
Little Prince can help The Aviator recover, she sneaks out of the 

mortality; in The Aviator’s words, ‘Everyone has to say goodbye 
sooner or later.’ At the same time, living on after the pain of sepa-
ration is all about faith; as The Little Prince reminds The Aviator 
before he departs: ‘In one of those stars […] I shall be laughing. 
And so, when you look up at the sky at night, it will be as if all the 
stars are laughing.’

•	 How is taming both rewarding and risky? Can you think 
of ways in which your affections for someone – or their 
affections for you – have led to positive changes in yourself? 
What about any negative changes, and how did you grow 
from those?

•	 The Ancient Greeks had at least six notions of ‘love’, in-
cluding eros (sexual/romantic love), philia (deep affection 
between friends/comrades), storge (love between parents 
and children) and agape (love for all humanity).7 What 
does love mean to you? How do you express it? 

•	 Is it ever anyone’s ‘job’ to look after us? To what extent 
can we expect our loved ones to ‘always be there’ for us? 

•	 Have you heard the saying, ‘If you really love someone, you 
have to let them go’? What do you think it means? How can 
time apart be beneficial for people who love each other?
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escapes his clutches, then infiltrates the building, where she is 
assisted by The King (Bud Cort), who works as the lift operator. 
At the rooftop, she finally finds the person she’s been looking for 
– except he is all grown up, going by the name of ‘Mr Prince’ (Paul 
Rudd), and remembers nothing about his life before the Grown-
Up Planet. The unsettling discovery calls to mind The Aviator’s 
earlier advice: ‘Growing up is not the problem – forgetting is.’ 

Mr Prince takes The Little Girl to The Businessman (Albert 
Brooks), whose wealth has evidently skyrocketed since we first 
met him on his asteroid. At his headquarters, they are greeted by 
a man who looks uncannily like the head of the Werth interview 
panel (Paul Giamatti); he explains that, on this planet, ‘any-
thing inessential must be made essential’ (cue: visual snippets 
of a kayak and a bicycle being reduced, via a large machine, 

house, somehow flies the now-repaired plane, and ends up in a 
place that production designer Lou Romano calls ‘the Grown-Up 
Planet’.8 It is in this final act that the film adaption unshackles 
itself most overtly from its source text. If The Little Girl lives in 
a complacent suburbia, then this planet is her world on overdrive. 
Inhabitants are pallid and lanky; the streets are lined with sky-
scrapers, and hardly any asphalt is visible because of the traffic. 

It seems that, in the Grown-Up Planet, the discipline afforded by 
the structures of adulthood has evolved into a tyrannical blind 
obedience – reminiscent of what philosopher Michel Foucault 
has described as the creation of human ‘docile bodies’.9 

In no time, The Little Girl spots The Little Prince on an office 
building’s rooftop. She lands her plane, but is arrested by The 
Conceited Man (Ricky Gervais), now employed as a cop. She 

The film hits home the idea that growing up leaves us vulnerable to 
overemphasising external markers of self-worth and – notwithstanding 
how well-intentioned we are – to using people as means to ends.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 s
ea

rc
h.

in
fo

rm
it.

or
g/

do
i/1

0.
33

16
/ie

la
pa

.4
57

47
51

54
55

69
23

. S
ta

te
 L

ib
ra

ry
 o

f 
V

ic
to

ri
a,

 o
n 

07
/0

1/
20

25
 0

9:
35

 P
M

 A
E

ST
; U

T
C

+
10

:0
0.

 ©
 S

cr
ee

n 
E

du
ca

tio
n 

, 2
01

6.



©A
TO

M

14

Screen Education  I  No. 82

comforted by the knowledge that she will always be with him, 
even though she is now invisible to the eye. The Little Girl 
leaves the asteroid and, as her plane lifts off, he screams: ‘Don’t 
forget!’ The screen cuts to black; it is morning back in The Little 
Girl’s world. She and her now-supportive mother are visiting 
The Aviator at the hospital.

•	 Ask an adult about their childhood – particularly what they 
wanted to be when they grew up. How similar or different 
has their life turned out in comparison to what their child-
hood self envisioned? 

•	 Our world (especially in the West) is heavily preoccupied 
with measuring everything, whether it be money, time, stu-
dents’ marks, or the ‘value’ of an activity or experience. How 
can this tendency be useful? How can it, in turn, devalue the 
things we seek to reduce to numbers?

•	 Do you think it’s important for us to always know what 
things really are? If so, why, and what is the best way to 
go about ascertaining this ‘truth’? (Here, it might be worth 
thinking about how much progress science has made, albeit 
through environmental degradation and ethically murky 
methods such as animal testing.)

‘YOU’RE GOING TO MAKE A WONDERFUL 
GROWN-UP’

The Little Prince reminds us that life is a series of crossroads, 
and the paths we take – even from childhood – shape the people 
we ultimately become. As such, we must tame not just others, 
but also ourselves. The Little Girl could have developed into a 
‘bad’ grown-up; her mother’s rigidity and Werth’s focus on high 
achievement would have facilitated this. In fact, ‘What will you 
be when you grow up?’ is the question that throws The Little 
Girl off during her interview, kickstarting her entire journey in 

The film’s warnings about growing up are tied compellingly to critiques 
of commercialisation and the neoliberal drive to quantify everything, 
both of which ultimately have a devaluing effect on things and people.
to paperclips). We then learn that The Businessman, having left 
his asteroid, now owns 501,622,731 stars, which he keeps under 
an enormous glass dome. No longer are they mere ‘little golden 
objects in the sky that set lazy men to idle dreaming’; he reveals 
that the stars are crushed and used to power the factory. Here, 
the film’s warnings about growing up are tied compellingly to 
critiques of commercialisation and the neoliberal drive to quan-
tify everything, both of which ultimately have a devaluing effect 
on things and people. The remarks about things being ‘made 
essential’ match the slogan on the posters adorning Werth’s wait-
ing-room walls: ‘What will you be when you grow up? Essential.’ 
The Businessman’s fascination with exact numbers parallels 
that of The Mother, who breaks down her daughter’s fifty-three 
remaining vacation days ‘into hours – 1272. Or minutes – 76,320’.

In the end, The Little Girl uses her ingenuity to tame 
Mr Prince. She reminds him about The Aviator and The Rose, 
then, after escaping the Grown-Up Planet, they make their way 
via plane to Asteroid B-612. By the time they arrive, The Rose 
has, sadly, died – but the prince, returning to his child form, is 
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4	 Saint-Exupéry, op. cit., p. 73.
5	 ibid., p. 87.
6	 Three aspects of taming that have been lost in the transition 

from page to screen – presumably due to logistics – are the 
increase in insight (‘One only understands the things that one 
tames,’ the fox muses), the importance of ritual and commit-
ment (‘if you come at just any time, I shall never know at what 
hour my heart is to be ready to greet you’), and the role of duty 
(‘You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed’); 
see Saint-Exupéry, op. cit., pp. 83–8. While these are not ex-
plicitly invoked in the film, they are nevertheless depicted, 
particularly in the relationship between The Aviator and 
The Little Girl. 

7	 See Alexander Moseley, ‘Philosophy of Love’, Internet 
Encylopedia of Philosophy, <http://www.iep.utm.edu/love/>, 
accessed 30 March 2016; and Roman Krznaric, ‘The Ancient 
Greeks’ 6 Words for Love (and Why Knowing Them Can 
Change Your Life)’, YES! Magazine, 27 December 2013,  
<http://www.yesmagazine.org/happiness/the-ancient-greeks 
-6-words-for-love-and-why-knowing-them-can-change-your 
-life>, accessed 30 March 2016.

8	 Lou Romano, quoted in Wild Bunch, op. cit., p. 12.
9	 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 

trans. Alan Sheridan, 2nd edn, Vintage, New York, 1995, 
pp. 135–69. 

the first place. At the end of the film, The Aviator announces 
that she will mature into ‘a wonderful grown-up’. The narrative 
has come full circle: The Little Girl was described this way by 
her mother at the beginning of the film, but, this time, the notion 
of what constitutes a ‘good adult’ has changed. 

Saint-Exupéry has created something more than just a kids 
story; it’s a cautionary tale that warns young people on the verge 
of adulthood not to fall into the trap of ‘forgetting’ – and also re-
minds adults who may have ‘lost’ their way. Osborne’s film follows 
in the novella’s footsteps. Do we know for certain that The Little 
Girl actually travelled to the Grown-Up Planet and somehow 
managed to fly a plane, rather than merely dreaming that she did? 
Can we verify whether she and The Aviator really met The Little 
Prince, or whether he ever existed to begin with? No. But the film 
powerfully makes us want to believe. Like The Little Girl, we are 
encouraged to shed our fixation with superficial ‘shells’ (achieve-
ment, certainty, structure), to accept that love and loss are twin 
aspects of the human condition, and to learn that growing up 
need not involve dispensing with childlike wonder. These are 
what truly count as ‘matters of consequence’. 

Adolfo Aranjuez is editor of Metro, subeditor of Screen Education, column-
ist for Right Now and a freelance writer/speaker. Previously, he held editing 
roles for Voiceworks, Award Winning Australian Writing and Melbourne 
Books. In 2015, Adolfo was named one of the Melbourne Writers Festival’s 
30 Under 30. Find him online at <http://www.adolfoaranjuez.com> and  
@adolfo_ae.  SE

Endnotes

1	 Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince, trans. Katherine 
Woods, Harcourt Brace & Company, San Diego, 1943, p. 5.

2	 Oliver Lyttelton, ‘Cannes Review: The Little Prince Is a Visually 
Glorious and Extremely Moving Adaptation of the Children’s 
Classic’, The Playlist, Indiewire, 22 May 2015, <http://blogs.
indiewire.com/theplaylist/cannes-review-the-little-prince-is 
-a-visually-glorious-and-extremely-moving-adaptation-of-the 
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