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Diana Wynne Jones (1934–2011) credited the inspiration for Howl’s Moving Castle 
(1986) to a boy she met when visiting a school, who asked her to write a book called 
“The Moving Castle.” Howl’s Moving Castle is set in a fairy-tale kingdom, and tells the 
story of a young hatmaker called Sophie, who is cursed to be old by the Witch of 
the Waste, a wizard called Howl (who indeed has a moving castle), and a fire demon 
called Calcifer. At the time of the book’s publication, Diana Wynne Jones was 
already an established and prolific author known for her Chrestomanci stories, a 
loosely connected series set in an England with magic. Then, in 2004, Hayao 
Miyazaki of Studio Ghibli released an animated film based on the book and bearing 
the same title (Miyazaki 2004). The film adaptation has remained popular to this 
day, and is often said to be one of the best Studio Ghibli films. It continues to 
inspire commentary on its merits and themes well over a decade after its release. 
The book is also periodically rediscovered by fans of the film, who are often 
surprised to learn that Diana Wynne Jones wrote two sequels: Castle in the Air (Jones 
1990), written relatively soon after Howl’s Moving Castle, and House of Many Ways 
(Jones 2008), written after the release of the film.  

To start with then, there are two different formats, versions of the story, and 
languages in which someone could encounter Howl’s Moving Castle for the first time. 
One of these is in book form, the story as written by Diana Wynne Jones, in English. 
The other of these is in movie form, the story as told by Hayao Miyazaki, in 
Japanese. Popular in each format, both have been translated into a myriad of other 
languages, providing the reader or viewer with different options for experiencing 
Howl’s Moving Castle. For me, the many ways in which Howl’s Moving Castle can be 
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encountered highlight questions of originality and translation, cultural and language 
identity, personal experience and preference, and what makes a work valued. 

There is a pervasive and persistent idea that books must be read in the language 
they were originally written in order for the reader to truly experience the story and 
understand the author’s intention. For those unable to read books in the language 
they were originally written, which is many of us, there are translations. These make 
stories from around the world accessible to a wider audience, bringing them to 
readers who would otherwise not have encountered these stories or been able to 
appreciate them. Translating stories adds another layer of interpretation, namely 
that of the translator, who places an author’s words into a new language and cultural 
context. The translator works to capture the author’s voice or style, while remaining 
reasonably accurate, with the ultimate goal of having the translated story read well 
in the new language and cultural context. Some say that the role of translators in 
the English literary world began to be more widely discussed with the Russian 
literature translations of Larissa Volokhonsky and Richard Pevear. Their trans-
lations were said to both be more true to the originals than those that came before 
them, and to be more lively and engaging to read (Hunnewell 2015). The 
commercial success of their translations led to increased awareness of the work of 
translators; some English translators of non-English language authors became 
known by name and achieved their own level of celebrity. This is perhaps most 
apparent with bestselling authors such as Haruki Murakami. His translators have 
been featured in numerous interviews and articles, and the business of translating 
his novels into English has even become the subject of a book (Karashima 2020). 
As translation does add interpretation, some authors decide to write in other 
languages themselves to explore the ways in which their storytelling changes. 
Jhumpa Lahiri is one such author, who after writing in her second language, English, 
made the switch to writing in a third language, Italian (Lahiri 2016). In her own 
writing and interviews, she has described the distinct character of each language and 
how her writing in each language changes. 

Translating the books of Diana Wynne Jones, which draw on largely European 
myths and legends to create layered and complex stories, has been described as 
exceptionally challenging. An article written by her translator into Hebrew, Gili Bar-
Hillel Semo, soon after Jones’s death described precisely what made translating 
Diana Wynne Jones’s work so difficult. “Jones was an astonishing virtuoso of the 
English language,” Semo wrote, “she had the habit of weaving into her writing so 
many cultural references and allusions, that translating her works was a constant 
process of discovery, delight, and despair: delight at the cleverness of it all, despair 
at the impossibility of conveying the full complexity of the text in translation” 
(Semo 2011: 8). Providing examples of some of the issues she encountered when 
translating Howl’s Moving Castle, Semo stated, “Literally every book I’ve worked on 
of Jones’s was fraught with these multiple layers of meaning and allusion” (10). In 
an interview with Charlie Butler earlier that year, Diana Wynne Jones spoke about 
translating her stories for Japanese readers. When Butler wondered how her 



Diana Wynne Jones, Howl’s Moving Castle  35 

 

Japanese readership read her stories, since they were not able to “draw on the same 
stockpot of myth”, Jones responded, “I really don’t know, but they seem to enjoy 
it” (Butler 2011: 5). She went on to say that “all these myths and legends and fairy 
stories and so forth, even though they’re from a foreign source, have been honed 
into the right kind of shape anyway so that people pick up on them”, and then 
provided examples of the many changes to symbolism and imagery, as well as 
introduction of Japanese concepts, that translation into Japanese entailed (5). 

For viewers of Japanese animation outside of Japan, the topic of language has 
been debated for decades, a debate abbreviated as “sub vs. dub.” The debate centers 
around whether it is better to watch these films and tv shows in their original 
language with subtitles in your language (as asserted by those in the sub camp) or 
in your language with dubbed lines by voice actors (as asserted by those in the dub 
camp). Those who support the sub approach argue that subbing maintains the 
original performances and allows for more nuanced appreciation. Those who 
support the dub approach argue that dubbing makes the viewing experience more 
immersive and the story and setting more familiar. Proponents of each approach 
raise similar arguments, stating that their preferred approach is more accurate, more 
helpful in learning a language, and more accessible to those with disabilities. This 
debate was thematized in early 2020 in the USA with the awards season success of 
the Korean language movie Parasite, whose director Bong Joon Ho declared himself 
to be a member of the sub camp. In a widely quoted statement, the director said—
in Korean, translated by his interpreter Sharon Choi—“Once you overcome the 1-
inch-tall barrier of subtitles, you will be introduced to so many more amazing films” 
(Chang 2020). 

As noted by both proponents and detractors of the dubbing practice, dubbing 
situates a film in a cultural context. For multilingual viewers then, watching a 
dubbed film in multiple languages can be an entirely different experience. The 
English language version of the movie Howl’s Moving Castle was released by the 
Disney Studios in two formats: a subbed version and a dubbed version. The dubbed 
version was a large release with a cast of stars for the voice acting, including 
Christian Bale and Lauren Bacall. These recognizable names were enough for some 
fans to prefer the English language dub over the Japanese original. In an interview 
around the release date of the movie, Miyazaki spoke in favor of the dubbed version, 
and continued: “In any case, he adds, who is to say that a subtitled print is any more 
authentic? ‘When you watch the subtitled version you are probably missing just as 
many things. There is a layer and a nuance you’re not going to get’.” (Brooks 2005).  

My own first experience of the movie Howl’s Moving Castle was the German 
dubbed version. In the second half of the movie, the Witch of the Waste (die Hexe 
aus dem Niemandsland), who had pursued Howl (Hauru) and cursed Sophie, has 
been stripped of her powers and her youthful appearance. The witch becomes a 
wizened old lady, with a face of rolls and folds, only a few teeth, and a big red nose. 
From her former imposing self, she has become round, squat, and perhaps senile, 
viewing the world around her with big blue eyes and a faint smile. Sophie takes her 
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into the moving castle, and as Sophie feeds her gruel, the old witch turns to look at 
the fire demon Calcifer. Her eyebrows lift, her eyes grow wide and she smiles, “Ein 
schönes Feuerchen, nicht wahr?” (A lovely little fire, isn’t it?) she says to Sophie. 
The voice sounds devious and elderly and smiling, and the whole situation is 
encapsulated in this statement. When she had power, she coveted what Calcifer had, 
and in this reduced version of her former self, using a diminutive word (Feuerchen 
= little fire) for the powerful demon, she still wants it. When I watched the English 
dubbed version of the movie, the delivery of this memorable line was absent, and 
the combination of reduced self and diminutive word was too—the English dub 
used the bland phrase “pretty fire.”  

Since the release of the film, there have been multiple comparisons made 
between book and film. The general consensus seems to be that while the spirit of 
the two are similar, there are a number of substantial alterations. Fans note the 
different tones of the stories, the altered storyline, and the changed or missing 
characters. The relative merits of each have been discussed at length, and the 
relation between the book author and the film director has been debated. There is 
an interview with Diana Wynne Jones, which survives in edited snippets on 
YouTube, that appears to take place soon after the film’s release (YouVHS 2010). 
It is curiously stitched together of only her responses, leaving the modern-day 
viewer to wonder what her interviewer’s questions were. One message, however, is 
abundantly clear: Diana Wynne Jones very much enjoyed the movie adaptation of 
her book. She found the animated Calcifer wonderful, she liked that the animated 
castle had its own distinct threatening and comical personality, and she said that a 
scene that was only partly in the book was one of the best scenes in the film. Of the 
Witch of the Waste, who was inspired by a severe aunt of hers, she noted “oddly 
enough, the way the Witch of the Waste is represented in the film, it looked awfully, 
awfully like her, even wears the same clothes. I was really taken by that.” As for 
Miyazaki, she had a long conversation with him through an interpreter, and said of 
this, “He understood my books in a way that nobody else has ever done, it was 
really quite striking.”  

At the end of the interview, the interviewer presumably asked her to pick which 
of the two, book or movie, she liked better or would recommend. Diana Wynne 
Jones responded, “Well, the book and the film are both to enjoy. They are both of 
them slightly different, but full of fabulous things, and I would like everyone to 
enjoy it and laugh. And also rejoice about it, really, because it’s a wonderful thing.”  
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