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Part Two, Chapter Five: The Survivors 

Shem was to be the father of the Asiatics, Ham of the Africans, and Japhet of the Europeans. 

The descendants of Ham were to be an inferior race 

Reverend Frederick Cald, 

Scripture Stories And Bible Narratives For Children, circa 1872 

 

The humans who survive the flood are divided in the Genesis narrative by gender. 

Specifically, they are Noah, Noah’s sons (Shem, Ham, and Japheth), Noah’s wife, and 

Noah’s sons’ wives (pp. 64-68, 69-77). None of the actors speak, think, or emote in the 

narrative. All of the actors enter and leave the ark. The men, but not the women, are spoken 

to by God. Only Noah participates in any other explicit actions (releasing the birds Gen 8:7–

12, lifting the cover of the ark 8:13, building the altar 8:20). Whereas Noah is a functioning 

actor, the women and perhaps also Noah’s sons are nonfunctioning actors. 

In this Chapter, I discuss each of the actors in turn, and as in Genesis, I do so along 

gender lines, as the “Named Men” and the “Unnamed Women.” Whereas the previous 

Chapter was partly driven by the relative lack of God in images, this Chapter highlights the 

impact of illustrations on characterization. This involves two key features: first, the impact of 

stylistic changes on characterization, specifically the transition from realistic to caricatured 

portrayals of humans; second, the impact of content and exactly what patterns of activity the 

male and female actors are portrayed doing. I explore how the illustrations in the retellings 

are overwhelmingly dominated by normative portrayals of gender. 

 

The Named Men 

The biblical flood story includes 4, named, human males: Noah and his 3 sons, Shem, Ham, 

and Japheth. They are grouped together because they are (1) male, and (2) named. They 
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therefore start from a privileged position when compared with the other human actors. Their 

gender leads them to be presented in similar ways, but there are also significant differences. 

 

Noah 

Noah never speaks during the Genesis flood narrative. The reader is not told what he thinks 

or feels. He is present almost continually, being the addressee of 6 of God’s speeches (6:13–

21; 7:1–4; 8:15–17; 9:1–7, 8–16, 17). He is the only focalized actor of a scene other than God 

(8:6b–7a, 9b, 13). Noah is explicitly characterized as righteous, but he is still only a 

functioning actor (p. 86). In the following pages I ask whether the retellings, which are 

increasingly focalized through Noah, elevate his role to that of a character. 

In Genesis, Noah is described by the narrator as righteous and blameless in his 

generations (6:9) while God describes him as righteous in his generation (7:1; pp. 64-68). In 

the corpus, there is one classification for Noah’s righteousness: “09. Noah was a righteous 

man, blameless in his generation (6:9).” It is recorded in 178 of the 263 retellings in the 

corpus (68%); the sixth most common motif. Before looking at these, what of the 85 

retellings without Noah’s righteousness? Two patterns are particularly relevant. The first is 

that 52 of the 85 do not include the destruction. This suggests that whether or not Noah is 

described as good is at least partially dependent upon what events occur during the retelling. 

The second pattern is that only 2 of the 24 secular retellings refer to Noah’s righteousness. 

This implies that being righteous is less relevant for Noah as a cultural figure than Noah as a 

religious figure. Outside a religious framework Noah does not need to be good. 

Righteousness therefore seems to be more relevant for religious retellings with the 

destruction. 

Noah’s righteousness is consistently represented across the 170 years of the corpus. The 

most commonly used adjective is “good.” It is used in various phrases including “very good” 
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and “a good man” (Macy 1920, 58, DBID 13; Jones 1871, 2, DBID 40; Watson 1994, 5, 

DBID 232; Barnes 1947, 2, DBID 259). The comparatively mild “good,” for me as the poetic 

interpreter, can be read in a similar way to Genesis, in which Noah is only comparatively 

righteous (pp. 64-68). Whether or not this interpretation of “good” was intended by the 

various authors, or, indeed, was likely to be interpreted as less good than “better” or “best,” is 

another matter. More likely, the use of “good” is a generic label and an easy to read word. 

The dominance of the word “good” foregrounds Noah’s righteousness in the retellings. 

This does not only happen through the use of the word but also its location in the retellings. 

These include beginning the retelling with Noah’s goodness and/or by immediately 

contrasting it with the wickedness of others: “Noah was a good man, and walked with God, 

but the rest of the people had become very wicked” (Pilling 1994, 13, DBID 281). Here Noah 

is unambiguously good; everyone else (including, it would seem, Noah’s family) is bad. This 

example contrasts well with an earlier (and unusual) example of a retelling that maintains the 

ambiguity of Genesis: 

But there was one good man, with his family; his name was NOAH. It is 

said, he was “a just man and perfect;” which means, he was a good man; for 

no man could be quite perfect after Adam fell, because all his children 

became sinful like him. (Cobbin c. 1873, 3, DBID 27, emphasis Cobbin’s 

own; cf. Cobbin 1846, DBID 98) 

Had the passage stopped after “a just man and perfect” or even the italicized “man,” this 

would be like the majority of other examples. It does not, it continues with Adam and the 

“fall.” This implicitly maintains the idea of original sin, that all human beings are sinful from 

birth, and this includes the good men like Noah. It only hints at the moral ambiguity of Noah 

in comparison with humanity before the first act of wickedness (Genesis 3), but even this is 

exceptional. 
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Accepting that Noah is unambiguously good most of the time, what makes him good? 

Surprisingly few retellings offer explicit reasons, but there are two key patterns: Noah works 

hard and Noah is obedient. As an obedient man, Noah “loved and obeyed God” 

(Hollingsworth 1994, 30, DBID 224). In her description of Noah as an obedient character in 

children’s books, Kathy Piehl suggests that Noah’s story as a religious obedient hero is a 

necessary myth of human perseverance (1989, 50). It ensures that moral order prevents 

society from falling into chaos. This is a (perhaps melodramatic) way of explaining 

socialization, but it assumes unwavering acceptance of God’s actions even if, as Piehl herself 

notes, that is not always something to emulate. Certainly obedience is a recurring theme in 

the retellings in more ways than just Noah’s behavior (pp. 127; 174-178; 197-199). 

As a worker, the “good” Noah is usually a farmer (cf. Singleton 1981, 3r, DBID 112, 

Fig. 20; Bloch-Tabet 1984, DBID 194; Amery 1996, DBID 250). This is both an intertextual 

reference to Noah’s life as a vigneron after the flood (Gen 9:20) and an idealization of rural 

life and its “simple, honest” people. Noah is rarely seen living in an urban setting. When he 

is, it is in very recent and unusual retellings, such as when the ark is a rocket not a boat (Frais 

2004, DBID 316), or when the ark becomes a pet store (Pilkington 1989, DBID 78). Even in 

these examples Noah has an enormous garden. The rural/urban divide is returned to in the 

next Chapter (pp. 185-187). 

Noah’s moral character is often claimed by many interpreters to be inherent in the 

phrases, “Noah found favor with God (6:8)” and “Noah walked with God (6:9)” (see 

Appendix A). Each of these story elements is classified in the database and each is recorded 

in only 34 retellings (not always overlapping).
1
 Both motifs appear throughout the 170 years. 

Proportionately far fewer books post-1970 include them (8 and 11 respectively). Walking 

with God is understandably rarer. It raises questions about anthropomorphism, which, as we 

                                                           
1
 Only 19 retellings include both these and Noah’s righteousness; they tend to be in retellings which 

include (nearly) complete translations (Anon 1998, DBID 44; Mee 1953, DBID 46). 
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saw in the last Chapter, is frequently avoided (pp. 99-125). It has an ambiguous meaning that 

is only fully understood as an intertextual reference with Enoch (p. 65). Biblical 

intertextuality within the retellings decreases throughout the years.
2
 

The lack of Noah’s finding favor with God is harder to explain. Perhaps retellers feel 

it is redundant and prefer to show this through God’s command to Noah to build the ark. 

Certainly, there is no indication that Noah’s goodness comes from God, as the Hebrew may 

indicate (pp. 65-66). Noah is not favored; he simply is. As such God reacts to Noah. This 

implies that God rewards good people, which is a key feature of the retellings as a collective 

whole. Such an implication suggests that God has a relationship with, and responds positively 

to, humanity. This reward-led response is not only associated with how God is understood but 

also representative of various religious, educational, and socializing practices. The reward 

(and punishment) model presented in these retellings may teach not only how God rewards 

but also how parents, teachers, and society in general are perceived to reward certain 

behaviors. A potential outcome of this model is that God’s agency may be understood to be 

diminished. If God is only seen to react to clear and specific human behavior, the possibility 

that God may act irrationally, or emotionally (as may be the case with the destruction), is 

reduced. This is not necessarily an unwanted feature of the retellings, but from a literary 

perspective, in comparison with Genesis, it reduces the depth of the character of God, and 

further lessens his opportunities for change. 

But, what of Noah’s goodness (or lack thereof)? If the reasons for this are implicit or 

absent, how is his character constructed in the retellings? As in Genesis, Noah’s character is 

constructed through actions. Chart 3 depicts Noah’s actions and how often they are presented 

in the retellings in word, image, and both word and image. 

                                                           
2
 One possible reason why biblical intertextuality has reduced over the years is the continuing changes 

to how people are biblically literate. Another possibility is the increasing number of heavily 

abbreviated children’s Bible retellings and single story picturebooks. 
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Three factors are particularly striking: (1) the actions Noah performs within Genesis 

are retold in words more often than they are visualized; (2) the 4 most common verbal motifs 

relate to Noah sending the birds away (144, 164, 193, and 152 retellings respectively); (3) 

there are twice as many pictures of Noah building the ark (94) and the second sending away 

of the dove (102) than any other motif. The dominance of the birds is symptomatic of an 

overall tendency in the retellings to highlight the animals. Nowhere is this more clearly 

visible than in the embarkation and disembarkation of the ark (which also serves to highlight 

the ark). The animals are illustrated entering the ark 10 times more than Noah (p. 218). In 

fact, of the 102 retellings including an illustration of the dove and olive branch, many of the 

images do not include Noah (Elborn 1984, 12v–13r, DBID 35; Allan 2004, 16v, DBID 279). 

My classification guidelines for this motif are: “A dove which returns with vegetation (of any 

Chart 3. Noah’s actions as represented in all retellings 
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sort, Noah does not need to be visualized).” As a result, the most common visual motif for 

Noah is actually his building of the ark. The reader of Genesis can assume that Noah built (or 

at least arranged to have built) the ark, because of the phrase “Noah did this, he did all that 

God commanded him” (6:22; cf. 7:5, 16). This sentence is central to Noah’s characterization. 

Narratologically, the summary that Noah did all that God commanded him is almost 

impossible to illustrate. On the one hand God gave Noah a plan for the ark and who should 

enter it. On the other, the phrase itself is semantically meaningless without the analysis of 

what God had commanded him. Therefore, in the corpus it is never classified as being 

visualized, but it is verbalized in 94 retellings (32 retellings include both a verbal reference to 

Noah doing all that God commanded him and an image of Noah building the ark). The 

summary, and the building of the ark, demonstrate Noah’s obedience to God. In the 

retellings, when Noah builds the ark, it can also be interpreted as a sign that Noah works hard 

(and, by implication, is good). Ruth Bottigheimer claims that hard work is emphasized in 

children’s Bibles, especially Protestant ones, as a positive way to live (Bottigheimer 1993, 

124–134; cf. Person and Person 2005, 68). This may be true generally but, despite some 

correlation between work and goodness, English flood retellings do not tend to focus on 

work. In fact, in illustrations, the building of the ark often involves a lack of hard work on 

Noah’s part. 

In the following paragraphs, Noah’s appearance, behavior, and character are assessed 

using as examples two full-color images of Noah building the ark (Trist [c. 1921], 21, DBID 

111, Fig. 11, and Rock 2004, 5v–6r, DBID 121, Fig. 12). They are representative of how 

Noah has been presented throughout the 170 years of the corpus. Specifically, they permit an 

exploration of the primary change to illustrations found within retellings during that time. 

This change occurred around 1970. In the Introduction, I presented a brief history of Bible 

publishing for children in England (pp. 6-11). One of the key points was the dramatic 
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increase in the numbers of books published after 1970, especially heavily illustrated books 

and picturebooks. For example, of the 94 illustrations of Noah building the ark, 17 (18%) 

were published before 1970 while 77 (82%) were published in the 36 years after 1970. Not 

only did the number of illustrations increase, but the style also changed. This has had an 

enormous impact on the retellings and how they can be interpreted. 

In both of the images of Noah building the ark, Noah is Caucasian, elderly, has 

grey/white hair, a long beard, and is wearing a tunic.
3
 This appearance is constant in my 

corpus between 1837 and 2006.
4
 There are, however, changes in stylization. In the older 

image (Fig. 11) from The Dawn Of The World (written by E. B. Trist and illustrated by A. 

Arthur Dixon, [c. 1921], 21, DBID 111) Noah is presented realistically. According to the title 

of the illustration, Noah is “Building The Ark.”
5
 He is not; others are. Noah is acting as 

overseer. He watches the ark being built, while he himself seems to be being mocked by 

neighbors (pp. 194-198).  

Despite taking up only about a twentieth of the page and being smaller than the 

mocking people in the foreground, Noah’s face has shading and his nose is detailed.
6
 The 

tunic is full of precise creases and folds (cf. Anon, [c. 1865], 8, DBID 142, Fig. 29; Bell 

1901, 17, DBID 193, Fig. 8). The realism is present not only in how he is drawn but also in 

his activity and behavior. Noah is an old man. Old men do not carry heavy planks single-

                                                           
3
 Extrabiblical descriptions of Noah are unlikely to have had a direct influence on the retellings. As a 

link in the reception history chain, they may have had an indirect influence, specifically 1 Enoch 

106:2: “And his body was white as snow and red as a rose, the hair of his head as white as wool . . .” 

(cf. Reeves 1993, 110–115; Huggins 1995, 103–110; Peters 2008, 43–44). This in turn is influenced 

by Dan 7:9 (p. 120). 
4
 There are limited variations on the typical Noahs, including: Noah is replaced by a toy (Blyton 1995, 

DBID 74; Baker 1996, DBID 77; Goodings 1998, DBID 277); Noah is replaced with a similar but 

clearly different person (Pilkington 1989, DBID 78; Yeoman and Blake 1995, DBID 79; Cartwright 

1983, DBID 300); Noah is bedraggled and unkempt (Hollyer 1987, DBID 17); Noah is black (de 

Vries 1982, DBID 177; Smith 1905, DBID 258). 
5
 Early illustrations often have captions. This practice has died out in all but expository works. 

6
 The size of Noah and the shading make it harder to establish his skin color than in the later image. 
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handedly or move in the same way as young men, as Noah is seen to do in the post-1970s 

retellings. By acting as overseer, Noah is acting age-realistically. 

 

 

 

As we progress through the publications, specifically from the 1970s onward, Noah’s 

appearance, while remaining generally the same, has been stylized and caricatured. This is 

not specific to Noah but is indicative of changes for all humans and animals in the retellings. 

We can see some of the typical features in the later image (Fig. 12) from Let’s Read the 

Figure 11. Arthur Dixon. [c. 1921]. Noah oversees the building of the 

ark.  

(E. B. Trist. The Dawn Of The World. DBID 111.) 
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Noah’s Ark Story, written by Lois Rock and illustrated by Alex Ayliffe (2004, 5v–6r, DBID 

121). 

 

 

Noah’s hands are often abnormally large and missing one or two fingers. He is 

dressed in a tunic, except now there is a lack of realism and defined features. He is 

unnaturally rotund. His eyes and nose, despite being more obvious than in the older image, 

are simple dots and lines. He is actively participating in the building of the ark. He carries a 

plank of wood and hammer, although they seem to weigh nothing and cause him no 

difficulty.
7
 Critically, he is smiling. The smile makes Noah seem friendlier and more 

accessible, breaking down barriers between the actors in the image and between Noah and the 

viewer (cf. Singleton 1981, 3r, DBID 112, Fig. 20; Piper 2005, 12–13, DBID 123, Fig. 30).
8
 

The smile as a form of communication does not exist between Noah and the viewer in the 

pre-1970s retellings. This reminds us of the lack of bridges between the reader and Noah in 

                                                           
7
 Note in this doublespread the accompanying words are God’s command to Noah to build the ark. 

The image, however, clearly represents the ark as nearly finished. The nature of picturebooks is to 

have story time and discourse time in conflict (Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 160). The images represent 

a pause while the words (in this case) depict a scene. In this instance, the duration is not the only 

conflict: the visual pause presumably occurs long after the speech has ended. 
8
 There are exceptions to the pre- and post-1970s divide; as with most exceptions these are in unusual 

retellings (cf. Figs. 2 [p. 41], 9 [p. 122]). 

Figure 12. Alex Ayliffe. 2004. Noah builds the ark. 

(Lois Rock. Let’s Read The Noah’s Ark Story. DBID 121.) 
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Genesis. In the later retelling Noah has become a jovial grandfather-type and not the stern 

paterfamilias-type as in the earlier example. Despite the new-found friendliness, he is still 

ultimately the same figure: an old man with a beard.
9
 

In the Hebrew Bible, beards are phallic symbols of male authority (Brenner 2002, 

302–310; cf. Peterkin 2001, 116–119) and enemies’ beards are shaved in order to feminize 

them (Niditch 2008, 96–99). Beards were worn, and still are worn by many, as part of 

religious ritual and “to maintain bodily boundaries demarcated by intact hair and body” 

(Niditch 2008, 99–107; Peterkin 2001, 85–96). Nevertheless, it is too simplistic to argue that 

beards have always been and always are indicators of authority. In various communities the 

“clean-cut” image is favored and beards can be a sign of rebellion (October 2008, 67–78; 

Dowd 2010, 38–42). Likewise, being old is not a straightforward symbol of authority. In 

children’s literature age is understood variously. Older people have often been portrayed as 

grotesques, witches, and “villains.” In recent decades the most common kind of elder person 

is the grandparent. They are frequently presented as being victims of age and/or as a means of 

education for the narrative’s young protagonist and the child reader (Rose 1979, 64–75; 

Butler 1987, 26–37). These portrayals are generally positive but do not encourage positivity 

about aging; the grandparents are rarely active and lively (Beland and Mills 2001, 639–651; 

McGuire 2005, 69–70). Noah as an active, elderly man does at least offer a positive 

representation of advanced age. 

Given the ambiguous perspective of seniors and beards in English society, it is hard to 

explain why Noah is consistently represented as he is. While Noah’s age in the retellings is 

probably connected to his age in Genesis, this does not explain the details. Perhaps, with the 

exception of rotundity, the answer is tradition. In the same way that God is like Blake’s 

                                                           
9
 Noah is rarely 600 (Gen 7:6). Presumably this is because his longevity is seen as “probably 

fabulous” (Smith 1913, 156, DBID 108). When his age is stated, it is usually in detailed, conservative, 

older retellings or in (near-)complete translations (cf. Foster c. 1906, 22, DBID 21; Anon 2000, 12, 

DBID 43).  
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Ancient of Days (p. 120), Noah is like God. In some retellings they are virtually identical (cf. 

Williams 2004, 11, DBID 273, Fig. 13). 

 

 

 

In the Genesis flood story, God says, “for in his own image God made humankind” 

(9:6). This imago dei can be substantive (concerning corporeality), relational (concerning 

human/God/human relationships), and/or functional (concerning humanity’s dominion over 

creation). When God looks like a human, it makes him more accessible. It enhances the 

literalism of the imago dei and as a result imbues Noah with Godlike qualities. It supports the 

functional interpretation of the imago dei as humanity holding dominion over creation. This 

is the case when the animals are on the ark because Noah has responsibility for their food 

(6:21) and when they can enter and leave the ark (in accordance with God’s commands). By 

presenting Noah visually as having a special relationship with God, he is elevated to an 

authoritative status above those around him. This represents a continuance in the exchange of 

power. Noah is elevated because he and God look alike. Depending upon the kind of God the 

(accompanying) reader wants to interact with, this can either be a positive interpretation of 

Figure 13. Marcia Williams. 2004. God 

and Noah look similar (detail) 

(Marcia Williams. God And His 

Creations. DBID 273.) 
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God and his close ties with humanity; or it can suggest his diminishing as his roles become 

absorbed by Noah. 

Noah looking like God as a source of authority enhances, or is enhanced by, the idea 

that the father as head of the household is God’s representative at home. This biblical, 

patriarchal concept was still prevalent in the early years of the Victorian era but has gradually 

diminished (Cunningham 2006, 67; Tosh 2007, 147; cf. Bottigheimer 1996, 69–90). Perhaps 

this is one reason why Noah’s authority has changed over the years, an authority most clearly 

seen in two ways. The first, and less common way, is as a preacher. A specific example of 

this is in The Child’s Own Bible, by an anonymous author: “Noah condemned the world, and 

became a preacher of righteousness to them that were disobedient” (1838, 7, DBID 141; for 

dis/obedience see pp. 127; 142; 174-178; 194-198).
10

 

When Noah preaches he does so against the people mocking him while he is building 

the ark. This takes 120 years, which also happens to be, according to some biblical 

commentators, the length of time people are given to repent (6:3; Clarke 1857, 73; Keil and 

Delitzsch 1864, 126; Greenwood [c. 1904], 165; pp. 57-59). Retellers may have directly 

encountered such commentaries, or heard the idea passed on by ministers and others. Some 

elements of biblical commentary become the standard interpretation and a form of 

“knowledge” until it loses favor because of changes in society and/or biblical scholarship, at 

which point the “knowledge” again changes. Noah’s preaching is usually directly related to 

the sins of the people about to be destroyed, thus proving that they deserve to drown: “the 

Bible says he was a preacher; he used to speak to the people about God, and about the 

punishment that was coming upon them for their sins” (Foster c. 1906, 18–19, DBID 21; cf. 

Anon 1856, 17, DBID 88; Trist [c. 1921], 20, DBID 111). Such ideas expand Noah’s role, 

                                                           
10

 Numerous notes accompany the narrative indicating that the author conflated ideas from different 

New Testament verses: “1 Pet. iii.20, Heb. xi.7, 2 Pet. ii.5, Luke xviii.27” (Anon 1838, 6, DBID 141; 

cf. Macy 1920, 58–59, DBID 13). 
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show he cares, and prove his faith (and obedience). Noah as preacher also demonstrates and 

proves why the people deserve God’s punishment, thereby further justifying God’s actions.
11

 

The second and dominant way Noah is given the authority of God is as a leader: he 

controls the occupants of the ark. This can be seen in images, including when Noah oversees 

the building of the ark (cf. Trist [c. 1921], 21, DBID 111, Fig. 11; Anon [c. 1865], 8, DBID 

142, Fig. 29 [p.219]). It can also be read in the words, such as when Noah controls when 

people can leave the ark (Frank 1986, DBID 38). Some retellings exaggerate the authoritative 

aspects of Noah’s character (Frank 1986, DBID 38; Maddox 1999, DBID 242). Most are 

more subtle. One example is The Flood and the Tower of Babel: Justice and Mercy by A. 

Scalfo and illustrated by C. Gandolfo ([c. 1966], DBID 170; cf. Anon 1988, DBID 44; Anon 

[c. 1909], DBID 220; Anon 1971, DBID 264). The retelling begins with Lamech’s naming of 

Noah (Gen 5:29). It ends with the fulfillment of the curse of Canaan (Gen 9:20–29), before 

continuing with the Tower of Babel (Gen 11:1–9).
12

 

There are 7 images of the flood (two are on facing pages of the same doublespread), 5 

of which include Noah. In all but one of these images (which has the dove returning with the 

olive leaf, 4v–5r), members of Noah’s family are either behind him and/or kneeling (Fig. 14). 

They are represented in clearly more menial and gender-specific roles: the sons carry planks 

and herd; the women carry food containers. The women have their heads covered; the men do 

not. The sons are naked except for large loincloths; Noah is fully covered in a white tunic. 

 

                                                           
11

 This could also indicate why, in contrast to my expectations, only 21 retellings refer to Jesus in any 

way. This is largely as a focus of prayer and hardly ever with Noah as a preconfiguration of Christ 

(pp. 205-207 for a discussion of a retelling which compares the ark with the church). 
12

 When Noah’s name or naming is explicitly referred to in the retellings, it is usually as “comfort” 

(Winder 1925, 16, DBID 115), but as rarely “relief” and/or “consolation” (Scalfo 1966, 1v, DBID 

170). Implicit references to possible meanings of “Noah” tend to be incorporated into descriptions of 

him, including when Lamech felt “very glad” to have the baby who “would comfort them in all their 

working days; and he called him Noah” (Macy 1920, 58, DBID 13; pp. 66-67). 
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This authority of Noah and subservience of the family is also depicted in the images 

in which the family members kneel and/or pray while Noah leads the worship (not shown). 

God’s “presence through absence” is recognizable: smoke drifts to heaven; eyes look to 

heaven; and birds fly to heaven (pp. 112-117). However, Noah dominates the page; Noah is 

competing with the presence of God and Noah seems to be winning. In this image, Noah is 

standing with his arms outstretched. They point slightly down, beckoning his family/God/ the 

readers toward him. His family surrounds him as the smoke from the sacrifice ascends to 

heaven. The family members are looking in various directions: down, up, and toward Noah. 

Noah is an authoritarian who is successfully competing with God for attention and praise. 

Noah does not speak or give instructions. The one exception is when he curses the 

descendants of Ham, but this is only through indirect discourse (8v). Despite the lack of 

direct speech, Noah is undoubtedly the authority figure in the narrative. Although the 

Figure 14. C. Gandolfo. [c. 1966]. Noah oversees the entrance to the ark (detail). 

(A. Scalfo. The Flood and the Tower of Babel. DBID 170.) 
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techniques for presenting authority vary, it is the norm and I return to it, from the perspective 

of Noah’s wife, later in this Chapter (pp. 161-163). 

In the retellings, Noah is a good, obedient, elderly farmer who works hard and builds 

an ark. He does this with Godly authority over his family and humanity. This may be to the 

detriment of God as an involved but dominant deity, but also to the benefit of God as a 

responsive caring one. But what of Noah in the retellings when compared to the Noah of 

Genesis: is Noah elevated from being a functioning actor to a character? The overwhelming 

majority of retellings do not present Noah as an actor with an inner life. This is not to say that 

he does not have characteristics and he is not characterized, but that he has not progressed 

beyond the significance of what he does. The retellings do not project Noah as a character, 

but neither do they keep God as one. This results in retellings where the two leads are 

functioning actors. It suggests that the story, other actors, the images, or the didactic message 

becomes more important. Where does this leave the other named men in the retellings? 

 

Shem, Ham, and Japheth 

The sons are all mentioned at the same time in the Genesis flood narrative (named: 6:10; 

7:13; 9:18; unnamed: 6:18; 7:7; 8:16, 18; 9:1, 8, 19). They are mainly nonfunctioning actors, 

addressed by God, although the narrator does not say if they passively heard or more actively 

listened (9:1, 8; pp. 70-72; 95). They do not speak, and have little characterization, something 

which is also true for most retellings. 

In the Hebrew Bible all 3 brothers are characterized through their Hebrew name and 

intertextually, particularly through the drunken Noah narrative (Gen 9:20–29). In the 

retellings such characterization is virtually nonexistent, especially for Shem and Japheth. 

Some earlier retellings do suggest Ham is “not a good man” and is saved only for Noah’s 

sake (which is apparently proof of God’s kindness, Bourne 1841, 11, DBID 276). A 
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characterization by omission is present in another early retelling: “And God blessed Shem 

and Japheth because they were dutiful to their father” (Anon [c. 1866], 28, DBID 135). 

Without stating why Ham is not included, this sentence positively assesses Shem and 

Japheth. It does so through God, not Noah or the narrator. Jump forward 120 years, and a 

narrator has a positive description of Ham (in a secular, decontextualized retelling), as 

“always smiling” and helping his mother (Ryan 1980, 3r, 7v, DBID 132). This is hardly the 

same man at all. 

Generally the individual sons share a specific pattern of characterization rather than 

each having their own character. The pattern is overwhelmingly visualized in the form of 

“additional roles of the sons” and their “life aboard the ark” (see Fig. 16 [p. 167]). Of the 

motifs explicitly relating to the sons, these are the most and least commonly illustrated (108 

and 26 respectively).
13

 The most significant characterization is that they help build the ark. 

Their roles are traditionally male: they carry planks, hammer nails, and lead animals onto the 

ark (Corke 2005, 12–13, DBID 123, Fig. 30 [p. 221]; Anon [c. 1865], 8, DBID 142, Fig. 29 

[p. 219]; Scalfo ([c. 1966], DBID 170, Fig. 14). They undergo the same pre- and post-1970s 

treatment as Noah, moving from being realistically depicted to being caricatured. Unlike 

Noah and God they are generally young, often with a beard (rarely bald), and their hair color 

varies (rarely grey or white). They usually wear the same clothes as Noah but in different 

colors. The biggest exception is when they wear animal skins. This clearly differentiates 

them, and, presumably, their lack of “civilized” goodness, from their tunic-enrobed father. 

The differentiation privileges Noah as more advanced, more civilized, as “better.” The 

implication of this visualization is that without Noah’s civilized goodness, his uncivilized 

nongood sons would not have survived. 

                                                           
13

 The additional roles of the sons are presented 54 times with images only, 54 times with words and 

images, and 33 times with words only. The life of Noah’s sons aboard the ark are represented 19, 7, 

and 9 times. 
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Characterization also occurs when retellings justify God’s decision to save Noah’s 

sons. In “The Wrath of God” by Gisèle Vallerey (translated by Barbara Whelpton), the sons 

helped Noah in his “daily toil,” and together with Noah and the rest of his family “they did 

not covet the wealth of others, for they had learned to control their desires; and joy and 

contentment filled their country home” (1965, 11–12, DBID 75; cf. Adams 1994, 10, DBID 

280; Randall and Jewitt 2006, 4, DBID 309). As with Noah, the sons lead a simple, working 

rural life. The characterization is similar to that of their father except they are helpers. The 

moral virtue placed on the sons justifies their salvation. This justification partly happens 

because of narrative causality (i.e., Kafalenos 2006, 27–43) and its “overall importance” in 

children’s literature (Nikolajeva 2002, 175). Children are believed to place importance upon 

cause and effect. This causality construction is deeply ideological (Stephens 1992, 202) 

because it is created to fill a gap that is itself an ideology marker. 

In Genesis, Noah’s sons straddle the border between nonfunctioning and functioning 

actors, with the only action pushing them into the latter category being their fulfillment of 

God’s command to procreate (9:19, pp. 95). God’s command is only included in 46 retellings 

(all verbally). The future generations are included in a total of 51 retellings (4 visually, 41 

times verbally, and 6 times with both).
14

 These references are invariably in (near-)complete 

translations. In illustrations children are usually seen playing while the adults are working on 

the farm (Auld 1999, DBID 160). This is a return to the rural domestic life before the flood, 

present in many retellings. Occasionally retellings allude to the future generations in specific 

                                                           
14

 The grand/children are different to the future generations because they exist before and/or during 

the flood. There are only 21 examples of this: 13 visually, 5 verbally, and 3 with both forms of 

representation of the grand/children. When in secular, decontextualized retellings, the children are 

central to the narrative. Annie, for example, is the focalized actor in Annie’s Ark (Harker 2002, DBID 

214; cf. Baker 1996, DBID 77; Coplestone 2005, DBID 188). Overtly Christian, contextualized 

retellings present children playing or doing little in the background (Morton 1931, DBID 70; Blyton 

1992, DBID 95; Piper 2005, DBID 123). There is often no reference to them and no explanation or 

logical reason for their presence. They may be added for decorative reasons, or for child readers to 

identify with, whether or not this is in agreement with the author. 
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relation, not only to Noah’s sons in Gen 9:17–19 but also the drunken Noah story (Gen 9:20–

29). One retelling, Robert Willoughby’s Children’s Guide to the Bible (1998, DBID 207), is 

worth quoting in full because (a) it is relatively recent, being published in 1998, and (b) on 

the copyright page the author is described as a lecturer in New Testament at a London Bible 

college (as of 2010 he was based at the London School of Theology, which is validated by 

Middlesex University): 

Genesis tells us that Shem was the father of all the Semitic peoples of the 

world, such as the Arabs and Jews. Ham was the father of the black African 

nations and Japheth was the father of most of the people who live now [sic] 

in Europe and India. (Willoughby 1998, 20, DBID 207; cf. the epigraph of 

this Chapter [page 141] Cald [c. 1872], 16–17, DBID 116; Smith 1918, 

DBID 245) 

This is clearly related to the individual characterization of Ham seen in some earlier 

retellings, but to find it in this context is extraordinary. The drunken Noah narrative has a 

difficult interpretative history associated with slavery, American segregation laws, and the 

South African Apartheid (cf. Goldenberg 2003, 141–144; Pleins 2003, 132–138). That a 

biblical studies lecturer would propagate such interpretations, no matter how toned down, is 

shocking, not least because the author’s academic credentials are used to market the book.
15

 

This retelling also demonstrates that interpretative patterns often work cyclically; older 

retellings explicitly referring to the drunken Noah narrative and descendants of Noah’s sons 

often used the retelling to overtly reject slavery (cf. Trist [c. 1921], DBID 111; Cald [c. 

1872], DBID 116). Thankfully, Willoughby’s version is rare, but it is a good example of how 

retellings are diverse and need to be approached with caution. 

                                                           
15

 “Robert Willoughby is father of two grown-up children and author of Children’s Guide to the Bible 

(SU). He teaches New Testament at London School of Theology and has a particular interest in 

making the Christian faith and the Bible come alive for children.” 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Childrens-Guide-Bible-Robert-Willoughby/dp/185999072X  
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If only 51 retellings include the future generations, this means that 212 retellings 

include no procreation after the flood. This removes the element of the Genesis flood 

narrative that gives the sons their functioning role. Conversely, about half of the retellings do 

give Noah’s sons additional roles making them functioning actors in the retellings. The 

difference is therefore how they function and the implications this has for them and the 

narrative as a whole. Without the reproduction, God’s relationship with humanity comes to 

an abrupt end. Noah’s sons serve the purpose of helping Noah fulfill his task and that is all. 

They do so from a specifically gendered and undeveloped perspective as a collective group. 

Noah and his sons are paired together because they are men and named. All 4 men 

have larger roles than in the Hebrew narrative: they explicitly build, carry, and herd. 

Conversely, all 4 men lose characterization because of the reduction of biblical intertextuality 

in the retellings. The lack of intertextuality, specifically with the drunken Noah narrative, 

ensures that the men remain positive role models. It also limits their characterization: they 

remain fairly nondescript. To be fair to the retellings, it is difficult to have so many developed 

actors in short narratives. This does not justify the lack of variety in the presentation of the 

sons in the retellings, especially when they are in the background. Can we assume this lack of 

individuality is also the case for the women? I turn to them now. 

 

The Unnamed Women 

In Genesis, Noah’s wife and daughters-in-law survive the flood, but they remain an unknown 

entity denied any voice and actions. As nameless actors they are denied the characterization 

that may come with Hebrew names. Throughout the narrative, they are nonfunctioning actors. 

With Noah and his sons being gendered in stereotypically masculine roles we have already 

encountered gendering in the retellings, but in the following pages I consider the degree to 

which the women on the ark are presented in a gendered manner. 
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Noah’s Wife 

There is no characterization of Noah’s unnamed wife to be drawn from the Genesis narrative 

(pp. 72-74). She is a nonfunctioning actor. There are only 5 references to her, always as 

“wife”: two are in scenes where God speaks (6:18; 8:16) and 3 are in summaries (7:7, 13; 

8:16). She may have practical significance as someone who has reproduced and may do so in 

the future. If she does, we have to fill the gaps ourselves because we are not told this (unlike 

with the daughters of humanity, 6:4). She is defined by her relationship with Noah. She is 

mute and passive. She has no personal identity of her own. 

Things are somewhat better for her in the retellings. Visually, Noah’s wife is 

common, so her profile is raised through her presence. Like Noah, her appearance has 

changed little in 170 years other than progressing from realistic to caricatured depictions, 

particularly after the 1970s. She has 3 distinct representative types: slim and severe/pious 

(pre-1970s), plump and friendly (post-1970s), and Marian (this motif crosses the 1970s 

divide, but it is not as common as the other types, cf. Scalfo [c. 1966], DBID 170, Fig. 14). 

The use of Marian iconography weakly edifies Noah’s wife without giving her a clear 

individual identity. In general, visual presentations of her match Noah and the other actors: 

they are stylized and generic and not character driven. To assess her characterization it is 

necessary to consider her actions. 

The Genesis motifs specifically relating to Noah’s wife are found in the corpus as 

(in)frequently for Noah’s wife as for Noah’s sons (see Appendix A). God tells Noah his wife 

must enter the ark in 72 retellings, exactly the same number as for Noah’s sons. God tells 

Noah that his wife must leave the ark in 49 retellings as opposed to his sons in 44 retellings. 

The pattern is broadly the same for the actual dis/embarkation. The motifs that are not in 

Genesis but have been classified in my database vary significantly: Noah’s sons are given 

additional roles 141 times, which is a third more often than the 92 times Noah’s wife is given 
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additional roles. There is one clear identifiable reason for this: Noah’s wife is a “wife.” 

Women do not build arks; men do. Despite this, the building of the ark is a common addition 

to Noah’s wife’s role in the retellings, but it is usually as a painter or as someone involved 

with other light, “nonbuilding” tasks (cf. Corke 2005, 12–13, DBID 123, Fig. 30 [p. 221]). 

Instead of an overwhelming dominance of ark building, as with Noah’s sons, Noah’s wife is 

placed, apparently in accordance with gendered social conventions, in the domestic sphere. 

She cooks and she cleans. 

There are other additional roles that are associated with Noah’s wife more than any 

other actor, but again these are gendered: she stocks the ark with food (Flanders 1972, 5v–6r, 

DBID 65; Windham 1988, 8v, DBID 268). She has an ambiguous relationship with some 

animals, including mice and snakes (Flanders 1972, 5v–6r, DBID 65; Hartman 2006, 7r, 

DBID 223). She cries, especially when animals leave the ark (Singleton 1981, 13v, DBID 

112; Fussenegger 1983, 24, DBID 200; Dickinson 1997, 15v, DBID 204). She has the most 

antagonistic reaction to entering or being on the ark (Philip 2001, 5r, DBID 76; Smith 1905, 

15v, DBID 258). These examples all come from post-1970 retellings. This is because before 

this time Noah’s wife was represented in much the same minimalist way as in the Genesis 

flood story. The change seen in representations of Noah’s wife is therefore quite dramatic, 

particularly when compared with the relatively consistent way in which Noah is presented in 

the retellings compared with the Noah of Genesis. 

This change is a double-edged sword, however. This can be demonstrated through a 

reading of Where Next, Mr Noah? written and illustrated by Mike Dickinson (1997 DBID 

204). It is a secular, decontextualized picturebook filling gaps in Genesis at the tail end of the 

flood, specifically the disembarkation and dispersal of the animals. The retelling appears to 

present Noah and his wife in a balanced relationship. Mrs Noah is the first to speak (3r). She 

says, “Come along, Mr Noah . . . there’s a lot to do” (3v). She draws a map (12r). She gives a 
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speech (12v). She supports Mr Noah, hugging him when he is sad, while she herself does not 

get sad (15v). Most significantly, she has her own subplot. It is hidden from Noah and only 

present in the images: she is regularly seen alongside orange tails or ears poking up from 

behind different things (8r, 8v, 9v, 11v, 12v, 13r).
16

 Eventually, the reader discovers that they 

belong to a pair of cats Mrs Noah persuades Noah to keep (cf. Newman 1988, DBID 36).
17

 

This parallel narrative comments on Mrs Noah as a character: she is important and influential 

in the life of Noah. Mrs Noah is a character. 

Mrs Noah is also in a domestic role: she tells Noah they have to clean before they can 

rest (13v). She hands the broom to Noah and scowls, while he looks away with one hand over 

his mouth and another (the hand nearest the broom) behind his back. Mrs Noah is primarily 

in a supporting role. Mr Noah is the titular character. Of the 29 illustrations, he is present in 

27; Mrs Noah is only included in 15. In 9 of these she stands behind Mr Noah. He is in 

charge of where the animals must live, the main plot of the book. Her role is to support him 

in this. The first and last images in the picturebook are of Mrs Noah serving Mr Noah food 

and tea. In the first image he is even sitting down at a table with one chair while she stands 

and waits on him (2v). In the latter image they are sitting together, while Mrs Noah pours him 

tea (16v, Fig. 15). They look happy and they are sitting together, each with a cat on their lap. 

The scene is a broadly positive one; it is charming and happy. Yet the power dynamic has not 

changed from most other retellings: Mrs Noah serves her husband food, and she has to ask 

for permission to keep the cats. 

                                                           
16

 This kind of parallel visual narrative is common in sophisticated picturebooks (Nikolajeva 2008, 

67–68; Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 168–171). It encourages repeated readings and a playful 

interaction with the narrative by the child and any accompanying reader. 
17

 Francis Landy notes the significance of cats in flood retellings. In my corpus they are indeed the 

domesticated animals of choice (2007, 356 [6], n. 21). 
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Mrs Noah is able to claim authority by telling Noah what to do, but it is only 

temporary. She is never permitted to have the authority in retellings. The temporary change in 

status and the level of domestication is a form of social control. It is not unique. In developed 

portrayals of Noah’s wife she may be humorous, capable, and occasionally mocking of Noah, 

but she is always the one who cooks, cleans, and supports the male Noah (Atkinson 1995, 

DBID 47; Adams 1999, DBID 215; Frais 2004, DBID 316). 

Nevertheless, these retellings still present a positive characterization of Noah’s wife, 

and this is an improvement over the Genesis story in which she has no personal identity. 

Most retellings either do not include much more (if anything) than Genesis or the only 

representation of Noah’s wife is in the background and/or the domestic sphere. 

Figure 15. Mike Dickinson. 1997. Mrs Noah serves Mr Noah. 

(Mike Dickinson. Where Next, Mr Noah? DBID 204.) 
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It is important to note, however, that Where Next, Mr Noah? (Dickinson 1997, DBID 

204) did increase the personal identity of Noah’s wife by calling her “Mrs Noah.” Noah’s 

wife is named in 28 retellings, while she remains nameless in all of the others.
18

 “Mrs Noah” 

is the most common, appearing 24 times (cf. Atkinson 1995, DBID 47; Rowlands 1995, 

DBID 72; Smith 1905, DBID 258). In one retelling she is called “Naamah” (Humble-Jackson 

1996, DBID 80, pp. 164-165); in another, “Ethel” (Frais 2004, DBID 316); and in another, 

“Grandma Nora” (Coplestone 2005, DBID 188).
19

 These women do not receive any less 

gendered treatment than the unnamed wives. Indeed, the very address of “Mrs” could be 

considered as proprietary as “Noah’s.” It is significant that almost half of the 28 named 

women are in secular retellings. Similarly, of the 24 secular retellings, over half of them (13) 

give Noah’s wife a name, usually “Mrs Noah.” The strong relationship between secular 

retellings and giving Noah’s wife a name could be a result of authors feeling freer to amend a 

biblical story. There may be less gender bias, or more consciousness of gender bias. They still 

present the domesticated wife as the norm but they do have a tendency to elevate Noah’s wife 

(in name and character) proportionately more often than overtly religious retellings.
20

 Secular 

retellings focus on entertainment, even when they are clearly didactic (Baker 1996, DBID 77; 

Kilroy 1990, DBID 205). The presence of Noah’s wife as a character (or at least as a more 

developed and active actor) seems to be indicative of a changing priority for the producers of 

secular retellings. Still, some apparently religious retellings do elaborate upon Noah’s wife, 

including the only instance where she is not named through her relationship with a male. 

                                                           
18

 Person and Person claim that Noah’s wife is invariably named “Mrs Noah” (2005, 83). This is 

certainly not true for retellings published in England. The advantage of my methodology and the 

classification system is being able to definitively claim this without working on assumptions or with 

particularly interesting, unusual, or canonical retellings as Person and Person do. It is possible that 

American Christian retellings, upon which Person and Person focus, do have a greater proportion of 

“Mrs Noahs,” but it is also possible that they do not. 
19

 In Norah’s Ark, Noah is replaced with a woman named Norah. This is different from her being 

Noah’s wife (Cartwright 1983, DBID 300). 
20

 Similarly, only 3 of the retellings were published before the 1970s divide. This is in keeping with 

the proportionate growth in books, the greater variety and creativity in retellings, and perhaps an 

increased awareness of gender equality. 
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Naamah is Noah’s wife in the “Creation and the Flood” (Humble-Jackson 1996, 

DBID 80). In the Hebrew Bible Naamah is the daughter of Lamech and Zillah (Gen 4:22).
21

 

Giving Noah’s wife the name “Naamah” in this retelling may come, whether directly or not, 

from Rabbi Abba ben Kahana (Genesis Rabbah, 23.4 [Freedman and Simon 1961, 194]).
22

 

Naamah speaks 3 times, less than her daughter-in-law Atarah (p. 168). She has 5 

appearances, acting as a catalyst for male behavior every time. She asks questions that are 

answered by Noah and Japhet, never another woman (12, 24, 29). She carries a lamp that 

Ham can take from her (13), and she participates in the following exchange: 

“I wonder if there is any dry land showing?” Naamah said. 

Noah set a raven free. “If it does not find land it can come back to roost.” 

“Then let’s hope he finds land,” muttered Naamah. “Nasty creature. 

Deserves to be cast out . . . like Lucifer from Heaven.” (17) 

This exchange enables Noah to release the raven and introduce Lucifer into his retelling of 

the Creation. Naamah is presented as a thinking and perhaps devout woman, but not one who 

is proactive or particularly intelligent, especially in comparison with Atarah. Whereas her 

first question is stated with the neutral tag “said,” her second statement is “muttered.” Is she 

hiding her opinion or is this a judgmental term from an intrusive didactic narrator? Her 

dislike for the raven is a typical gendered representation, but the image does support her 

because the raven is pictured with a scowling and contemptuous gaze.
23

 Despite being 

named, Naamah experiences one of the most gendered and least positive portrayals of all of 

                                                           
21

 Another less obvious allusion to a biblical actor is Eber, a great-great-grandson of Noah (Gen 

11:14–17). In the secular, decontextualized picturebook Noah’s Bed, Eber is the grandson of Grandma 

Nora (Coplestone 2005, DBID 188). 
22

 Naamah is also named as Noah’s wife in Sefer ha-Yashar 5.15 (J. H. Parry edition, 1887, with 

thanks to Athalya Brenner for the reference). 
23

 This gaze is aimed directly at the viewer and, given that Naamah’s comment is the catalyst for 

Noah to introduce Lucifer to his retelling of the creation narrative, the viewer is also given this visual 

pointer and negative view of the bird. 
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the named versions of Noah’s wife. Her daughter-in-law, however, is more positively 

portrayed, and I return to her in the next section. 

Despite these exceptions Noah’s wife remains generally unnamed. She remains a 

literal possession of her husband. She is largely defined by preexisting assumptions (as 

female, as wife). This literal and fixed signifying role may make it hard to interpret her 

presence as subversive. Nevertheless, her additional roles may be interpreted as just that. To 

an extent, by giving Noah’s wife additional roles, the androcentrism of Genesis may be 

undermined, disguised, and for some readers, overcome. My personal reaction to the 

retellings is less positive. Noah’s wife usually remains a nonfunctioning actor. She is elevated 

to a functioning actor in fewer than half of the retellings, and is almost never a character. 

Female silence in Genesis is rarely overcome with speech in the retellings. When it is, it is 

normally gendered with Noah’s wife expressing negative opinions or nagging her husband. 

She largely remains the marginalized (if not excluded) other, outside the narrative and in the 

literal and metaphorical background of the images. For me as a poetic interpreter (pp. 30-31) 

of retellings, this marginalizes women and it alienates me. Is the same true for her daughters-

in-law? 

 

Noah’s Sons’ Wives 

In Genesis, Noah’s sons’ wives are mentioned 5 times and in the same verses as Noah’s wife 

(6:18; 7:7, 13; 8:16, 18). They are always last on the lists of human survivors. The women are 

nameless and reduced to being a collective noun (p. 74). They are distanced from Noah, the 

human male protagonist, by their sons. They do not even get to be Noah’s daughters-in-law; 

they are the possession of their relatively insignificant husbands. 
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As with Noah’s sons and Noah’s wife, Noah’s sons’ wives do not receive their 

characterization from the presentation of the Genesis motifs.
24

 They receive it from their 

additional roles and their life on the ark. This time, they are presented considerably less often 

than the others. In only 49 retellings do Noah’s sons’ wives have additional roles (as opposed 

to 141 for Noah’s sons and 92 for Noah’s wife). The other relevant motif is the life of the 

actors on the ark. Noah’s sons’ wives are only represented actively doing something on the 

ark in 24 retellings (as opposed to 35 retellings for Noah’s sons, 49 for Noah’s wife, and 62 

for Noah). Over half of these are only illustrated. Visually, the women are young but wear 

similar clothes to Noah’s wife. Their roles are all but identical to Noah’s wife: they cook, 

clean, and perform female gender roles. One retelling even has a picture of one of the 

daughters-in-law and Noah’s wife (she “was in charge of the kitchen,” Bloch-Tabet 1984, 

11v, DBID 195) cooking in the background of a full-page image, while one of Noah’s sons is 

salivating, and waving a big wooden spoon around in anticipation (12v).
25 

The following 

picture (Fig. 16) by Elmer Boyd Smith from Noah’s Ark (1905, DBID 258) demonstrates the 

typical attitude to women, specifically male/female relations on the ark. 

The image is very detailed. The primary focus is on the animals, all of whom have 

their own specific roles (note the kangaroo in the bottom right looking directly at the viewer). 

All 8 humans on the ark are illustrated; they are in the middle. Notice that Noah is the only 

person sitting on a chair. One son (the dark-haired man in pink) is playing a game. Two of the 

sons are lying on the floor. One of them is being entertained by his wife playing the harp. 

Next to this couple Noah’s wife is getting food ready. Next to her another woman is 

                                                           
24

 Noah’s sons’ wives are presented in similar proportions to the other survivors of the ark (see 

Appendix A). 
25

 Authors of adult retellings greatly increase the role of Noah’s sons’ wives. Timothy Findley is one 

example, in Not Wanted on the Voyage ([1984] 2006) he makes (most of) the wives the moral driving 

force of the ark but the victims of psychological, physical, and sexual abuse at the hands of Noah, 

Shem and Japheth (but pointedly not Ham). 
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wrapping bibs around pigs. Behind Noah the last woman can just be seen doing the laundry. 

The women work while the men wait for dinner and are entertained by their wives. 

 

 

Throughout the retellings the women remain silent, speaking even less than everyone 

else. Their silence seems even greater than in Genesis because they are visible and present in 

retellings where other humans speak and act. In one instance they are even relegated to being 

an afterthought of God: “Oh, and their wives, too” (McCaughrean 1997, 18, DBID 209). 

As with Noah’s sons and Noah’s wife, the sons’ wives sometimes have their 

protection/salvation justified. One example, unusual for its individual description of the 

wives’ positive behavior, states that “Shem, Ham and Japheth . . . were all married to staunch 

wives who feared neither the heavy work of harvesting nor the heat of the summer sun” 

(Vallerey, 1965, 11, DBID 75). The retelling continues to describe the whole family in 

glowing terms (11–12). God even states that Noah and his family (note the collective noun) 

Figure 16. Elmer Boyd Smith. 1905. The women work, the men relax. 

(Elmer Boyd Smith. Noah’s Ark. DBID 258.) 
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deserve to survive, but also that Noah alone has “never committed a shameful or dishonest 

act” (12). As good as Noah’s daughters-in-law and other family members may be, they are 

rarely if ever permitted to be as good as Noah. 

Almost none of the daughters-in-law in the retellings are characters. Even in the 

retelling with the most detailed characterization of a daughter-in-law, Shem and Japheth’s 

wives are only referred to as “family.” Noah’s wife is Naamah (Humble-Jackson 1986, DBID 

80, pp. 164-165) and Ham’s wife is Atarah. Atarah is in turns resourceful, putting out fire 

(10), emotional (“Tears stung Atarah’s eyes,” 16), part of a loving couple (17), a mocker of 

Noah (19), and wise (29). She is gendered in her emotions and in her relationship with Ham, 

but she is not a cook or a cleaner and she is undoubtedly a character in her own right. This is 

perhaps the only instance any of Noah’s daughters-in-law have been upgraded to a character. 

Yet she is isolated from her brothers-in-laws’ wives, who remain unnamed, and with whom 

she does not interact. Only in John Ryan’s series of books set on the ark do we have names 

and attempts at characterization for all of Noah’s family (1980, DBID 105; 1980, DBID 132). 

John Ryan’s Roll-Call on the Ark (Ryan 1980, DBID 132; cf. Ryan 1980, DBID 105) 

is a secular, decontextualized picturebook with a dual verbal element: there are speech 

balloons within the images as well as the written narrative. In the book, Mr Noah is taking the 

register/roll call on the ark. He yells out the names of everybody and they answer with, 

“Present.” The accompanying text gives some characterization to the people on the ark: 

First came comfortable Mrs Noah, then Mr Noah’s gloomy son, Shem, who 

looked after the stores and the money, and Mrs Shem (who wasn’t very 

cheerful either). Next there was Mr Noah’s middle son, Ham. Ham was the 

Ark’s carpenter. He was always smiling and so was his wife who did all the 

cooking and did it very well. Lastly came the youngest son Jaffet and his 

friend Jannet. 
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As with most other retellings that name Noah’s wife, this retelling adds the titular “Mrs” not 

only to Noah’s wife but also to Noah’s sons’ wives. The wives’ characterizations are based 

upon their husbands. Mrs Shem is characterized in parenthesis as the same as her husband, 

but without the responsible job. Mrs Ham smiles like her husband, but she has a role she 

excels at: cooking. We return to the domestic sphere. One difference is Jannet. She is a child, 

friends with the child Jaffet. She and Jaffet are the focalizers of the narrative, along with their 

pet baby crocodile, Crockle. This is a re-creation of her role; she is not a wife. For the 

retelling this is logical; it makes children the focus of the stories, which are, after all, not 

about the flood. It can, however, be interpreted as a denial of the woman in Genesis: she is no 

longer a wife, nor can she procreate. For the retelling as an independent story this does not 

matter (although gender normativity is still problematic) but there may be implications 

depending upon the reading situation. If the narrative is told, read, or taught within a context 

(such as Sunday School) in which the Genesis flood story is known, there could be further 

implications. Using a “top-down” reading strategy implied by Bible story retellings (Stephens 

1992, 19) Jaffet and Jannet may be charged, whether they will it or not, with continuing the 

future of humanity. 

The presence of the future of humanity (9:17–19) is confirmation of the fulfillment of 

God’s command to go forth and multiply (9:1). It represents God’s interest in the 

continuation of humanity and his ongoing relationship with people. It signifies the idea that 

the story is a new creation and of a God who changes his mind. Despite its importance, God’s 

command to multiply is only included in 46 retellings. The future generations motif is only 

found in 51 retellings (4 visually, 41 verbally, and 6 have both). Of these only 19 also include 

God’s command to multiply. This absence may be because of modesty and protecting 

children from sex, but given the popularity of stories suggesting procreation (“The First 

Family,” “Moses in the Bulrushes,” and perhaps the “Birth of Jesus”), this seems unlikely. It 
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is more likely that the retellings are not generally concerned with God’s ongoing relationship 

with humanity. When women become mothers and are therefore participants in the future of 

humanity, they have a role; they become functioning actors. In Genesis it is the “be fruitful 

and multiply” commandment that gives them a role. It is an implied role, not even given by 

God directly to the women, but it is at least an implication. 

In the retellings this implication is denied in the majority of instances. The differences 

between Genesis and the retellings that most heavily affect the women (but also the sons) 

may be partly due to the lack of positive commentary on the women. Biblical commentators, 

whether directly or indirectly, influence how the flood story is retold. As we have seen, even 

biblical feminist scholars have mostly ignored the women of the flood (pp. 73-74). The 

retellings that elevate Noah’s wife appear primarily engaged in telling a story (for whatever 

reason) rather than telling the biblical story. Producers who create such retellings may be less 

concerned with Christian and biblical interpretation than those producing Christian retellings. 

Perhaps if feminist scholars had discussed Noah’s wife more, even if only explicitly within 

the context of being a “generic” unnamed wife, their comments may have filtered through to 

the retellings. 

In this Chapter we have seen that rather than subverting the Genesis flood story, 

English retellings seem to support and enhance the patriarchal, androcentric structures within 

it. As illustrations become more dominant, the patriarchal structures are being reinforced. 

There is a mismatch between the apparent awareness of the need for women to be present and 

the gendered nature of that presentation. Even when women are dominant, intelligent 

characters in their own right, they are shown in traditionally delineated gender roles. We must 

not forget, though, that this is also the case for the men! 

The gendered representation of Noah and his family occurs because of the conflict 

between the verbal and visual narratives. Noah’s sons’ wives, wife, and sons frequently have 
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an increased role in the illustrations, but in the words they are less present. By being 

visualized, they become a more significant part of the narrative. When they help build or load 

the ark, cook, carry, or clean, they automatically have a “role” other than wife, son, or son’s 

wife. This is more so than in Genesis. It could be that authors and illustrators depict gender 

normative roles unconsciously, or it could be because they have made a decision to create 

actors who will be recognizable to children in what is still largely an androcentric society. It 

is interesting, however, that as the elderly, nonphysical Noah became more physical (and 

overweight), therefore confounding age-normative behaviors, the gender normativity 

increased. One wonders how this could have happened. Although the men in the retellings are 

gendered just as much as the women, the women have far fewer additional roles than Noah’s 

sons, or Noah himself. This results in a body of work that systematically marginalizes 

women. In the next Chapter, I continue with my reflections on gender imbalance in the 

retellings, but I add others to that, including adult/child normativity. 

  


