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Part Two, Chapter Six: The Other Humans 

Ah, how frightened the wicked people must have been! 

Mrs. Valentine, The Dawning, A First Bible Book For Children, circa 1886 

 

The people who drowned during the Genesis flood were, we are told, wicked, and they 

corrupted the earth with violence (6:5, 12, 13, pp. 60-62). We are not told exactly how they 

did this. Neither are readers told how many people drowned, how they drowned, what their 

names were, how they felt, or any other aspect of their death (7:21–23, pp. 77-81). In this 

Chapter, I explore how retellings fill these gaps. First, I look at actors in the retellings who 

have been used to justify God’s decision to destroy humanity. The first of these are from 

outside the flood story: Adam and Eve and Cain. I then consider humanity and the daughters 

of men, before discussing the invented actors, criminals and crime, and neighbors and 

mockery. I then present the drowning people, specifically adults and children. These are 

sometimes the criminals and neighbors. How they relate to God’s decision to destroy 

humanity is discussed. Finally, I step outside the flood story to consider actors in embedding 

narratives. Such narratives involve an actor telling the flood story to other actors in the 

narrative. My focus is on children who are taught the flood story by adults. Embedding 

narratives are overtly didactic and are used to portray vivid moral messages, just as the 

“wicked” and drowning people do. The depictions of these actors and characters enable me to 

look at othering from different perspectives. This includes how identification is formed for 

marginalized characters. Throughout this Chapter, I use the umbrella term “wicked” to refer 

to any justification given for the destruction as punishment, whether criminal (theft, murder) 

or breaking God’s boundaries (eating the fruit, divine/human procreation). 
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The Wicked, Violent, and Corrupt  

In Genesis, God decided to destroy most of humanity and nonhuman animals because they 

were wicked and had corrupted the earth. In the retellings specific individuals and groups are 

often blamed for the destruction, and the acts that they are said to have done. In the following 

pages these individuals and groups are discussed. Gendering and other forms of inequality 

return, as well as the introduction of adult/child power imbalance.  

 

Adam and Eve (Genesis 3) 

In Genesis 3 Eve and a serpent discuss the tree at the center of the garden, from which Adam 

and Eve must not eat (3:1-5). Eve eats fruit from the tree and shares the fruit with Adam (3:6-

7). God responds to this act of disobedience by questioning the humans about their actions 

and subsequently punishing the serpent by making him crawl on his belly (3:8–14). God also 

adds enmity between the serpent and the woman, which is both a punishment and a protective 

action for both the serpent and the woman (3:15). The lives of Adam, Eve, and humanity are 

then made more difficult as God commands them to work for their food, gives the woman 

childbearing pains, and states that they will return to the ground from which they came (3:16-

20). God also protects Adam and Eve by clothing them before evicting them from the Garden 

(3:21-24).  

The theme of crime and punishment that connects the stories of Genesis 1-11, whether 

knowingly or not, has been adopted by a number of retellers. Of the 263 retellings in the 

corpus, 43 include a verbal reference to Adam and Eve and/or eating the fruit and resulting 

banishment from the garden. Six of these have words and images of Adam and Eve, while 

two only include illustrations of them. These references nearly always connect Adam and 

Eve’s transgression to the flood. Verbally, their appearances are fairly evenly proportioned 

between circa 1850 and 2002. Visually, 5 of the 8 retellings were published between 1980 
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and 1998 (the remaining dates being circa 1921 [twice] and 1958). The visual representations 

mirror those of more traditional art forms: Eve gives Adam an apple (Watson 1994, 4, DBID 

232), and/or the pair vacate the garden, wearing leaves (Anon 1986, 5v–6r, DBID 199). 

Verbally, there are few retellings that retell the whole of Genesis 3; mostly there is a brief 

reference to some kind of disobedience, such as this one: 

The story about the Garden of Eden tells us how Adam and Eve were the 

first people to disobey God. God became very angry because of all the sin in 

the world. He decided that he would flood the whole earth and destroy 

everything. (Willoughby 1998, 20, DBID 207; cf. Anon [c. 1948], 10, DBID 

169) 

All we learn is that Adam and Eve were the first people to disobey God, after which God 

became angry and decided to flood the earth. There is no connecting action or statement 

between Adam and Eve and God’s decision, even though on the previous doublespread, titled 

“Creation and the First Family,” the story of Cain and Abel is retold (18).
1
 Presenting the 

flood in this way offers the didactic opportunity to state that disobeying God is a punishable 

act. This further highlights the obedience of Noah (pp. 142, 151). To a critical eye it is absurd 

that disobedience warrants total destruction. As a biblical scholar (p. 157), Willoughby 

should know why the crime must have been something other than disobedience. The narrative 

is implicitly didactic, with an explicit expository setting including boxes titled “Facts!” and 

“Did you know?” These additions together with photographs, introductory materials, maps, 

                                                           
1
 The Cain and Abel narrative includes the sentence “So, right from the beginning of the world, 

people learnt how to disobey God and things went from bad to worse. But it was God’s great plan, 

many years after this, to make it possible for people to be friends with him once again through Jesus” 

(18). Before this narrative we have one version of Genesis 3 under the subheading, “The sin of Adam 

and Eve” (18), but after Cain and Abel, this story is repeated with the subheading, “The Tree of the 

Knowledge of Good and Evil” (19). Disobeying God is the crime in both narratives with the former 

stating, “Throughout the Bible disobeying God is called sin…” (emphasis book’s own, 18). 
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and paratextual material highlighting the author’s work as an academic imply the narrative is 

historical truth (Serafini 2010, 44–50). 

This didacticism uses the flood narrative to try to teach children to obey rules and 

regulations. It is “aetonormative.” This term refers to adult normativity resulting in 

child/adult power imbalance, and was coined by Maria Nikolajeva (2009, 13–24; cf. 2010, 8). 

The idea of children’s literature being a reflection of adult’s colonization of children is not 

new. Perry Nodelman summarizes the idea by stating that children’s books “assume the right 

of adults to wield power and influence over children; thus, they might represent a kind of 

thinking about less powerful beings that can be identified as ‘colonial’” (2008, 78; cf. Rose 

1984, 1–11).
2
 Willoughby’s presentation of dis/obedience enforces normative adult views on 

children—that is to say, children must obey adults. Effectively, this enshrines the power 

imbalance between adults and children. The reteller appears to assume that the message of 

obedience will be heeded because children learn from such retellings. This is an adult-

focused idea and disregards the sophisticated reading strategies children employ. Children are 

often critical readers and may ask, “why does disobedience deserve destruction?” The 

aetonormativity of the retelling is all the more worrying when we remember that it includes 

the phrase: “Ham was the father of the black African nations” (Willoughby 1998, 20, DBID 

207, pp. 157-159). 

Other retellings can be just as critical of disobeying God, but may be more ambiguous 

about the blame: “Eve had lots of babies. Adam must have been pleased.” As the population 

grew, “they had forgotten how to be good people” (Waddell 1993, 13, DBID 236). In 

addition to the horrific concept that only Adam would be pleased by the babies, or at least 

                                                           
2
 A summary of Nodelman’s points: The adult narrator conflicts with the perceptions of child(like) 

characters. Adults create safety; children cannot do it for themselves. Trying to have influence over 

children and transform them into adults is contradictory. Children continue to grow but remain under 

adult protection. Knowledge is presumed the domain of adults. Creation of a divided subjectivity 

where children are encouraged to view themselves through adult’s understanding. The challenges and 

complexities of childhood are silenced (2008, 77–80). 
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only his opinion counted, this is typical of retellings that progress from population growth to 

crime (pp. 185-187). Another repeated motif presents Eve as the main transgressor: 

But Eve disobeyed God. One day she ate some of the fruit of the Tree of 

Knowledge and as a punishment the Lord drove Adam and Eve out of the 

lovely garden. It was not only stupid of Eve to defy God after all he had 

done for her and Adam, but ungrateful and wicked. It was the first act of 

wickedness to take place on Earth. (Matthews 1980, 3r–3v, DBID 4) 

Again we have the idea of the “first” wicked act, but here it is Eve’s act: Eve disobeyed God, 

Eve ate, Eve was stupid, Eve defied God, Eve was ungrateful, and Eve was wicked. The  

 

 

Figure 17. Unknown illustrator. 1980. Eve gets blamed. 

(Leonard J. Matthews. Noah & The Ark. DBID 4.) 
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retelling does go on to suggest that many other wicked acts happened over the following 

years (3v), but the focus is so thoroughly on Eve that she bears the brunt of the blame. 

Presumably Adam was innocent, for nothing is said of him. The blame is not only verbal.  

The doublespread accompanying Eve’s actions includes Eve giving Adam an apple, 

while she eats her own (Fig. 17).
3
 She is depicted in full frontal nudity (no pubic hair), with 

one arm covering her right breast (there is, perhaps a slight hint of a nipple on the left breast). 

The narratee can see Adam from behind. He has his hand on the rump of a donkey. A lion 

looks on with a downturned mouth. Is he sad, disappointed, or condemnatory? Eve’s feet are 

placed at the bottom of the image; the green space merges into leaves that are colored white. 

This white space is where the verbal story is typeset. Directly below Eve’s feet are the words 

“But Eve disobeyed God.” The specific typesetting and word/image combination does 3 

things: (1) it ensures that Eve is to blame; (2) it emphasizes the significance of obedience; 

and (3) it centralizes God. 

 

Cain and Abel (Genesis 4:1–16) 

Cain was Abel’s elder brother and grew crops, while Abel was a shepherd (Gen 4:1–2). Cain 

killed his brother after God seemed to prefer Abel’s offering (Gen 4:3–8).
4
 God punished 

Cain by making him wander the earth (Gen 4:11–12) but marked Cain, so that no one would 

kill him (Gen 4:15). In Genesis the crime of humanity has increased from disobeying God 

and transgressing boundaries to murdering a sibling, a part of God’s creation (that is made in 

his image, although murder is not explicitly forbidden until Gen 9:6). In response, the 

                                                           
3
 This is one of the rare realistically illustrated picturebooks in the corpus. 

4
 God regards (directs his gaze at) Abel’s offering, but he does not do this for Cain. Rather than 

suggesting that this means God rejected Cain’s offering, Jan Willem van Henten suggests that this is a 

gap and does not necessarily suggest that God had no regard for Cain’s offering (2011, 53–68). Van 

Henten claims that God and Cain are involved in an ongoing discussion throughout the narrative. If 

this is accepted it may be interpreted as lessening God’s role in Cain’s crime while increasing Cain’s 

individual responsibility.  



179 

 

punishment God imposed has increased: it is not only the eviction from the garden, but now 

the eviction from the presence of God (Gen 4:16). At the same time, God ensures that Cain 

cannot be killed by others. God is again positioned as both punisher and protector.  

In all of the 18 retellings referring to Cain he is always, to some degree or another (all 

verbally, and two with illustrations), blamed for the destruction, such as: “The problem 

started with Cain” (Best 1998, 5, DBID 233; cf. Robertson 1979, 1v–3r, DBID 133). One 

example is worth describing further because it is so detailed: When the Purple Waters Came 

Again (1971, DBID 23). It is by the biblical scholar Norman C. Habel, a rare example of a 

biblical scholar acting as creator of a storybook, not an expository book (as seen with 

Willoughby 1998, DBID 207).
5
 Habel’s retelling, combined with the illustrations by Jim 

Roberts, is imaginative, complex, and can be interpreted as a prototype of a postmodern 

picturebook. It blurs genre boundaries by, in only 7 doublespreads, moving from a harsh 

didactic narrative (Cain and Abel) to a humorous anachronism (dinosaurs) to a jolly and 

friendly story (the flood, cf. Pantaleo and Sipe 2008, 1–8). The narrative also conveys Cain’s 

complex mental state (cf. Nikolajeva 2008, 55–74). Its structure and stylistic complexities are 

most easily presented in a chart, before specifics are discussed. Chart Four demonstrates that 

over 50% of the book tells the flood story, as suggested by the title and book cover, which 

depicts the ark floating with Noah and the animals. Despite this, the Cain and Abel narrative 

has the most complex treatment. 

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 When scholars are attached to retellings, they are usually referred to in the paratextual material as 

advisors to what are invariably unimaginative renderings. The only other English language creative 

retelling by scholars I know of is Alice Bach and J. Cheryl Exum’s Moses and Noah’s Ark (1989), 

although this is not held at the British Library and thus it is not included in my corpus. It is illustrated 

by the Best Professional Artist Hugo award winners Leo and Diane Dillon (the Hugo awards being 

the annual international science fiction and fantasy awards). 
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Chart 4. When the Purple Waters Came Again (Habel and Roberts 1971, DBID 23) 

Events Pages Image size Direct 

Speech
6
 

Image Style 

Adam and Eve left 

the Garden of Eden 

and had two sons 

1v None, 

see 1v–2r 

None None, see 1v–2r 

Cain and Abel’s 

introduction and 

offering 

1v–2r 1 recto, 

bleeding into 

the verso 

None Fig. 18. Naturalistic pastels; 

delicate, insubstantial lines 

and strokes 

God’s rejection of 

Cain’s offering 

2v–3r 1 doublespread 26 words 

(God) 

Strong lines, strokes, and 

harsh contrasting colors; 

evokes Van Gogh The murder and 

Punishment 

47 words 

(God) 

40 words 

(Cain) 

Cain’s mark, Cain’s 

days are evil 

3v 1 quarter page, 

verso 

12 words 

(Cain) 

Fig. 19. Close-up portrait 

framed by an oval 

background; pastel colors 

mirror 2r 

Dinosaurs and giants 3v–4r 1 recto None Purple background 

dominates; vertical strokes 

God announces the 

Flood 

4v 1 

doublespread, 

(centerspread) 

20 words 

(God) 

 

White background, thick 

purple strokes frame the text 

using the gutter; God in earth-

colored tunic, mirroring the 

ground 
God brings the flood 

and “punished all 

the world” 

4v–5r None 

Noah builds the ark 

(analepsis) 

5v–6r 1 doublespread None Bright-yellow background; 

thick lines; multicolored 

animals, ark, and Noah 

The flood 6v–7r 1 doublespread None Purple background wash; 

thick purple foreground 

strokes 

Leaving the ark and 

God’s promise 

7v–8r 1 verso, 

bleeding into 

the recto 

None White background; thick 

lines; multicolored animals, 

ark, and Noah; rainbow 

bleeds off the recto (last 

story page) 

 

Initially, the images characterize Abel as a sweet, smiling, young boy, civilized enough to 

wear sandals, as opposed to Cain the barefooted, grumpy (or sad?) Neanderthal with long 

hair, a shaggy beard, hairy arms and chest (Fig. 18, 2r).
7
  

                                                           
6
 For characterization of God in this retelling, and further analysis of the verbal narrative, pp. 283-

286. 
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Cain is then seen lifting the rock standing in a wheat field, with no Abel in sight (2v–3r). The 

strong lines, harsh colors, and intense contrasts bleed off the page drawing the viewer in. It is 

an atmospheric, tense image, but it is not gruesome. The contrast with the previous and 

following pastel images is a way of highlighting the murder without the victim, his suffering 

and the blood. In effect it ensures that the focus is on the murderer: this is Cain’s story. 

Indeed the next and final image in the Cain and Abel story is a small, framed close-up of 

Cain (Fig. 19, 3v).  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
7
 This is one of the few examples I have seen where hair is portrayed negatively, cf. Humble-Jackson 

1996, 7, DBID 80; Royer and Carpentier 1997, 2v, DBID 260. 

Figure 18. Jim Roberts. 1971. Cain and Abel. 

(Norman C. Habel. When the Purple Waters 

Came Again. DBID 23.) 
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He looks down distraught; his hands completely cover his beard, while the hairy chest is also 

now covered and the hairs on the arms, previously so prominent, are now minimized. The 

stylistic changes, the framing, coloring, and lines change the mood (Kiefer 1995, 124–127; 

Lewis 2001, 103–104). The reader is at first manipulated into disliking Cain (in contrast with 

Abel), then into feeling anxiety (i.e., harsh colors, lines), and finally into feeling sympathy for 

him (i.e., close-up, portrait, frame). Together with the detailed dialogue, the images show 

how Cain has developed and is now remorseful, or at the very least scared. The lesson has 

come full-circle; there are consequences to one’s actions that will lead a person to regret what 

has been done.  

In contrast, the flood story is retold without dialogue, with the use of typical lists of 

animals and their sounds, and with pictures of a jolly-looking, white-bearded Noah with the 

near-obligatory smiling giraffes and elephants. The different approaches make the flood story 

seem less violent and controversial than it really is; it is tamed. This is seen further in the 

transition between the two stories: 

 

Figure 19. Jim Roberts. 1971. Cain has changed. 

(Norman C. Habel. When the Purple Waters Came Again. DBID 23.) 
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But the days of Cain were evil days,  

and so were the years that followed. 

  

Those were the days 

when big black dinosaurs 

with fierce roars 

and screeching snores 

would stomp 

and clomp 

and romp 

through the purple swamp. 

 

Those were the days 

when ferocious hairy giants 

with enormous gleaming eyes 

wandered through the night like ghosts. (3v) 

 

Cain’s action is the only crime or misdemeanor in the retelling, and he is the last human to 

appear before Noah. It is followed by the reference to dinosaurs and purple swamps, 

accompanied by an unrealistic visual caricature of dinosaurs smiling against a purple 

backdrop. They do not look fierce in any way and they are green, not black. The absurdity of 

dinosaurs existing in a purple swamp and during the same period of history as human beings 

creates a scenario into which “ferocious hairy giants” (à la Cain before his apparent change of 

heart) can be introduced (but not illustrated). Turn the page after the transition and the 

centerspread presents a visualization of the typical enrobed Caucasian God bringing the 

floodwaters, waters that frame the text. The last sentence of the doublespread ignores the 

fictionalized dinosaurs and fictional giants: “So God punished all the world and everything 

He made, for all the men were evil and very, very bad!” (5r). God brings the flood because of 

humanity, specifically Cain. Adding Cain, or indeed other causes for the flood, is a way for 

the producers of the retelling to grapple with their own theological, ethical, and practical 

questions about the biblical narrative. This is done while balancing the content of the retelling 

with what they perceive children should be taught and exposed to, both in general and 

regarding the Bible. For Willoughby and Matthews, disobedience was enough; for Habel 
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some kind of violence was necessary. Further, he also includes the giants, perhaps because 

Gen 6:1–4 accentuates the corruption on earth (Habel 1975, 28). The giants, the anachronistic 

dinosaurs, and the various styles present in the retelling create a complicated set of messages 

that are returned to in Chapter Nine (pp. 283-285). What Habel does not include from Gen 

6:1–4 are the parents of the giants, to whom I now turn. 

 

Humanity and the Daughters of Men (Genesis 6:1–4)  

Genesis 6:1–4 is about the procreation between the sons of (the) God/s and the daughters of 

men and their offspring (pp. 55-60). The final form placement just before God seeing the 

wickedness of humanity (6:5) suggests that 6:1–4 is about transgressing boundaries resulting 

in the corruption of humanity, thereby mirroring the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3) and Cain 

and Abel (Gen 4:1-16) narratives. Genesis 6:1–4 is further evidence for the degradation of 

humanity, whether because of the act of procreation itself, or the resulting offspring. 

In the database there are 4 different classifications possible for 6:1–4. These can be 

seen in Chart 5, in which is depicted the number of retellings that verbalize each motif: 

 

 
Chart 5. Representation of Genesis 6:1-4 in the retellings 
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Chart 5 only shows the number of times each motif has been verbally represented. This is 

because, with the exception of 3 instances of the giants, there are no images of these motifs.
8
 

All 4 motifs are used in different ways and frequently independently of each other. The 

Nephilim, always referred to as giants or giantlike in the retellings, are rarely blamed for the 

destruction (p. 257). The various references to 120 years can include the length of time it took 

to build the ark and the length of time humanity was given to repent, especially while Noah 

preached (pp. 57-59; 151-152). The population growth of humanity is the most common of 

the motifs. It is used to connect Adam and Eve, or less frequently Cain and Abel, to the rest 

of humanity: “Adam and Eve had children and they had children. God was not happy” 

(Butcher 2000, 20, DBID 62). This is also an example of how population growth in itself is 

bad, although usually there is at least some connection to the crimes: “The world began to fill 

with people, but they were wicked. They robbed and killed each other” (Parry 1983, 16, 

DBID 311; cf. Foster [c. 1906], 18, DBID 21). 

In most, if not all, instances, the spread of humanity is inherently connected to its 

wickedness and the destruction. This is not only the case when population growth is 

explicitly stated; it is also implied. In the previous Chapter (p. 142), I noted how Noah lives 

in the countryside; we can also see that urbanization and bigger populations are connected to 

wickedness (Fussenegger 1983, 7–9, DBID 200; Ray 2001, 3r–4r, DBID 212). Kathy 

Singleton’s Noah’s Big Boat, illustrated by Arthur Baker (1981, DBID 112) is a typical 

example. In it Noah and the other survivors all live and work on the same farm (Fig. 20).  

                                                           
8
 The most recent example is dated 1988 (Anon, DBID 44).  The oldest two examples have the same 

image, with the oldest in color (Anon [c. 1866], 23, DBID 135 [Fig. 6]; Anon [c. 1865], 9, DBID 

142). An illustration clearly copying this engraving is found elsewhere in the corpus, but the giant 

figures have been moved and reduced to human proportions (Anon [c. 1895], frontispiece, DBID 

308). 
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All of them are seen in the image and there is one small building among mountains, green 

fields with sheep and arable farmland (3r). It is a rural idyll. The next image is of the wicked 

people drinking, stealing, and fighting (4r, Fig. 21).
9
 It is a town; buildings dominate the 

page. The same is also true for the destruction image, where people are on the roofs of 

buildings (9r). Even after the flood, when Noah and one of his sons are building a new house, 

80% of the image consists of the remaining family members farming (14v–15r). The very last 

image, of the rainbow, has the sons farming, the daughters-in-law at a well, Noah pointing at 

the rainbow, and his wife holding a broom. Nowhere in sight is there a building or the next 

generation (15v–16r). 

                                                           
9
 Figure 21 also has an allusion to alcohol. This occurs periodically in images. Verbal references to 

alcohol have all but vanished, when they did exist they tended to accompany sexual liaisons, for 

example, Francis 1905, 23, DBID 39; Anon 1856, 17, DBID 88; Anon 1838, 7–8, DBID 141. Only 

one visual image seems to explicitly refer to a sexual liaison: a client arranging a price with a 

prostitute in The Lion Graphic Bible (Maddox 1998, 10r, DBID 242). The allusion is unlikely to be 

recognized by a child and is a good example of material intended for a dual readership. 

Figure 20. Arthur Baker. 1981. Rural idyll. 

(Kathy Singleton. Noah’s Big Boat. 

DBID112.) 
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This rural/urban juxtaposition occurs too frequently to be simply because the 

countryside is more traditionally decorative. It is a moral judgment, but not necessarily a 

conscious one. The message this gives is that population growth and city dwelling are scary, 

dangerous, and polluting. This is a common idea in children’s literature and society at large 

(Fox 2001, 47–48; Cloke 2003, 1–2). It is also, however, somewhat ironic because it 

undermines God’s command to “be fruitful and multiply” (p. 90). If the population increase 

appears to lead to further wickedness, why would God (repeatedly) instruct humanity to 

increase in numbers? In the retellings, the answer is simple: God infrequently commands 

people to multiply (p. 169-170. In Genesis, it could be another indicator that God is ready to 

accept humanity, as long as rules are imposed. 

 Of the 4 ways in which Gen 6:1–4 is recorded on the database, the least common 

representation is of the procreation between the son/s of (the) God/s and the daughters of 

Figure 21. Arthur Baker. 1981. Wicked city. 

(Kathy Singleton. Noah’s Big Boat. DBID112.) 
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humanity. It may be rare because the implication of procreation, sex, seems to be avoided 

(deliberately or not). Likewise, it may be seen as too close to suggesting something 

inappropriate about God: that he had sons (other than Jesus) and that he himself procreated. 

The main reason it is worthy of further discussion, though, is because, despite (or perhaps 

because of) its limited inclusion, it is clearly dependent upon biblical scholarship. There is an 

obvious division in the representations of the motif in the retellings. Most references are from 

the latter half of the nineteenth century, as with Bible Stories in Simple Language For Little 

Children (Anon [c. 1894]. DBID 86; cf. Kennett-Barrington 1889, DBID 84; Valentine [c. 

1886], DBID 89): 

and this son, who was called Seth, was very good; so were 

his children. But they foolishly married the daughters of 

Cain’s sons, and in time they grew as bad as their new 

relations were. All the best men had died; there was only 

one good man and his family left: his name was Noah.  

([c. 1894], 14, DBID 86)
10

 

The casting of Seth and Cain’s descendants respectively as the sons of (the) God/s and 

daughters of men reflects contemporaneous scholarship. The daughters of men were from the 

“ungodly” race of Cain, while the sons of (the) God/s were religious men and/or Sethites who 

“were ensnared by the lust of the eyes” into marrying them (Churton 1882, C5v–6r; cf. Keil 

and Delitzsch 1864, 131; Blunt 1878, 16; Knecht 1894, 40).
11

 By the beginning of the 

twentieth century, this interpretation was refuted (cf. Greenwood 1904, 155–159), although at 

the end of the twentieth century it was still discussed as an option (Wenham 1987, 139–140; 

Hamilton 1990, 264–265; cf. Westermann 1994, 371–372). Following a similar pattern, the 

daughters-of-men motif all but vanished from the retellings for most of the twentieth 

                                                           
10

 Note the use of “best men,” a rare hint at the relative goodness of Noah. 
11

 Not all agreed with this—namely, Sutcliffe 1839, 19. 
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century.
12

 When the motif reappeared it was again directly influenced by contemporaneous 

scholarship. The following example adds literary richness and locates the narrative in time 

and place by being told “by a professional Hebrew entertainer … About 550BC” (Dickinson 

1980, 22, DBID 293):  

Long ago, when the world was newly made and the servants of God were 

resting from their toil around the throne, they looked down from the sky. 

Then on the fields of earth they saw the daughters of men, walking in the 

beauty God had given them. Because of their loveliness the servants of God 

forgot their duty about the throne, and stole down from heaven and appeared 

to the daughters of men as warriors and kings of irresistible wealth and 

splendour, and the daughters of men took them for lovers. (Dickinson 1980, 

22–23, DBID 293). 

Here the daughters of men return, with no reference to Cain, Sethites, or the sons of (the) 

God/s; we now have the evasive “servants of God.” The daughters have “beauty” and 

“loveliness,” which reflects typical translations of בותט  (6:2; cf. “fine” NRSV; “beautiful” 

JPS). It does not express the multiplicity of meanings of the Hebrew adjective טֹוב. The 

meaning of the word is ambiguous and could be “good,” “attractive” (specifically for a young 

woman) or “pleasant to the senses” (CDCH 139–140, BDB 373). Using the multiple possible 

meanings, an alternative translation is reasonable: “the daughters of man were good” 

(Wenham 1987, 135). This goodness is not an intrinsic element of the daughters, but a result 

of their beauty as seen by the observer (cf. David and Bathsheba in 2 Sam 11:2, Westermann 

1994, 370–371). This interpretation of Gen 6:2 uses the same “saw—good—took” pattern as 

used in the Garden of Eden narrative when Eve ate from the tree (Gen 3:6; Wenham 1987, 

                                                           
12

 Two exceptions are: Macy 1920, 58, DBID 13; Scalfo, 1966, 1v, DBID 170. 
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141; Hamilton 1990, 265; Fockner 2008, 439).
13

 Here, the goodness is observed and 

qualified: the tree is good for food. One can only conjecture what the daughters of humanity 

might be good for.  

In the retelling, “took” is particularly problematic. In Genesis, the sons of (the) God/s 

“took” the wives, whereas Dickinson has the women do the taking, and taking for “lovers.” 

This is possible from the Hebrew (Qal imperfect קחל ), which can imply purchase, marriage, 

capture, and sexual intercourse (CDCH 196–197; BDB 542–543), but “lovers” has a negative 

connotation in this setting, as does the exchange of subjects and objects of the verb. The 

passage is judgmental of the daughters, depicting them as drawn to wealth and splendor. It 

ensures that any ambiguity of beauty and goodness is thoroughly destroyed. The children of 

the union reflect this negativity: they were “fierce heroes and terrible giants and women with 

magical powers.” Being neither of heaven nor of earth, they corrupted humanity. The union 

was improper and created corrupt beings that caused humanity’s downfall. The daughters of 

men are effectively blamed for the destruction. In Genesis, the Hebrew is not inherently 

negative in its judgment of the union, and any judgment that can be seen is of the males, and 

is only apparent in the text’s final form with the inclusion of 6:5. It is the producers of the 

retellings who make the women the immoral participants in the union. They are imposing 

their own ideological perspective on the story, choosing to make beauty a corrupting, 

negative quality. Nevertheless, the passage is rare in the retellings and most retellings use 

other types of wickedness to justify the destruction. These include the addition of criminals, a 

group I now explore.  

 

 

                                                           
13

 Another possible interpretation is Judy Klitsner’s idea that the use of טֹוב is ironic and that the divine 

beings see the daughters of men as good and take them, as with Eve and the fruit (2009, 119). The 

difficulty I have with this is that Klitsner, by using the term “irony,” seems to be placing a value 

judgment on the fruit/daughters being taken. 
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Crime and Criminals 

The crime in Genesis is never explicitly stated. Instead, loose terms about corruption and 

violence are offered (6.5, 11–12; pp. 60-64). In contrast, the retellings present numerous 

explanations. This is probably because of the importance placed on narrative causality in 

children’s literature. If God punishes humanity, there has to be a good reason. Genesis does 

not provide a clear one. Neither does it offer a clear villain. The lack of a villain means that 

retellers often create one by appropriating an actor from elsewhere in Genesis, hence Cain. In 

other instances a nonbiblical actor or act is created. In the corpus 86 retellings present some 

kind of crime (not including the previous groups): 26 with words and image, 13 with image 

only, and 47 with words only. The verbal depictions have been published since 1838 and use 

specific terms such as “fighting,” “killing,” and “theft” (Taylor [c. 1948], 7r–v, DBID 173; 

Marshall 1982, 35, DBID 187; Adams 1994, 10, DBID 280). Visually, there are 

representations of theft, murder, and arson with varying degrees of violence, as well as 

references to animal abuse and slavery (cf. Blyton 1992, 13, DBID 95; Fussenegger 1983, 9, 

DBID 200; Royer and Carpentier 1997, 2v–3r, DBID 260).  

All but one of the 39 retellings with images of the crimes were published after 1970 

(Scalfo [c. 1966], DBID 170). Although depictions of violence and death were relatively 

common in Victorian children’s Bibles, illustrations were not. As illustrations became more 

common in the twentieth century, representations of violence decreased. It was only in the 

closing years of the twentieth century that violence in children’s literature again became an 

option, although it remains controversial. At the same time, illustrations increased in number, 

resulting in the ability to illustrate more motifs than had previously been possible. Critically, 

the style of images changed after 1970. As discussed in the previous Chapter (p. 146), 

illustrations became more impressionistic, unrealistic, and caricatured. It therefore became 

possible to show people having their head bashed in, complete with blood. This is what 
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happens in Mary Auld’s Noah’s Ark, illustrated by Diana Mayo (Auld 1999, 5, DBID 160, 

Fig. 22; cf. Baynes 1988, endpapers, DBID 44
14

).  

 

 

Thirteen figures are seen, clearly people, but none with faces and all very small. In the 

detail, which fills only about a twentieth of the A4 page, the blood can be seen on the fists 

and at least one face. The clouds that frame the image imply that the viewer is watching the 

wickedness as God (another example of “presence through absence”; pp. 112-117). The 

reader is unambiguously located as the judge. 

“Noah’s Ark” in God and His Creations (Williams 2005, 10–13, DBID 273) provides 

a good opportunity for interpreting how criminals are presented. In the retelling, the criminals 

who hit each other with clubs and steal from each other wear dull, shabby, ill-fitting clothes 

(Fig. 23).  

                                                           
14

 The example by Pauline Baynes demonstrates the impact of endpapers. These are vivid red with 

line drawings of the crimes, including stabbings and possibly even rape. I have a copy of the first 

American Edition of the book (1988). The endpapers are deep burgundy and without illustrations. The 

contents of the book remain the same, meaning that the only crimes are two small line drawings in the 

background of an A4 sized image of Noah, Noah’s family, and 7 doves. The different endpapers 

affect the way in which the reader approaches the books. 

Figure 22. Diana Mayo. 1999. Humans fighting (detail). 

(Mary Auld. Noah’s Ark. DBID 160.) 
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They are also of different size, height, weight, and skin tone, while Noah’s family members 

are similar looking. Not only this, their appearance is in contrast to the almost identical-

looking God and Noah, which is particularly noticeable in Fig. 13 (p. 150). God is a man 

enrobed in a bright-pink tunic, a color that is highlighted because it contrasts with the pale 

beiges and blues of the criminals (cf. Nodelman 1988, 144). The women and men of Noah’s 

family are slightly less bright but still wear colorful, tidy clothes, all of which are similar to 

God’s ensemble. The visual differences between the good and bad people are radical: the 

respectably dressed and similar-looking people are good while the poorly dressed and diverse 

people are bad.
15

 This could be viewed as a social commentary, but because all of the people 

with differences drown, it maintains the culturally conservative status quo. God saves those 

like himself and excludes those different from him. This is similar to the retelling discussed 

                                                           
15

 Athalya Brenner also noted that “cleanliness is next to Godliness” and conformity is a value. 

Figure 23. Marcia Williams. 2004. The criminals. 

(Marcia Williams. God And His Creations. DBID 273.) 
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in Chapter Two (pp. 36-44), where I demonstrate the complexity of the word/image 

relationship. In my example (Royer and Carpentier 1997, DBID 260) I explain how the rich, 

white people are saved, while the Arab-looking, black, and poor people drown. 

Ultimately, in all of the retellings, the criminals are othered in comparison with the 

homogeneous “heroes” of the narrative. Creating identification with a character in 

picturebooks is a complicated process, involving the recognition of the actor as a character, 

focalization, and the creation of feelings of allegiance (or sympathy) through language, 

symbols, and situations (Schwenke Wyile 2006, 185–189). These elements usually seem to 

be formulated to try and encourage identification with Noah, although it will not always be 

successful. The danger in retellings in which the criminal is noticeably different in 

appearance to Noah and his family, especially given the advanced age of Noah, is that the 

actual reader may look more like the criminals. This could lead to identification with the 

criminals (and drowned people). The reader may still identify with Noah (and with him,  the 

saved family and God), in which case an association with the “other” would be created, 

potentially contributing to a negative self-image. If a potentially negative outcome can arise 

from the presentation of relatively unambiguous criminals, not to mention the ambiguities 

associated with the previous causes of God’s judgment, the group discussed in the next 

section may offer an uncomfortable reading experience. 

 

Neighbors and Mockery 

The neighbors of Noah and his family (and/or townsfolk) have no trace in the Genesis 

narrative. Yet 84 retellings in the corpus include them in words and/or images (about half of 

these also include the criminals). Their primary role is to mock Noah for building the ark. 

This can be seen in numerous examples, usually through verbal presentations, some of which 

develop the neighbors more than some or all of Noah’s family members (i.e., Cleland [c. 
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1926], 9r, DBID 140). The references are used as a justification for the destruction, or at least 

for the demise of the mockers. Visual examples invariably present people pointing, laughing, 

and standing next to Noah building the ark. An example is A Boat Full of Animals (Larcombe 

and Björkman 1999, DBID 42, Fig. 24; cf. Anon 1971, DBID 264).
16

  

 

 

 

The primary mocker is the pageturner in the bottom right-hand corner, but a pageturner with 

a difference. His finger is pointing toward Noah who stands in the bottom left-hand corner of 

the doublespread. Although this functioning actor is breaking picturebook rules by pointing 

to the left, his arm does, in fact, complete the accepted convention of clockwise movement 

(Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 148–150). The reader begins with Noah and returns to Noah 

(complete with circular blue sky and the frame of the ark). Even so, this man is pointing to 

the past, suggesting he is not looking toward the future. His movement is impeded 

(Nodelman 1988, 164), although Noah warns all present (including the reader?) that they will 

                                                           
16

 A unique variation is Mavis Mugger; she is a female criminal and head of a gang of thieves, as well 

as the dominant mocker (Atkinson, 1995, 8, DBID 47). 

Figure 24. Steve Björkman. 1999. Neighbors mocking Noah. 

(Jennifer Rees Larcombe. A Boat Full of Animals. DBID 42.) 
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be drowned if they do not repent. The back of the future victim’s head bleeds into the space 

beyond. The significance of this man is also borne out by the coloring: he is painted over in a 

muted shade of green; nothing and no one else in the image is. The next section returns to this 

man and his visualized destruction. 

This retelling also includes criminals who “spent their lives killing and stealing” 

(Larcombe and Björkman 1999, 3v, DBID 42). The neighbors are therefore adding a further 

justification for God’s decision, especially because Noah preaches to them to repent while 

their reaction is to mock (cf. Anon 1856, 16, DBID 88; Trist [c. 1921], 20, DBID 111). About 

half of the retellings with the neighbors do not involve the criminals, Adam and Eve, Cain, 

and/or the daughters of men, definitively reducing the wicked act to only mockery. The 

reduction of the wickedness, violence, and corruption of Genesis to mockery recasts God as a 

tyrant, perhaps even more so than his tyrannical reaction to Adam and Eve’s defiance. When 

mockery is the only crime, it may be difficult for some to justify God’s decision. Using 

mockery in this way is a form of didacticism similar to the presentation of Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience. It suggests that the adult producers are trying to deal with the biblical narrative 

in a way they think children should be exposed to it. In striking contrast to some of the earlier 

examples it amounts to the avoidance (a phobia?) of violence. It is a form of biblical 

censorship.  

Considering that the wicked acts are not stipulated in Genesis and only minimally 

referenced, it is not necessary to provide specific or detailed justification of the punishment. 

Although some adult readers may consider solid rationalization, with clear cause and effect, 

is more desirable for some children. Creating a clear cause and effect can, however, be done 

without creating specific crimes or using noncrimes such as mockery as a justification for the 

mass extermination of humanity—for example, by stating that “everyone was evil, their 
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crimes were worse than murder” or, to quote a retelling: “all their acts were evil” (Foster [c. 

1906], 18, DBID 21).  

Retellings that diminish the wicked acts also reduce the significance of the crime and 

punishment motif of the Genesis flood story, and resultantly, God’s changing relationship 

with humanity. The crimes in the Genesis flood story are the worst to date, and it is this that 

leads God to such an extreme reaction so that his relationship with humanity can grow in new 

directions. This is perhaps what makes the inclusion of Cain’s murder of Abel such a 

reasonable option. It can be described and understood easily, without necessarily having to 

demonstrate what is so wrong with humanity. In this light it is peculiar that mockery should 

be the wicked act of humanity. While mockery may have negative outcomes in the Bible 

(Elisha and the Bears [2 Kgs 2:23–25]), it is not a reason God cites for destroying humanity. 

Indeed, God is rarely explicitly active in retaliation to mockery. Mockery is, however, a 

partner to disobedience.  

Disobedience can be read into the crime and punishment theme in Genesis 1–11, 

especially the Adam and Eve narrative. Disobedience can act as a way to scare children into 

good behavior, to lessen any fear a narrative may engender, to reduce any violence, or to 

make the story more accessible and understandable for children, all dependent upon the 

perspective of the producers. This is not to say the children will react in the way the 

producers expect. Much writing suggests children enjoy and even need violence in their 

stories to come to grips with their own emotions and the differences between what happens 

on and off the page (Jones 2002, 113–128; Boer 2009). Perhaps this is one reason why some 

retellings show violent crimes. All of the approaches demonstrate the difficulty of presenting 

texts of terror for children while trying to second-guess what they can and should be able to 

deal with. These second guesses have been classified into 3 approaches by Annemie Dillen: 

(1) diabolization, as in removal; (2) banalization, as context driven relativization or “compare 
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and contrast”; and (3) ethicization, interpretation as bearers of ethical messages (Dillen 

2007). The choice made by the producers is based upon their own perspective, largely upon 

assumptions about the child audience, which, as is suggested throughout this study, is 

difficult, given children’s individuality. No matter which decision is made, there will be seen 

and unforeseen interpretations and implications. From my own perspective I favor the 

decisions that enable empowerment through knowledge. The minimization of “wickedness,” 

for me at least, hinders that. When the decision is made regarding the crime, there is still the 

decision about how to present the destruction, to which I now turn.  

 

The Adults and Children That Drown
17

 

The lifesaving adage “women and children first” is not one that can be applied to the 

retellings. Despite their lack of presence elsewhere in the retellings, women drown as often as 

men do. Children are depicted less frequently and their lack of power is obvious. This section 

is therefore divided between adults and children. The discussion focuses on depictions of the 

drowning with a visual and verbal element. When the destruction is verbalized but not 

visualized, there is a greater degree of choice for the reader regarding whom she visualizes 

dying and how. Invariably those who drown are presented as “people.” They are either stated 

as drowning, or their coverage is enhanced with actions such as running up mountains or with 

emotional content, as in the epigraph for this Chapter (p. 173, cf. Anon [c. 1894], 16, DBID 

86). Presentations in both word and image are invariably more complicated and enable 

ideologies to be uncovered more vividly.  

 Before I discuss exactly how adults and children are depicted, some specifics should 

be noted. In the database classification system a distinction is made between suffering and 

destruction of humanity and nonhuman life. The destruction had to be explicitly stated, with 

                                                           
17

 For a more detailed discussion of representational patterns concerning the destruction of humanity, 

see England 2012, 213–239. 
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the loosest possible expression being “all life.” For an image to be classified as the 

destruction, it was not enough to show buildings under water if no people or animals can be 

seen drowning or drowned. The suffering had to describe or show anxiety, fear, or a struggle 

to survive. It was not enough to merely state there was the destruction or visualize a peaceful 

drowning (Auld 1999, 9r, DBID 160). This distinction in itself highlights that, in Genesis, 

there is no suffering of humanity or the animals; they are simply destroyed (7:21–23).  

 

  

 

The destruction of humanity is more common than the suffering of humanity.
18

 A retelling 

without the destruction may still announce the flood as a way to wipe out humanity or start 

                                                           
18

 It is interesting to note that the suffering of humanity (56 retellings) is still (slightly) more common 

than both the future generations motif (51) and God’s command for humanity to multiply (46). This 

supports my proposal that retellers have a general lack of interest in continuing the story beyond the 

flood itself (pp. 108; 170). 
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again. When this occurs the reader is left to her own devices regarding interpretation, and 

God’s role is again diminished. 

 

Adults 

The characteristics pertaining to drowning adults are generic and are relevant to children as 

well. The critical element is exclusion: those who drown are excluded from the ark, from 

being in the “in-group.” As such anyone not included in the ark is automatically othered 

according to the story, which prioritizes the dominance of the saved actors. As soon as the 

reader identifies with or acknowledges any kind of superiority of the inhabitants of the ark, 

those outside it have a reduced level of subjectivity, irrespective of how they are portrayed. 

There are nevertheless two key differences between the depictions of men and women. When 

an individual shown to have been wicked in an earlier image is seen to drown, that person is 

almost always male. This is the case with the aforementioned A Boat Full of Animals 

(Larcombe and Björkman 1999, DBID 42). The drowning image covers one doublespread 

(7v–8r, Fig. 25). 

 The focal point is the mocking man seen earlier washed over with green (Fig. 24, 5v–

6r, [p. 195]). He looks shocked and holds his head in despair. He bleeds off the page and is in 

close-up, an uncommon device in picturebooks (Nodelman 1988, 151). This image creates 

involvement with characters by dominating the page and drawing the narratee’s gaze (cf. 

Kiefer 1995, 123, 134; Lewis 2001, 170). The suffering man was seen in the retelling 

mocking Noah and rejecting his warnings. It is very rare to see an individual actor drown (or 

in the process of drowning), when we have already seen that person perform an act of 

wickedness.  
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The Bible For Children Illustrated Throughout In Colour, by Bridget Hadaway and 

Jean Atcheson, with illustrations accredited to “L’Esperto S.p.A.” (1973, DBID 175) is one 

of the largest images I have encountered.
19

 It is also one of the latest examples of a retelling 

with realistic figures.
20

 The doublespread is larger than A3 and the image takes up most of it, 

with the entire retelling only consisting of two versos and one recto (Fig. 26a). The ark is 

faintly visible in the background. The sky is almost black with clouds, while dead and 

drowning animals and people float in the water. On the left-hand side of the image is a rock 

swarming with exhausted people. This is mirrored on the right. 

                                                           
19

 It is the only horrific image in the book. This image is probably a result of one of the challenges of 

children’s publishing: illustrators invariably never meet the authors and the words and images can 

often be entirely disconnected as a result. In this instance, the “artist” L’Esperto S.p.A. is probably an 

Italian company (L’Esperto is Italian for “The Expert” and S.p.A. “Società per Aziona,” the name for 

companies who have shareholders), from whose catalog stock images were chosen.  
20

 It is no coincidence that more conservative retellings have more realistic pictures (p. 311). 

Figure 25. Steve Björkman. 1999. The mocker drowns. 

(Jennifer Rees Larcombe. A Boat Full of Animals. DBID 42.) 
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The pageturner is a bedraggled-looking woman (cf. Fig. 26b [p. 208]). Her mouth and 

eyes are aghast and she is looking to the audience’s right. Another woman, also in red (a 

color associated with blood and sex), holds a young child although the two almost look to be 

fighting to get away from each other. She has her head held back in pain and in fear. 

However, were it in a different kind of image, in a different publication, the face could also 

suggest sexual ecstasy. A slash is torn out of her clothes just above the chest. These features 

are directly influenced by an artistic tradition in which women are (partially) nude and 

sexualized and/or cling on to frightened babies.
21

  

                                                           
21

 Cf. Michelangelo’s The Deluge (1508–1509), Jan Brueghel the Elder’s The Flood with Noah's Ark 

(1601), Anne-Louis Girodet de Roucy-Trioson’s Scene of the Flood (c. 1806). This tradition may be 

associated with the interpretation that the procreation between the sons of God/s and daughters of men 

was a sexual sin and partly to blame for humanity’s destruction. It can be seen in a number of 

nineteenth-century retellings, some using nearly identical images, occasionally colored (Anon [c. 

1865], 9, DBID 142; cf. Anon [c. 1866], DBID 135 Fig. 5 [p. 113]; Anon [c. 1864], DBID 301). In 

these images women hold babies, men carry women, and female breasts are often bare. The most 

Figure 26a. L’Esperto S.p.A. 1973. The destruction. 

(Bridget Hadaway and Jean Atcheson. The Bible For Children Illustrated in Colour.  

DBID 175.) 
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The words accompanying the image are: “It rained and it rained. Quite soon the ark 

began to float, but the water rose and rose, until it covered even the mountaintops and every 

living creature that was not on the ark drowned” (18). This is the only reference to the 

destruction itself and it is on the page following the image. In other words, the image is seen 

before it is explained. There is no escaping this image as the first object on the reading path. 

God’s punishment of humanity is highlighted, but it is dominated by the sexualization of the 

women, and by the young child, which brings me to the next section.  

 

Children 

If we are to believe Genesis, everybody who died during the destruction was wicked because 

all humans have evil in their heart (6:5, 8:21). Presumably this is also the case for very young 

children, those members of society whom most people would probably claim are innocent. 

Although implicit, this is not out of keeping with other biblical narratives where God 

explicitly kills children (i.e., the first born in Egypt, Ex 12:29; cf. Mathews McGinnis 2008, 

24–44). Most retellings (try to?) avoid the matter by not verbalizing or visualizing children 

drowning. However, around 15 retellings in the corpus do visualize the children that drown in 

some way. I will use 3 examples to highlight the different approaches taken and the impact 

they have on the story. 

 The first example may seem strange given that it is of the criminals and not the 

destruction. The destruction image in this retelling only includes adults and animals. Children 

are criminals in the anonymous Noah and the Ark, illustrated by Stefan Lemke and Marie-

Luis Lemke-Prichen (1978, 1v–2r, DBID 8, Fig. 27).  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
recent example of this kind of imagery in the corpus is a reworking of a Doré illustration (Dickinson 

1980, DBID 293, Fig. 39 [p. 252]).  
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This may be one of the rare examples of producers of a retelling trying to justify the 

drowning of children, albeit ambiguously.
22 

The fairly innocuous sin is: “Soon many people 

lived on the earth. But they took no notice of what God wanted them to do. They were unkind 

and selfish” (2r). The image is likewise comparatively mild; the harshest crime is a man 

throwing a few stones at someone lying on the ground (1v–2r). The most interesting element 

is the rare example of a child being “unkind”: a child is firing a slingshot at a vessel being 

carried on a woman’s head (cf. Fussenegger 1983, 9, DBID 200). The child is smiling.  

Three other children are in the image, and one of them is doing nothing but 

(innocently?) fishing by himself and smiling.  A few pages later and we get to the violent 

                                                           
22

 The most explicit I have discovered is in Stories From The Bible (Wilson-Wilson [c. 1916], 3r–4v, 

DBID 100): “But God knew that the fathers and mothers and grown-up people had grown so wicked 

that it was even better for the children to be drowned, and to go back to their Father in Heaven, than 

learn to do wickedness” (3v). 

Figure 27. Stefan Lemke and Marie-Luis Lemke-Prichen. 1978. Wicked children. 

(Anon. Noah and the Ark. DBID 8.) 
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destruction image (5v–6r).
23

 The words say the occupants of the ark were safe but 

“everything else drowned.” None of the people in this image were in the previous one, and 

vice versa, including the children. In fact, none of the drowning people are children, despite 

the clear portrayal of the child with the slingshot (Fig. 27). The implication of the statement 

“everything else drowned” is that everyone seen in Figure 27 drowns, including both the 

child with the slingshot and the happy fishing boy.
24

 This allusion to the destruction is a 

reminder that the Genesis flood punishes by drowning children.
25

  

The second example of children drowning, is A Book About The Old Testament For 

Children by Isa J. Postgate and Rev. Charles Hart with illustrations by W. Lawson (1922, 

DBID 110; cf. Anon [c. 1865], DBID 142; Smith 1905, DBID 258). Each story consists of 

the words on the recto and the image on the verso. The fourth chapter, “The Flood,” presents 

3 drowning or dead babies floating in the water (Fig. 28). The flood waters occupy 80% of 

the page. The top 20% presents the ark bleeding out of the page, and merging into the 

background, so that it is undeniably seen after the babies. The 3 babies are all in the bottom 

half; they are the focalized objects. One baby, whose head is upside down, adding to his weak 

position, blends with the lines of the waves, whereas the water swirls around the other two. 

The thick black lines and white spaces make a harsh, intense statement.  

 

                                                           
23

 The drowning image is set in an urban environment. There are also two buildings visible in the 

image of the wicked people. At no point is Noah or his family seen in an image containing buildings. 
24 

Although, how innocent passive observers are is also a question of morality. Do we have a duty to 

act when we see wickedness? This is, nonetheless an implication, and one wonders how many child 

(and adult) readers would make the extrapolation. Only social research methods would offer detailed 

answers. 
25

 We can direct this implication to other biblical texts that do not explicitly mention children but 

nonetheless endanger them (i.e., Judg 1:1–36; Fretheim 2008, 9). 
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The words occupy 20 lines and include the reason for the flood: “GOD looked upon 

the earth, and saw that the wickedness of man was very great, and it grieved Him at His heart. 

Only one man, Noah, found grace” Nobody specific is blamed, and there is no particular 

crime. The description of the destruction is: “and Noah and his family were saved, but all the 

rest of the world perished in the water.” This highlights God’s role as protector, but the image 

clearly provides a story of unjustified punishment. Not only do the seemingly innocent babies 

drown, but even the wickedness used to justify the destruction is not universal.  

Figure 28. W. Lawson. 1922. Drowning Babies. 

(Isa J. Postgate and Rev. Charles Hart. A Book About 

The Old Testament For Children. DBID 110.) 
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It is not generally possible to legitimately conjecture upon intentions, but this retelling 

offers such an opportunity. This is by means of a commentary on the story, clearly separated 

from the body of the narrative with a space: “The Ark was like the Holy Catholic Church of 

CHRIST, outside which all is death and ruin, but inside there is life and peace and safety.” 

We do not know the relationship between the author and the illustrator, but this commentary 

suggests that the author believes non-Catholics will face ruin, and that the destruction is a 

metaphor for this.
26

 The illustration makes it clear (whether intentionally or not) that this 

includes babies. It is a scare tactic, a shocking one that suggests the producers have an 

unquestioning faith and a negative judgment about those different from themselves.  

My final example of children drowning returns to the large, realistic and graphic 

image in The Bible For Children Illustrated Throughout In Colour (Hadaway and Atcheson, 

1973, DBID 175 Fig. 26b; cf. Fig. 26a p. 202]). There are two dominant children in this 

image, again in the bottom right-hand corner. A boy hugs a man. They appear to be at peace, 

or at least resigned, waiting for the end. In the image they merge into the rock and 

background because of the coloring, but when the image is cropped, their significance 

becomes apparent. They are the only peaceful beings in the image; they are both male. They 

are caught up in their own experiences as a pair, seemingly oblivious to the suffering 

surrounding them. In contrast is the child (is it a baby or a toddler?) in blue. 

                                                           
26

 Other examples like this do exist, but they are rare and usually published in the nineteenth century 

(cf. Anon [c. 1850], 24–25, DBID 94). The only recent example in the corpus claims: “We, like the 

people in Noah’s time, deserve death for our sin. But we can trust Jesus to save us from our sins in the 

same way that Noah trusted the ark to save him from the flood” (Ellis [c. 1996], 23, DBID 318). It is 

unusual in English publishing because it is a very evangelical book. It was originally published in the 

USA by Garborg’s Heart ‘n’ Home (1993). It won the Christian Book Award Gold Medallion 1994, a 

prize awarded by the Evangelical Christian Publisher’s Association (www.ecpa.org). 
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The child, although comparatively small, has a greater weight in the painting than any other 

figure. There are many reasons for this. His pale clothes immediately contrast with the dark 

colors of the image. Identification is built around the young child: he is face on, his eyes open 

(human faces attract the gaze, Nodelman 1988, 100–101). He is small in comparison to the 

other foregrounded figures. Hence the reader feels empathy for him. The child also draws the 

reader into the narrative acting as a “visual intrusive narrator” (Nikolajeva and Scott 2006, 

123). Although the image includes many elements that the child cannot see, this is the 

character directly communicating with the audience. This allegiance, or identification, can 

only be encouraged (whether or not it should is another question). It cannot be dictated and 

will not always work as expected (Nikolajeva 2010, 185–202). Any causal link between the 

young child’s behavior and death has to be created by the reader, but that link may well be 

critical of God. 

The inclusion of babies and children in images creates a complex process of othering, 

particularly where there are conflicting systems at work. The women are excluded because of 

the child’s direct communication with the viewer, and from the peace of the man and boy. 

The very young child, man, and boy are still going to drown and are thus automatically on the 

Figure 26b. L’Esperto S.p.A. 1973. The destruction (detail; cf. Fig. 26a, [p. 204]). 

(Bridget Hadaway and Jean Atcheson. The Bible For Children Illustrated in Colour. DBID 175.) 
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outside, excluded from the group being protected and saved. Nevertheless, the man and boy 

do not appear to be victims, while the young child is clearly an unwilling victim. His direct 

communication with the viewer creates a bridge between the viewer and the drowning people 

in the image. It is uncomfortable to acknowledge an intrusive visual narrator as a victim, 

because this may make us a victim or a collaborator in creating their suffering. In this 

instance it is exacerbated by adult/child difference: accepting a presumably innocent child as 

a victim is counterintuitive.  

This, however, is the point. The child is being differentiated precisely because he is a 

so young. The normative scenario for destruction images is for adults to drown, but here the 

child is clearly in danger of drowning.  This challenges the aetonormativity of the scene. By 

including a very young child, the illustrator has overturned the normal power structures by 

permitting such a young person to drown and by using him to connect with the viewer. Any 

overturning of power is only temporary, for although the child has the power in this image, he 

cannot keep this power; he has to drown. In effect the very young child, as a symbol, is being 

used by the adult illustrator to cause maximum anxiety. 

By contrast, the boy in the man’s arms never has any power. He does not fight to 

escape from the arms of the man, as the much younger child seems to be trying to escape 

from the woman holding him. Instead he holds on to the adult male and seems to be at peace. 

The adult/child power balance remains. Furthermore, any direct communication or emotional 

connection may be more likely to be with an adult viewer than with a child viewer. The boy 

may be identified with because he is being protected by his father and the viewer may see 

that. The complete image is thus a complicated set of otherings that have an ambiguous 

relationship with each other and the viewer. It is more complicated than the Genesis narrative 

and again highlights how little attention is paid to the people in the biblical text.  
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The destruction images enable us to approach the hidden motifs in the Genesis flood 

story as understood, interpreted, and re-created by the retellings’ producers. The images 

demonstrate the preoccupation with finding a clear justification for the destruction. The 

biblical account, whether the narrator’s or God’s, is not enough. This may be significant as 

the changing attitudes to the destruction over time offer an indication of changing attitudes in 

society. The question would be: are these changing attitudes applicable to the Bible as a 

sacred text, to the flood story, and/or to God? It is impossible to be certain, but it is likely that 

all 3 aspects are relevant. With increasing secularization and modern scientific and social 

developments, perhaps attempts at rationalizing the destruction are actually a form of defense 

of God’s judgment, the narrative, the Bible, and even faith in the (Christian) God. Perhaps the 

destruction itself and rationalizations of it are so often ignored because the producers feel no 

need to defend these aspects. They may have faith enough, or none at all, thereby making it 

easier to re-create the narrative, to remove God, and even Noah. The lack of the destruction 

probably has less to do with the intended child readers than the adult producers of the 

retellings. They themselves may be trying to answer questions raised by the flood story. If 

they find themselves unable to do so, then they may simply decide not to pose the question at 

all, thereby presenting a destruction-free narrative. It may be the case that the producer of the 

narrative does not even think about presenting the destruction. Such forms of suppression of 

the narrative (and what the child learns), may be through the adult’s own lack of 

understanding or knowledge. This is despite, or because of, the fact that adults are 

“supposed” to be knowledgeable, while children are innocent (Nodelman 2008, 37–43, 77–

79). This is the key point in the final section of this Chapter. 

 

 

 



211 

 

Adults, Children, and Didactic Embedding Narratives 

By way of detour, I shall move away from the flood story in order to discuss actors in 

embedding narratives. Embedding narratives are also known as “frame narratives”:  “A 

narrative in which another narrative is embedded” (Prince 2003, 33).
27

  The use of “frame” is 

unhelpful, given its ambiguity. Frame can refer to beginnings and ends, paratextual material, 

and the frames of images (the latter being how “frames” are used in this study). Embedding 

narratives are not easy to identify, and there are numerous possible interpretations of this 

concept (Bal 1985, 143; Rimmon-Kenan 2002, 23). My understanding follows William 

Nelles’s Frameworks: Narrative Levels and Embedded Narrative (1997). This study is 

primarily concerned with vertical embedding (Nelles 1997, 121–139). Vertical embedding is 

when narratives are told to different narratees on different narrative levels. The narrator does 

not necessarily change, although in the retellings there are normally different narrators. The 

first-level narrator, the extradiegetic (or “general”) narrator, addresses the “general” narratee. 

The intradiegetic narrator (that is a narrator who is a character within the narrative but not 

necessarily of the narrative he is narrating; Genette 1980, 228-231) narrates on the second-

level to another actor within the narrative.  

In the flood retellings, most embedding narratives involve actor A telling actor B the 

flood story in a “picture frame” or “episodic” format. In this group the embedding narrative 

exists because of the embedded flood retelling.
28

 One of the clearest examples of vertical 

embedding in a picture frame format involves the children Mavis and Hugh (Gascoigne 1946, 

12–15, DBID 149; cf. Warren 1939, DBID 256; Braga 1979, DBID 263; Goodings 1998, 

                                                           
27

 Occasionally flood retellings are the embedding narratives, such as when Noah tells the Creation 

narrative to his family (Humble-Jackson 1996, 7–30, DBID 80). It is possible for story narratives to 

be embedded in nonstory narrative texts and vice versa (i.e., Francis 1905, 23–24, DBID 39). These 

are different from books where the narrative stands alongside expository text (cf. Willoughby 1998, 

DBID 207; Jeffs 1999, DBID 32). 
28

 The actors, whether children or adults, are sometimes animals, and at least once, a fictional being. 

There is often little difference between the stories or their participants other than the physical form of 

the actors. 
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DBID 277). They are actors in the embedding narrative (33 lines) that are being told (while 

addressed as “you”) the embedded flood retelling (70 lines). Three ideological issues are 

particularly clear in this narrative and all are typical for embedding narratives in the corpus: 

(1) class, (2) gender, and (3) age. I’ll take each in turn, beginning with class.  

The first-level narrative opens with the children anticipating going to their “Daddy in 

the greenhouse at the bottom of the garden” (12). All English children’s books are 

“implicated in a class position” (Krips 1993, 196; cf. Wojcik-Andres 1993, 113–123) and 

Bible retellings, especially embedding narratives, are no exception. Nearly all of the 

embedding narratives imply the children are from middle-class backgrounds, as indicated by 

characteristics of wealth and language. This includes a sizeable garden that has a “bottom” 

and a “greenhouse,” and received rather than demotic English (i.e., “daddy,” not “pa”; 

Stephens 1992, 79–80). Middle-class norms and practices were standard until the baby-

boomers developed their own distinct cultural identities and alternative approaches to class 

and family life in children’s books (Reynolds 2005, 40). Until then, it was assumed (if even 

considered) that all children could understand and relate to such norms. Not all children will, 

however, relate to middle-class situations and some children may feel alienated from the text 

as a result. Some children may even be jealous of those they perceive to have such middle-

class life experiences.
29

  

Middle-class norms, with the mother at home and children at school and play, are a 

form of social control, and the garden is symbolic of it (perhaps through association with the 

Garden of Eden and the rural idyll). Children of both genders can play outside, but by 

                                                           
29

 Specifically relating to children’s Bibles and social classes, Ruth Bottigheimer claims they were 

printed with different stories on a two-tier basis for poorer and wealthier families until around 1850 

(1993, 124–134). This is true to a point, but although Bottigheimer notes that publishers continued to 

market products at different price levels, she does not recognize that this affects content. A hardback, 

full-color retelling with many pages often has different content to very small, chapbooks (cheap, small 

paper-covered booklets), and books of similar style. Wealth (and other factors) has always impacted 

upon access, thereby affecting what children from different community groups read. 
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adulthood, the mother is restricted to the domestic sphere of the house. We also saw this in 

the representation of the female survivors of the ark (pp. 160–164). That children can play 

and experience life in the garden without leaving the domestic sphere is a form of control 

indicative of the reduction of power children have in the adult world.  

Numerous aspects of the narrative involving the siblings Hugh and Mavis present 

gendering, not only the mother’s domestication. Hugh, the male, is the dominant child 

because he is the one who asks if he and his sister can join their father in the garden. On the 

way there Mavis acts against her mother’s instructions to go straight to the greenhouse. She 

stands still “just for a minute, half-way down the path, to look at the beautiful shining bow in 

the sky” (Gascoigne 1946, 13, DBID 149). Hugh responds with, “Don’t stop, silly.” The 

female misbehaves and is reprimanded by the male. The brother/sister paradigm had been in 

operation for over a century before this 1946 publication (Ruwe 1997, 87–115). The brother 

takes the role of educator and/or mentor, acting as a surrogate adult. The sister negotiates a 

better role for herself by voluntarily seeking out and participating in education, such as by 

observing the rainbow. It is an improper act, outside the boundaries of the defined 

male/female education, but it portrays a learning experience when the rainbow is later 

mentioned. Generally, however, Hugh, the brother, is the guiding force toward the 

experience. This brother/sister dynamic was specific to middle-class families at the time, 

largely because of the lack of financial necessity for all household members to work long 

hours at the expense of play and education. 

Placing the parents in traditional roles, in which the mother gives commands to the 

children and the father educates and teaches the flood story, highlights the adult/child power 

imbalance. This isn’t a story about children; it is a story about children learning and gaining 

knowledge from the adult. It is a good example of aetonormativity at work because it is 

entirely governed by adult norms where expected behaviors are themselves based on gender 
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and class. The flood narrative further highlights this, being both governed by adult/child 

power relations and didacticism. When the adult father addresses Mavis and Hugh as “you,” 

the child reader is presumably intended to identify with them, and hence pay more attention 

than they might. The “wicked” acts of humanity are as specifically didactic to children as 

“disobedience”: these people are “selfish, cruel and greedy,” and apparently when people are 

greedy they fall ill “in all kinds of ways” (13). These “crimes” are particularly relevant to 

children who are far more likely to be selfish, cruel, and greedy than commit acts of murder 

or enslavement. Embedding the flood story like this has a distinct advantage. Beyond simple 

didacticism and the identification with “you,” there is also interaction with the children. 

When Hugh “protests” that a rainbow can often be seen, his father says, “Of course, God is 

always helping us, but we are not like Noah, we often forget to say ‘thank you,’ and we need 

a lot of reminding” (15). The story thus tells us that cruelty, selfishness, and greed are wrong 

and that people must say thank you to God more often. If the reader still hasn’t understood 

the moral of the tale, Mavis too gets to add her comment: “Oh, Daddy, what a pity some of 

Noah’s children began to forget God and did wicked things again” (15). Whether Mavis is 

referring to those who survive the flood, people today, or both, is unclear but it is a prime 

example of one of the key functions of embedded narratives, whether biblical or not: 

imparting a moral message (Nelles 1997, 141). Using such a format for telling a biblical 

narrative is obviously useful to producers who want something that enables them to be 

overtly didactic (whether or not it will achieve the desired results). When used with biblical 

narratives it has the added advantage of keeping a distance between the reader and the 

biblical text.  

In this Chapter, I have looked at the humans not fortunate enough to come out of the 

story with their lives, and those who were being taught (or teaching) the story. We have again 

witnessed a degree of gender imbalance with biblical women being criminalized. Women and 
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female children are also domesticated and subjugated by male authority figures. With specific 

regard to the destruction, it is clear that contemporary authors place more of a focus on the 

reasons for the punishment and that blaming the humans is crucial. This makes God seem 

more just in his decision to destroy humanity, even when the wicked act does not necessarily 

seem that bad. However, it also serves to move the balance of power further away from God 

in the retellings. Whereas Genesis focuses on God and God’s decision, the retellings explored 

in this Chapter focus on the humans: the reader approaches events from humanity up, in 

contrast to Genesis, which presents events from God down. This change in focalization 

reduces the significance of God in the retellings, while simultaneously emphasizing his 

decision as just. In itself the need to justify God’s actions could be said to take authority away 

from his decision by implying that God’s word is not enough. Power relationships within the 

retellings are not only related to God and Noah, male and female, but also to rural and urban, 

rich and poor, adult and child differentiation. In the next Chapter, I look further at power 

relations, where we see that power can be found in the unlikeliest of places. 

  


