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Part Two, Chapter Seven: Animals and Fictitious Creatures 

Saved from drowning, enduring one hundred and fifty days on board a 

floating crate, only to end up as a burnt offering! 

Michael Coleman, Bible Stories, 2004 

 

The retellings in my corpus diminish God. The women are rarely more than domestic 

servants. The sons are little more than builders. A myriad of actors are blamed for the 

destruction. Only Noah regularly benefits from the retellings, but even he remains a 

functioning actor. He rarely becomes a character. Throughout this study I have repeatedly 

suggested that one group has benefitted: the animals. In the first half of this Chapter, I 

explore the different animal motifs and how they are presented from an animal centric 

perspective (cf. Simons 2002, 6–7).
1
 I begin by considering the increasing dominance of 

animals in the retellings and the changing means of representing them, especially visually. I 

then look at the seemingly oppositional aspects, events and outcomes of the flood: salvation, 

destruction, the birds, the sacrifice, animals as food, animals and covenant. By exploring 

these motifs I ask questions about animal agency and human/animal relationships. In the 

second half of the Chapter, I consider the increasingly fictionalized creatures. These include 

anachronistic dinosaurs, talking animals, and entirely fictional creatures. When discussing 

these, I present a case study of one retelling about unicorns as a means of drawing together 

themes and ideas presented in the thesis so far. 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 “Animal centric” is a consciously chosen term, rather than, for example, “ecocriticism,” which is not 

necessarily animal centric. Using an ecocritical approach, Anne Gardner claims that the destruction is 

a way for the earth to heal itself (2000, 128). She does not say anything of the nonhuman life that 

drowned. 
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The Increasing Dominance of Animals 

As a series of motifs, the embarkation and disembarkation of the ark is indicative of the 

increasing significance of the animals. The following tables represent this, using conditional 

formatting to highlight key patterns. Chart 7a presents the number of times images represent 

God telling Noah who must enter and leave the ark, and the embarkation itself. Chart 7b 

presents the same narrative elements as in Chart 7a; but, rather than recording the number of 

times they are represented in images, the chart records the number of times humans and 

animals are represented in words. 

   

 

The two patterns are strikingly different. Broadly speaking, in the images table the red and 

green highlights the absence of God (pp. 130-137) and the abundance of animals. Animals 

enter and leave the ark up to 10 times as often as other actors. The second table, representing 

the words, is less clearly delineated. The animals are again dominant, although Noah is now 

more frequently represented than his family. A key difference is that the pattern of entering 

the ark is more common than the pattern of disembarkation for everyone but Noah. This is 

further differentiated because God is considerably less likely to state that the animals should 

leave the ark than he is of Noah. Likewise, God is less likely to state that the animals should 

leave the ark than any other element associated with the animals, whether verbal or visual. 

The most likely explanation for this is that the departure from the ark is considered less 

representative of salvation than entering the ark. So how are the animals represented? 

Images Noah
Noah’s 

Wife

Noah’s 

Sons

Noah’s 

Sons’ 

Wives

Animals

God tells X to 

Enter the Ark
0 0 0 0 0

X Enters the 

Ark
10 11 15 8 110

God tells X to 

Leave the Ark
0 0 0 0 0

X Leave the Ark 17 14 13 9 93

Words Noah
Noah’s 

Wife

Noah’s 

Sons

Noah’s 

Sons’ 

Wives

Animals

God tells X to 

Enter the Ark
102 72 72 73 138

X Enters the 

Ark
106 72 66 65 152

God tells X to 

Leave the Ark
113 49 44 41 83

X Leave the Ark 101 51 45 41 130

Charts 7a (left) and 7b (right). Entering and leaving the ark in images and words 
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The representations change in a similar way to the presentation of the human 

survivors (pp. 146-149; 155; 158-159). Animals become increasingly caricatured. In the 

process they are sanitized and sentimentalized. This is the case for verbal and visual 

representations. Earlier retellings mostly referred to animals in brief, either two by two 

(Francis 1905, 23, DBID 39) or in lists of types of animals (Foster 1906, 18, DBID 21). More 

recently, animals have been presented in long lists of names, with sounds and additional 

roles, particularly when accompanied by illustrations. By comparing the doublespread from 

Noah and the Flood by Sophie Piper and illustrated by Estelle Corke (2005, 12–13, DBID 

123, Fig. 30) with a much earlier illustration, we can explore the similarities and differences. 

The earlier image is by an unknown artist and is in a book by an unknown author: The 

Child’s Own Book Of Scripture Pictures ([c. 1865], 8, DBID 142, Fig. 29).
2
 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 The same image, without the coloring, is included in Sacred Readings For Young Children. (Anon 

[c. 1866], 21, DBID 135).  

Figure 29. Unknown illustrator. [c. 1865]. Animals enter the ark 

while Noah prays. 

(Anon. The Child’s Own Book Of Scripture Pictures. DBID 142.) 
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Both images include the animals in rows of two, walking toward the ark (both arks 

have the same shape) via a gangplank. Noah and other humans are in the image, but they are 

not represented in the rows of animals nor are they on the ark or gangplank. The differences 

between the images create very different impressions. The ark is impossibly small in the 2005 

image (Fig. 30). It is unlikely that all of the animals in the image would be able to fit on the 

ark, especially considering how much space the elephants and rhinoceroses use. In the earlier 

image, the scale is much more accurate. It is indicative of the more realistic approach taken to 

illustrating the (somewhat fanciful) buildings and animals (notice the unicorns, pp. 251-256). 

In this image Noah is clearly the focal point, as highlighted by the caption: “NOAH 

PRAYING, BEFORE ENTERING THE ARK.” This order is very common but contradicts 

the implied order of Gen 7:7–9 and 7:13–15 in which the animals enter the ark last. By 

changing the order of the entrance to the ark, Noah is able to stay in the foreground of the 

image while enabling a detailed background to remain visible. In examples in which Noah is 

already on the ark at the same time as animals are seen embarking the ark, Noah must be 

either very small or fewer animals need to be visible (cf. Hollingsworth 1994, 34, DBID 

224). By showing Noah in the foreground, the hierarchical structure is maintained (especially 

when women can be seen in gendered roles in the background, as in Fig. 30). Noah is not 

seen leading the animals onto the ark, or walking onto the ark with them, or even after them: 

he is distanced from the nonhuman animals. In the older image he is even praying, thereby 

demonstrating his piety and perhaps even moral authority. 

The accompanying words to the older image (Fig. 29) are on the page after it: “So 

Noah obeyed . . . and he made all the animals that he had collected together to enter two and 

two into the ark, and then he went in . . .” ([c. 1866], 21, DBID 135). The sentence is about 

Noah, not the animals. In the 2005 doublespread, the words are on the same page as the 

image, in which the benevolently smiling Noah shares the foreground with the camels (Fig. 
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30). Through direct speech Noah states that the animals must be fetched, together with their 

food. Additionally, the narrator notes, “What a job it was! What a noisy job!” (12; cf. Rees 

Larcombe 1999, 8v, DBID 42). This pays little heed to the animals. The animals are in the 

image for primarily illustrative reasons, with the dual verbal component (e.g., “squeak”) 

being largely educational. The focus on the animals entering the ark seems to be principally 

for entertainment. Despite the changing style and the undoubted increasing significance of 

the animals in the images, Noah is still the central element of the word/image relationship. If 

the content of the images has not significantly changed the message of the narrative, why are 

animals increasingly dominant? 

 

 

Animals were recognized for their decorative potential relatively early in the history  

of picturebooks. Some of the most influential figures in picturebook production published 

variations of “Noah’s Ark.” These largely replaced the flood story with some kind of animal 

story. In the corpus there are alphabet books by Ernest Nister (Anon [c. 1892], DBID 68) and 

Figure 30. Estelle Corke. 2005. Noisy animals enter a tiny ark.  

(Sophie Piper. Noah And The Flood. DBID 123.) 
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Frederick Warne (Anon [c. 1876], DBID 275).
3
 There is also a concept book that teaches 

about animals, published by Raphael Tuck (Tuck [c. 1895], DBID 246).
4
 I have also recorded 

what is widely considered to be one of the first true picturebooks: E. Boyd Smith’s Noah’s 

Ark (1905, DBID 258; cf. Bader 1973, 13–22).
5
 There are many fascinating elements in the 

book: it includes dinosaurs; Noah’s children have different skin colors; the ark is built by a 

large workforce that strike for more pay; and it is the only retelling in the corpus published 

before 1977 that visualizes sea creatures (Fig. 31). 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Ernest Nister published more than 500 illustrated books for children, using advanced 

chromolithographic processes and inventing new techniques for toys and movable books (Montanaro 

OECL 3:158). Frederick Warne pioneered colored picturebooks for children in the late 1860s 

(Carrington OECL 4:160). 
4
 Raphael Tuck published high-quality color picturebooks using advanced chromolithographic 

processes (printed, as with Nister, in Germany), including fold-out panoramas and shaped books 

(Montanaro OECL 4:117–118). 
5
 E. Boyd Smith wrote and illustrated books in which the pictures advanced the narrative, thereby 

being instrumental in the development of the modern picturebook (MacCann OECL 4:3). 

Figure 31. Elmer Boyd Smith. 1905. Sea creatures around the ark. 

(Elmer Boyd Smith. Noah’s Ark. DBID 258.) 
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This image of sea creatures is ambiguous. The sea creatures are swarming around the 

ark, clearly still alive at the time the raven is sent off.
6
 They do not look happy and some of 

them even look as though they are fighting. This is unique, not only because of the date of 

publication but also because, since 1977, the depiction of sea creatures has become 

increasingly pretty and friendly. Such an example can be found in Sarah Toulmin’s Baby 

Bible, Baby Girl Bible, and Baby Boy Bible, illustrated by Kristina Stephenson (all 2006, 20, 

DBID 48, DBID 286, DBID 287, Fig. 32).
7
 

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 In the top left-hand corner there also seems to be a mythical sea serpent. 

7
 The books are all identical except for the covers. This is an excellent example of the significance of 

paratextual material and the commercialization of children’s Bibles. The covers for the Boy and Girl 

Bibles are blue and pink respectively, thereby promoting gender-normative behavior from infancy. 

Figure 32. Kristina Stephenson. 2006. Smiling, 

colorful, happy fish. 

(Sarah Toulmin. Baby Bible. DBID 48.) 
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This does not seem to be an obvious attempt to address or reflect the question “what happens 

to the fish?”
 8

 The motif itself is included in 41 retellings (all visually, two also with words). 

The marine life usually includes a variety of fish, dolphins, and sometimes whales and octopi. 

They are invariably happy, smiling, and frolicking in the waves. They add decoration and 

interest to what might otherwise be a page of blue. The impact of the sea creatures, whether 

intended or not, is to distract from and lessen any possible destruction message. It gives a 

positive impression of the experience on the ark and it presents a nonthreatening atmosphere. 

This has been the overriding use of the animals in retellings, especially since 1970, as is 

demonstrated in the next section. 

 

Contradictions, Change and Conflict in the Treatment of the Animal World 

The Genesis flood story is unique in the Bible for its treatment of animals. It is the first time 

animals are sacrificed on an altar (8:20). It is the moment when humans are given permission 

to eat meat (9:3). It is the only time animals are explicitly included in a covenant (9:9–11). 

These events and roles have, for the most part, been ignored by biblical commentators (Olley 

2000, 131). When retelling the flood story for children, producers have to find a way to 

balance the conflicting elements of the narrative, including the horrors of the destruction of 

all life, with the salvation of the animals on the ark. In the following pages, how these 

seemingly contradictory elements are retold is discussed. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 One example in which some regard is given to this question is: “Q. How was it possible that the ark 

could contain two of every sort of living things? A. . . . The largest of creatures are those which 

inhabit the sea, and of course they were not taken into the ark” (Anon [c. 1884], 10, DBID 87). 
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Salvation 

Reasons for saving the animals are almost never given in the retellings, nor are they given in 

Genesis.
9
 Occasionally animals are explicitly or implicitly claimed to be innocent 

(Fussenegger 1983, 10, DBID 200; McCaughrean 1997, 18, DBID 209) but generally the 

matter is avoided. The lack of reasons offered may be a means to avoid highlighting the fact 

that so many animals die. By not providing a reason there is one less opportunity for the 

reader (and any accompanying adult) to be faced with awkward questions about why God 

needed to save the animals in the first place. But what of the animals? How are they 

presented? 

The life of animals on the ark is one way of representing the salvation of animals. 

Seventy retellings in the corpus are classified as including this as an explicit addition to the 

Genesis narrative. Most of these representations are in images with only 14 retellings 

exclusively including the motif in words (30 retellings only include images; 26 have both 

words and images). This is more than for any other actor.
10

 Unsurprisingly, only 5 of the 

retellings were published before 1970 (Vallerey 1965, DBID 75; Werner 1944, DBID 166; 

Klink 1967, DBID 181; Smith 1905, DBID 258; Bourne 1841, DBID 276). All of the 5 are 

unusual retellings.
11

 Other than these exceptions, most retellings that have the motif share 

typical features of what life is like for the animals on the ark. They are fed and cleaned and 

are active residents in various ways, including domestic chores and playing. I will explore 

                                                           
9
 In one retelling God saves them “for Noah’s sake” (Emerson [c. 1920], 24, DBID 12). Ironically, the 

same reason has also been given for their destruction: they were destroyed out of “love” for Noah. 

Had God saved all the animals, “what would have been the state of poor Noah and his little party 

when they left the ark . . . Surrounded on all sides by beasts of prey and ravenous birds upon a 

desolated earth, they would scarcely have blessed God for their own preservation” (Anon [c. 1877], 

39, DBID 294; cf. Bourne 1841, 19, DBID 276). These reasons focus on human/nonhuman 

relationships from a specifically anthropocentric perspective; nonhumans are only considered from 

the perspective of one human being. 
10

 Life on the ark is presented in 62 retellings for Noah, 49 for Noah’s wife, 35 for Noah’s sons, and 

24 for Noah’s sons’ wives. 
11

 Cf. Mrs. Bourne’s Noah’s Ark, Being Conversations Between A Mother And Her Children, On The 

Animals Contained In The Ark. Interspersed With Pieces Of Poetry, And Remarks On Heathen 

Mythology, Particularly That Of The Egyptians (1841, DBID 276). 



226 

 

this with a reading of Brigitte Bloch Tabet’s Noah’s Ark, illustrated by Alain Savino (1984, 

DBID 195). When the story is first read, it is a humorous flood retelling. Animals play a large 

role in the images, to the point that different animals, especially the elephant, giraffe, sheep, 

and dove, have their own journey. Here is the story of an elephant. There are, of course, two 

elephants, but until the last page only one is ever visible at a time. For ease, I assume this is 

the male elephant, because male pronouns are used to refer to the elephant in each situation. 

The elephant first appears in the background, standing next to an absurdly small ark 

(7r). We see him again two pages later. He is being pushed up the ramp of the ark (10r). The 

ramp is far too small for the elephant. One son is pulling the elephant and two sons are 

pushing him. The words say: 

The rain made the gangway slippery. They had a difficult job getting the 

elephants up it—one of them kept slipping backwards and they had to push 

him to the top. “Serves him right for being so fat,” said one of the giraffes. 

The poor elephant was exhausted by the time he got on board. (9v) 

The words and images evoke sympathy for the elephant. He is described as a “poor” 

elephant. This invokes pity for the animal, as though it is a shame he is so large he cannot get 

up the ramp easily. This is a kind of victimization: one size is better than another. The 

presentation of the giraffe’s comment saying as much could agree with this. Conversely, the 

giraffe’s comment could also be interpreted negatively (thereby pitting animals against each 

other). This is especially because of the phrase “Serves him right,” which appears petty, 

bitter, and bullying. Either interpretation is possible. The relationship between the words and 

the image emphasizes the people, not the animals. This is even though everyone, perhaps 

especially the elephant, suffers because he cannot get up the ramp. At no point is it suggested 

that the ramp may have been poorly designed or made, something that may have been a 

human (or perhaps even divine) design flaw (cf. Smith 1905, DBID 258). 



227 

 

When we next see the elephant, he is inside the ark (10v–11r). He is being washed. He 

looks very happy. His eyes are wide and bright. He is clearly smiling. It shows humanity’s 

kindness to animals. It encourages responsibility and respect for life. It also suggests that 

animals need human help to be cleaned, that they cannot be independent. But we also see the 

elephant help clean the ark. He helps clean out the pig sties by filling the bucket with water 

(12v–13r). We next see him being cuddled (comforted) by a human while he looks very tired 

and exhausted (14r). Other than being fed, tiredness and exhaustion are perhaps the most 

common means of representing animals’ lives on the ark (Smith 1905, DBID 258; Windham 

1988, DBID 268). It shows how hard life on the ark is and implies that the occupants are on 

board the vessel for a long time. The comfort provided by humanity again highlights the 

human/animal relationship in a positive light. This positivity does not last. 

The next image (Fig. 33) includes 7 people sitting around a dining table (the eighth 

person is probably out of shot, 15r). The words do not describe this scene. The words state: 

“In the evenings, after the days’ work was over, the animals told each other about the way 

they had lived before the flood. The lions described the great grassy plains of Africa, the 

elephants spoke of the forests of India” (14v). The words only describe the animals; no 

people are mentioned. Despite this, the humans are not only illustrated but they seem to be 

center stage. 

The people all seem to be looking at one of Noah’s sons. Meanwhile the elephant also 

has his mouth open as though he is talking. Nobody seems to be looking at him. His face is 

forlorn and his eyes seem to be squinting as though from sadness or recollection of a long-

since vanished land. This suits the verbal text but does not match the rest of the image, which 

itself is in counterpoint to the words. This should be a scene about the animals interacting and 

remembering their home and their own lives. Instead, we have an image that relocates 
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animals into human-focused roles. The elephant is holding a water jug in his trunk and has a 

towel hanging over his tusk as a waiter might carry a towel over his arm. 

 

 

 

In addition to the elephant as a water holder, the giraffe is being used to hold a lamp. 

The flame is underneath the giraffe’s neck. This cannot be comfortable or safe. From an 

animal centric perspective, the way in which the animals are being used can be considered a 

form of abuse, a violation of rights. With an animal centric approach, we must ask why the 

elephant and giraffe are standing next to the table as human tools rather than (for example) 

with their partners. The animals around the table suggest much about animal/human relations. 

The giraffe and elephant are useful to humans and “permitted” at the dining table. The dog 

Figure 33. Alain Savino. Animals are used as waiters and 

lamp-holders. 

(Brigitte Bloch-Tabet. Noah’s Ark. DBID 195.) 
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and parrot are domesticated pets.
12

 The chicken and lamb are farm animals. The lion, 

especially with the lamb, are religious symbols. It is only the unambiguously wild, non-

Christian animals that are treated as servants. The animals have become tools for humanity. 

This is not the end of the elephant’s tale. In the last two illustrations of the book, the 

elephants, now seen in a pair, leave the ark with the domesticated and wild animals (17r, 

17v). The humans and domestic animals function as the final pageturner of the book, 

suggesting the reader is aligned with them. The elephants and wild animals leave the page on 

the bottom left-hand corner. Now that the animals have been of use to humanity, they must 

leave and fend for themselves. Can they clean themselves? Can they feed themselves? The 

answer, one assumes, is yes, but this only serves to highlight the peculiar relationship the 

animals and humans had on the ark. We might surmise that because the animals are outside 

their usual environment, they need additional help, as with domestic pets. Whatever reason 

there is for the changing relationship, the implication is that animals need humans. The 

retellings seem to be trying to say that animals were saved for their own sakes, but this is not 

the ideological message being portrayed. Rather, animals are being saved because animals are 

used and appreciated by humanity. 

 

Destruction 

In Genesis the innocence of the animals is not certain (pp. 61-62). When God destroys all of 

the animals apart from those saved on the ark, there is a possibility that this is a punishment 

for their wickedness. Virtually no retellings, if any, present the animals as wicked and 

deserving of punishment. There are many possible reasons. Violence among animals is not 

regarded as “wicked.” English society has increasingly sentimental attitudes to animals. 

                                                           
12

 In the words, the sheep and dog are described very differently from how they are presented in the 

illustration: “The sheep snoozed in a corner trying to sleep with one eye open, so that they could see 

the wolves.” The dog/wolf does not look anything like a wolf in the image and the sheep looks 

perfectly happily and fully asleep curled up with his back to the dog/wolf. 
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When animals are destroyed without any possibility that they deserve punishment, God 

becomes less just. The destruction of animals happens in 116 retellings, nearly half of the 

corpus. Of these, 19 present the suffering of animals; 15 with illustrations (3 also include 

verbal descriptions, 4 only include verbal descriptions). It is widely accepted that nonhuman 

animals “are the ‘blank paper’ on which human beings write messages to themselves” 

(Scholtmeijer 1993, 4; Johnson 2000, 12). Bearing this in mind, one might assume that the 

destruction is seen through the eyes of animals, but this is not the case. Of the retellings in 

which animals are seen to suffer, only one does not include the suffering of humanity, and it 

is unique in content and style.
13

 So what can be said about these retellings? Almost 

exclusively the suffering animals are domesticated working animals (sheep, horses, and 

cows; Singleton 1981, 9r, DBID 112; Anon [c. 1866], 23, DBID 135, Fig. 20; Adams 1999, 

7r, DBID 215). They are not wild animals or domestic pets (cats, dogs, rabbits). 

A specific example is Leonard J Matthews’s Noah & the Ark (1980, 6v–7r, DBID 4, 

Fig. 34): “As the weeks went by the seas and oceans started to rise, and the frightened people, 

leaving their homes, streamed through the pouring rain to seek safety on mountain tops. 

Shivering animals were already there, huddled together in groups, cold and afraid” (7r). The 

doublespread image includes houses and a hill in the distance. People can be seen on the 

roofs and hill tops. The recto of the image is a close-up of a mountain ledge. People are 

shrouded together in the background; in front of the people is a wolf, and then a group of 

goats (or mountain sheep). Despite their hunter/prey relationship, the animals huddle together 

and look sad. The coloring is in very pale blues, washed out greys and beiges, creating a 

melancholic atmosphere (Kiefer 1995, 124–127). When contrasted with the colorful, idyllic 

Eden in the same retelling (Fig. 19), the limited color palette is even more pronounced. The 

animals chosen represent domesticity: the sheep/goats represent food and one element of 

                                                           
13

 It is the Caldecott Medal-winner, wordless picturebook Noah’s Ark by Peter Spier (1988, DBID 

227). 
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farming, while the wolf represents a threat to that. As a threat, however, wolves are 

defeatable, as most child readers will know through fairy tales. The animals in the destruction 

image are known to die within the confines of social norms and expectations. In the image, at 

least, God is only destroying animals already associated with death. 

 

 

 

The destruction of animals is more commonly verbalized. When it is, it is usually 

described minimally. This is typified by phrases such as “Everything else [not on the ark] 

died” (Hollingsworth 1994, 35, DBID 224; cf. Alexander 1991, 10, DBID 73), or edited 

versions of standard translations: “Soon all the land and even the mountains were covered, 

and everything on its surface died—birds, cattle, beasts, and men. Only Noah remained alive 

and those that were with him.” (Hutton 1977, 8v, DBID 30; cf. Gaskoine 1879, 19, DBID 

Figure 34. Unknown illustrator. 1980. Animals suffer in the destruction. 

(Leonard J. Matthews. Noah & The Ark. DBID 4.) 
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267). Although animals are destroyed in 116 retellings, this is still 77 fewer than the number 

of retellings that include the animals entering the ark, the key motif representing salvation.  

In summary, the representation of the animals, whether they are destroyed or saved, 

largely relies on human expectations and human/nonhuman relations. 

 

Birds 

In Genesis Noah uses birds to test the level of the waters. Once, he sends out a raven (8:7) 

and thrice, the dove (8:8–12; pp. 84-86). The birds enable Noah to see when the floodwaters 

are receding. He does not necessarily need this information because God tells him when he 

can leave the ark (we do not know whether Noah knew God would do this). 

The raven is presented in 148 retellings, 43 of them with images (39 of those since 

1970).
14

 In the retellings ravens are “wild” (Ralph 1892, 16, DBID 69; Wilson-Wilson [c.  

1916], 7r, DBID 100). They are “strong” (Dulcken [c. 1874], 30, DBID 41; Blyton 1992, 17, 

DBID 95). They are independent and “tired of being shut up” (Ralph 1892, 16, DBID 69; cf. 

Taylor [c. 1948], 12r, DBID 173). If the raven flies around, it is because it does not care for 

its “home,” the ark (Dulcken [c. 1874], 30, DBID 41). Early retellings tell us: “[i]t has been 

supposed that it fed upon the dead bodies which were floating on the water” (Trist [c. 1921], 

22, DBID 111; cf. Hadley 1862, 21, DBID 134).
15

 

The raven is characterized in the retellings as an autonomous bird, but this seems to 

be a negative character trait. This carries through to illustrations. Figure 35 is by Estelle 

Corke of Noah and the Flood, written by Sophie Piper (2005, 12, DBID 123). It is typical of 

pictures of the raven (cf. Smith 1905, Fig. 31). 

                                                           
14

 In the corpus, at least twice, Noah sent out a crow rather than a raven (Anon [c. 1851], 21, DBID 

93; Bloch-Tabet 1984, 15v, DBID 195).  
15

 This motif is usually presented as a possibility, with words such as “probably” and “perhaps” (cf. 

Dulcken [c. 1874], 30, DBID 41; Anon [c. 1866], 24, DBID 135). I cannot think of any other motif 

that is presented with such reticence.  
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The raven is flying by itself with nothing in the background (sometimes the vast 

expanse of water and ark will be seen). The raven is shown with eyes squinting, and the beak 

is in a closed, straight line. It is not an obviously friendly-looking bird; it is not engaging with 

another being or with the reader. The words state, “It flapped and flapped and flew away.” 

The words and image enforce each other, especially because of the representation of the dove 

on the facing page (Fig. 36). 

 

 
Figure 36. Estelle Corke. 2005. The dove flies to 

Noah. 

(Sophie Piper. Noah And The Flood. DBID 123.) 

Figure 35. Estelle Corke. 2005. An independent raven. 

(Sophie Piper. Noah And The Flood. DBID 123.) 
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The contrast between the images is pronounced. Here the dove is actively flying 

toward Noah, not to land on his hand as might be expected, but into an embrace. The 

background is a cheery blue sky with little fluffy white clouds. Noah is smiling and very 

friendly, clearly happy to see the dove (“Everyone on the ark cheered” Piper 2005, 22, DBID 

123; cf. Blyton 1992, 17–18, DBID 95; Hadley 1862, 21, DBID 134; Gaskoin 1879, 20, 

DBID 267). The dove’s eye is open and bright and some readers may even interpret the beak 

as a smile. The impression is of a helpful, friendly bird, happy to see Noah. This is typical of 

retellings: the dove’s characterization is almost the opposite of the raven’s. The dove is 

designated as “little” (Vos 1957, 53, DBID 164; Anon [c. 1948], 10, DBID 169; Anon 1992, 

8v, DBID 269). The dove is “gentle” (Bell 1901, 22, DBID 93; Taylor [c. 1948], 12r, DBID 

173; Gaskoin 1879, 20, DBID 267). It is described with terms of endearment including 

“dear” (Ralph 1892, 16, DBID 69) and “sweet” (Anon [c. 1851], 22, DBID 93). Sometimes 

the reader is even asked to feel sympathy with the dove: “We can picture that poor frightened 

little thing beating its wings against the window, asking to be let in where there was food and 

warmth.” (Trist [c. 1921], 23, DBID 111; cf. Anon [c. 1866], 24, DBID 135).  

It can be noted that the agency of the dove is less autonomous than that of the raven, 

but that this is portrayed negatively. The raven, by expressing independence, could almost be 

interpreted as acting disobediently, whereas the dove is reflecting the principles of obedience 

that can be found throughout the retellings in different ways (pp. 127; 142; 194-198). 

Furthermore, the different vocabulary associated with the birds engenders a positive 

viewpoint of the dove and encourages a relationship between the reader and the bird. This is 

just like the image of Noah and the dove, Figure 36. The retelling is focalized through Noah. 

The reader is therefore encouraged to share in Noah’s experiences. 

The interaction between Noah and the raven is not generally warm, but the 

relationship between the dove and Noah is invariably a positive example of human/animal 



235 

 

contact. In one retelling Noah even cuddles the dove like a baby (McCarthy 2001, 13r, DBID 

124). This is an anthropocentric approach. The retellings usually focus on Noah even when 

there is characterization of the birds and when the birds are critical to the event in the 

narrative (Fig. 36). Such focalization of the birds is different to that in Genesis. The biblical 

narrative highlights both Noah and the birds, using different methods of duration including 

summaries, pauses, scenes, and stases within one passage (8:6-12, pp. 84-86). The montage 

effect of the fast changes in Genesis creates an impression where there is no general focalizer, 

thereby enabling God to remain center stage of the narrative even though he is absent during 

many events. In the retellings, the verbal narratives center on the human experiences of the 

birds, thereby serving to reinforce the significance of Noah. Even when illustrations of the 

dove do not include Noah himself, the bird will frequently be a proportionately smaller figure 

with the ark and water dominating the page. The focalization of such images is shared with, 

or perhaps dominated by, the water and the ark. In such circumstances the focalization 

continues to benefit Noah rather than God, the birds, or the other animals. 

However we choose to interpret the birds, they seem to be another example of animals 

being present for the benefit of humanity and not for their own worth or with their own 

subjectivity. 

 

Sacrifice 

An unknown length of time after leaving the ark, Noah sacrifices at least one of every kind of 

animal and bird from the ark on the altar (8:20). God’s reaction suggests that it is the sacrifice 

that makes him decide not to destroy every living creature again (8:21, pp. 87-90). It may 

also be the case that, after smelling the sacrifice, God is persuaded to permit humanity’s 

population growth. 
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In the retellings, the sacrifice is considerably more common than I expected, with a 

total of 79 retellings including it in some way. It is nonetheless becoming less common. Even 

though 60% of the corpus was published after 1970, only 37% of the verbal references to the 

sacrifice and 41% of the images were published after that date. By contrast, 59% of the verbal 

references to the dove with the olive branch and 77% of the images of the dove with the olive 

branch were published after 1970. The sacrifice is becoming less common, but the dove (at 

least with the olive branch) more so. One may even be able to suggest that the sacrifice is 

becoming an increasingly taboo subject.
16

 By looking at how the retellings present the 

sacrifice we can explore why this might be the case. 

In Genesis there is no focalization of the sacrificial animals. This is not unexpected, 

but it does mean that there is a gap. God has not yet made animals afraid of humanity. Do 

they willingly go to the altar? Are they held in a pen before the sacrifice? Are they kept away 

from the altar before they are sacrificed? Do they violently and noisily resist Noah? It is 

possible to fill the gaps by claiming that the same unknown means of collecting all of the 

animals, loading them on the ark, and keeping them from killing each other was used to 

control them for the sacrifice. If so, this is not likely to follow typical patterns of animal 

behavior. Animals tend to struggle and panic when surrounded by the death of others and 

being threatened with death themselves. The 62 retellings in which the sacrifice is verbalized 

but not visualized have the same kind of gap. The 17 retellings with illustrations of the 

sacrifice do fill the gap. Figure 37 by W. ThomsSo (probably Thomasson) is from The 

Children’s Bible Picture Book by an unknown author (Anon, 1858, DBID 55, Fig. 37, also in 

Anon 1880, DBID 96). It is typical of the sacrifice images. 

                                                           
16

 Very few retellings present critical commentary of the sacrifice. The clearest example is sarcastic: 

“So what does he [Noah] do? Builds an altar and chooses some of the animals to sacrifice to God. I 

ask you! Saved from drowning, enduring one hundred and fifty days on board a floating crate, only to 

end up as a burnt offering!” (Coleman 2004, 38, DBID 210). 
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In it, the animal seems to be a passive victim, with little evidence of a struggle. In this image 

there is only one animal, but in illustrations in which other animals are included, they stand 

by unaffected while other animals are being killed. The most common animal sacrificed is the 

lamb (cf. Ralph 1892, 16, DBID 69; Anon 1859, 24, DBID 113). This is probably for 3 

reasons. First, precedent is already set in the biblical narratives for this with Abel (at least two 

retellings cite Abel as making an offering of “the firstlings of his flock” Gaskoin 1879, 18, 

DBID 267; cf. Taylor 1970, 21, DBID 107). Second, lamb is a recognizable food source. This 

makes it a logical choice for slaughter and placing on a fire to be cooked.
17

 Thirdly, the 

sacrificial lamb is a Christian metaphor.  

                                                           
17

 The difficulty with Noah’s sacrifice can be seen through Pauline Baynes’s illustrations for Noah 

and the Ark (Anon 1988, DBID 44). The sacrifice is actually a chicken barbeque and takes up a tiny 

Figure 37. W. ThomasSo. 1858. A lamb is slaughtered for 

sacrifice. 

(Anon. The Children’s Bible Picture Book. DBID 55.) 
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The animals being sacrificed are those readers will be used to seeing in specific roles, 

as with the destruction and the life of animals on the ark. The usefulness of the animal outside 

the narrative directly influences its involvement in the narrative. By depicting a nonfighting 

and consumable lamb being slaughtered, uncomfortable questions about animals in society 

are evaded, at least to a certain degree: not all children will eat meat, and of those that do not 

all will know that the meat they eat comes from cute little lambs. Nonetheless, the focus 

remains on the animals being the tool of the humans and on the human side of the equation. 

Nowhere is this more typified than in this quote: “but they took more of those which were 

useful to man in one way or another, than of those which were not useful” (Fuller [c. 1880], 

55, DBID 176). Animal agency is again denied, except this time, unlike the account of their 

salvation and the sending out of the birds, it is difficult to find a positive spin on the sacrifice 

of the animals. One may exist, however, for the next topic: God’s decree about the future of 

animal/human relations. 

 

Meat and Fear 

Before leaving the ark, the biblical narrative highlights animals in long, detailed lists. When 

the floodwaters are receding, Noah uses the birds to find evidence of dry land. After everyone 

is on dry land, Noah sacrifices vast numbers of animals. God responds positively to this 

destruction, blesses Noah and his sons, and implements his new rules for human/animal 

relations. This involves making animals fear and dread humanity (9:2) and then humanity 

being given the authority to eat every animal that lives (9:3, pp. 90-93). 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
proportion of the page of Noah and his family praying (16r). The illustrations of the destruction, 

however, include suffering people and animals of all species (not just domesticated animals) in very 

graphic ways (8v–9r), and drowned giants and people (9v–10r). That the illustrator felt more 

comfortable (for whatever reason) vividly illustrating the destruction but not Noah’s sacrifice is 

indicative of the degree to which contemporary readings hide this motif.  
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Only 21 retellings include God giving animals a fear and dread of humanity, while 31 

retellings refer to the permission to eat meat. All are verbal (Anon 1988, DBID 44; Anon 

1997, DBID 57). Nearly all of them are in overtly Christian retellings, with Christian 

introductions and paratextual materials. The same pre- and post-1970 pattern seen for the 

sacrifice is present for the fear and dread/meat eating, but there are two-thirds fewer 

examples of God’s command than of Noah’s sacrifice. This indicates changing attitudes to 

animals, human/animal relations, and God. The representation highlights the contradictions 

common in humanity’s own treatment of animals: simultaneous eating and sentimentalizing. 

The lack of reference to eating meat (especially when meat animals are seen on farms, 

even if they can be used for wool or eggs; Singleton 1981 3r, 14v–15r, DBID 112; Bloch-

Tabet 1984, 3v–4r, 18v, DBID 195) denies the ability of the animal to be a victim. This in 

turn denies the animal its own agency and right to exist (cf. Johnson 2000, 96–98). 

The permission to eat meat is also accompanied by the restriction of eating the life-

blood, although it is not clear what this means (9:4). Very rarely does this make an 

appearance in retellings in connection with Jewish dietary laws. In books created under 

consultation with rabbis and Christian clergy these references will be indirect: “The animals 

will be food for you, but take care of them according to my laws” (Barnes 2001, 18, DBID 

122). Retellings published before the Second World War are somewhat different: 

But Noah was specially told not to eat the blood of the animals that they 

killed for food, because the blood is the life, and life is sacred to God. To 

this day the Jews drain all blood from their meat before they eat it. (Trist [c. 

1921], 25, DBID 111). 

 

Possibly Jewish teachers gave this law such prominence in order to prevent 

among the Jews the religious practice of certain superstitious and degrading 
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religious rites connected with drinking the blood of living sacrifices then 

common among Eastern people. (Smith 1913, 157, DBID 108) 

These rare examples use the motif to highlight Jewish people as being different from 

Christian people. This can be factually educational, as the first example appears to be, or it 

can project negative othering, as with the second example. At first appearances it seems to be 

an attempt at factual education without overt ideological markers. The association between 

Jewish people and drinking the blood of sacrifices “common among Eastern people,” 

nevertheless projects an easily confused representation of Jewish people.
18

 

Only 4 verses after the meat-eating permission, God makes his covenant with 

humanity, and critically, also with the animals. 

 

Covenant 

God establishes his covenant with Noah, his sons, their descendants “and with every living 

creature that is with you” (9:9–10). This covenant is repeated 3, possibly 4 times (9:12, 15, 

16, 17). It recognizes the significance of the promise not to destroy all life (by a flood) again. 

The flood narrative can end with the covenant and God’s promise (9:17), which would keep 

God’s character development and his relationship with his creation the focus of the story. It is 

also God’s final speech until the city/tower of Babel (Gen 11:6–7). 

                                                           
18

 Limited research has been undertaken on the degree to which children’s Bible retellings project 

anti-Semitism. One study of Dutch children’s Bibles has discovered anti-Semitism is particularly 

pronounced in retellings of the Jesus story (Buddingh 1988, 43–44). Furthermore, there has been little 

research undertaken on the relationship between Jewish social history in England and the history, 

development, and use of children’s Bibles. There is nonetheless a mine of information available. A 

teacher from Borough Road School in London gave evidence to a Government select committee on 

June 30, 1834: “a Jewish child who objected to reading the name Christ was permitted to pass over it” 

(Burgess 1838, 17–18). This was approved of, and became the policy of some organizations, but 

many people, including the rector of Upper Chelsea, the Reverend Richard Burgess, vehemently 

disagreed: “It is time for the clergy of the established church, without being afraid of the charge of 

‘political interference,’ to rise up and declare that the people shall not be deprived of the word of God, 

but that the children shall be taught his statutes and his ordinances to all generations” (Burgess 1838, 

31). 
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This promise is a dominant motif in the retellings, being included 193 times. The 

covenant, however, as a specific term is only present in 47 retellings.
19

 The covenant itself, as 

a binding between God, humanity, and the animals is largely unrepresented. Such an absence 

can make God more powerful: he does not need to, or choose to, enter into a covenantal 

relationship with others. Instead he only promises to do something on his own one-sided 

terms. If, however, the Genesis covenant is one based on conditions (pp. 93-95), then God’s 

authority over his creation may be viewed in the retellings as having a different status. The 

retellings do not generally present rules and therefore God is willingly, and without any 

expectations, giving his protection to human and nonhuman life. If the retellings can be 

understood as a form of commentary, then the absence of conditions suggests an implication 

about what it might mean if the rules God imposes (9:1-7) are not part of a bilateral 

covenantal relationship. God may be interpreted more of a benevolent protector, and less of a 

judge and punisher than previously perceived (p. 218). If the covenant is not conditional upon 

the action of creation, then there may be a lack of a relationship between God and his 

creation. If God’s creation is not doing anything for God, then creation can be considered as 

being at a further distance away from God than if they are actively enacting God’s commands 

(and receiving his protection in return). Critically, however, if there is a bilateral covenantal 

relationship, it is difficult to argue that it is made with nonhuman animals. God makes the 

covenant with creation through humanity, the same beings whom animals are now to fear and 

dread. 

A typical example of how the covenant is presented outside (near-)complete Bible 

translations is: “He blessed him and his family and made a covenant with them. A covenant is 

                                                           
19

 The lack of the covenant is also a sign of vocabulary control and limitation. “Covenant” as a word 

is difficult to understand, whereas a promise is something people are taught from a young age. By 

using “promise,” authors are avoiding using a word they themselves may not understand. They may 

be deliberately saving any accompanying reader the difficulty of having to explain “covenant.” They 

may simply be choosing a more readable word. 
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an agreement or promise. This was the covenant that God made with Noah.” (Weedon [c. 

1902] 17, DBID 102; cf. Anon [c. 1877] 33, DBID 294). This passage does not mention 

animals at all; the covenant is made with Noah and his family. God’s re-creation of earth was 

specifically built into the Genesis narrative with God’s relationship with humanity and the 

animals in mind, and in controlling the relationship between humanity and the animals. This 

does not happen in the retellings. 

Before I analyzed the animals in the retellings, I expected to find that the retellings 

used the animals as a means of teaching environmentalism. I was wrong. While some very 

rare examples do this with animals as a focus (Burnford 1973, DBID 312), most do not.
20

 The 

most positive environmental message relating directly to animals, rather than to the neglect of 

the planet and the implications for humanity, pertains to animal abuse. Humanity is 

destroyed, in part, because it was cruel to animals: it hunted them and it tortured them 

(Humble-Jackson 1996, DBID 80; Fussenegger 1983, DBID 200). Such retellings teach that 

it is bad to hurt animals. This is a positive didactic message, irrespective of whether the 

punishment fits the crime. But the message is still about animal/human relationships, and the 

animals still drown despite themselves being victims of human cruelty. God is, in effect, 

punishing the animals for being abused (in the same way that the slaves were punished in The 

Flood, see p. 44). At least animals are being recognized as something other than food or 

tools. But they still lack agency. Even when animals are being saved (a point highlighting 

positive human/animal relations), animals lack agency. When animals are agents, they tend to 

be fictionalized animals (pp. 246-251). Kathy Piehl says, regarding environmentalism in 

“Noah’s Ark” retellings, that the focus should not be on humanity saving animals on a big 

                                                           
20

 Kathy Piehl presents some environmentally driven retellings of the flood story in “Captain Noah’s 

Environmental Voyage” (2005). The retellings she discusses are all very unusual including 

decontextualized picturebooks, novels, and unicorn stories (cf. McCaughrean 1997, DBID 216; Smith 

1905, DBID 258). This selection may highlight how difficult it is to find environmental messages in 

retellings and/or Piehl’s own bias for nonstandard texts (a bias I share but try to acknowledge).  
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boat but on humanity living in harmony with and therefore not needing to save the animals 

(2005, unpaginated). I agree with this but would go further and suggest that, for animals to be 

appreciated and understood on their own terms, the discourse needs to address animals as 

autonomous beings, outside of an idealized framework of human/animal relations. 

The natural world has an independent, autonomous existence. Animals have their own 

social structures based on an enormous variety of behavioral patterns including bonding and 

violence. This variety is eradicated in the retellings. The animals seen in retellings are 

domesticated, farm, and/or wild animals. Birds are rarely differentiated, other than the raven, 

dove, and an occasional parrot or flamingo. Insects are almost never included. All are 

presented only in terms of their usefulness, symbolism, and entertainment value. This 

entertainment is most explicitly seen through their visualization as cartoon creations. The 

movement from realistic depictions to cartoon depictions leads to a logical conclusion in 

retellings: increased fictionalization of animals. It is to this I now turn. 

 

The Increasing Fictionality of the Animals 

We have seen that the animals are increasingly significant in the retellings despite being 

denied agency: their roles are limited to that which supports, entertains, or benefits humanity. 

In the remainder of this Chapter I take this observation further and consider how animals 

have not only been simplified in content and caricatured in style, but also fictionalized. I 

begin by discussing the dinosaurs as a historical anachronism, before moving on to consider 

the unambiguously fictional talking animals and mythical beasts. 
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Historical Anachronism: Dinosaurs 

Although present in fewer than 10 of the retellings, dinosaurs are worthy of brief discussion 

because of the implication of their inclusion. Dinosaurs miss the ark because the door to the 

ark is not big enough (Boyd-Smith 1905, 34v–15r, DBID 258). At other times they are 

presented as (friendly-looking) monsters (Habel 1971, 4r, DBID 23). In Boyd-Smith’s secular 

picturebook and Habel’s Christian picturebook, the dinosaurs fictionalize the flood story, 

make it more entertaining (pp. 283-285), and prehistorical. In other retellings the dinosaurs 

are wiped out by the flood, implying that humans and dinosaurs coexisted. One retelling 

includes a cleverly formatted A3-sized doublespread of the animals leaving the ark: The 

Golden Book of Bible Stories by Elsa Jane Werner with illustrations by Feodor Rojankovsky 

([c. 1953], 12–13, DBID 313). Most of the image is a fairly blissful and stereotypical 

representation of the exit from the ark, with an old Noah and his family looking on at the 

paired animals. The bottom left-hand corner of the doublespread includes a dead dinosaur, 

with a dead human between its forelegs (Fig. 38; more dead humans can be seen in the 

bottom center of the doublespread, not shown). The dead creatures are being trampled over 

by various animals. This approach does not fictionalize the story; rather, it provides an 

explanation of why the dinosaurs were wiped out. It is a (pseudo)historicizing action. By 

implying that the extinction of the dinosaurs was a result of the flood, the retellings locate the 

flood in a historical framework thereby giving it historic credence. At the same time, for 

those who do not believe in the flood as a historical event (irrespective of their personal 

faith), explaining the extinction of the dinosaurs, while also suggesting humanity and 

dinosaurs cohabited earth, fictionalizes the flood. 



245 

 

 

 

Given the usage of dinosaurs as a fictionalizing scene setter or a historicizing 

presence, it is not surprising that dinosaurs are not particularly common. Dinosaurs confuse 

the boundary between historicity and fiction. They are associated with evolution and 

creationism.
21

 They are toys and they are real. In short, dinosaurs are complex additions with 

their own contextualizing identity. “Because dinosaurs can be almost anything, both in 

science and in culture, they lend themselves to the child’s imagination, which shuffles and  

re-sorts all the available bits of knowledge to construct a version of dinosaurs” (Willis 1999, 

195). In England dinosaurs are often taught at Key Stages 1 and 2 (ages 5 through 7), 

meaning that children will encounter the basics of dinosaurs within history and science while 

still young. Together with the re-creation of dinosaurs in the cultural imagination in varying 

                                                           
21

 Creationism and conservative evangelical Christian viewpoints have never been a driving force in 

English children’s Bibles. When creationism and related Christian perspectives are presented in books 

for sale in England, they are usually USA-published. Since the 1990s there has been an increasing 

influence of American Christian publishing (which is often more conservative than English 

publishing), on English Bible retellings. For example, on the copyright page of The Adventure Bible, 

originally published by Zondervan, the following information is provided: “You will be pleased to 

know that a portion of the purchase price of your new NIV Bible has been allocated to the 

International Bible Society to help spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ around the world” (Anon 1997, 

3v, DBID 57). 

Figure 38. Feodor Rojankovsky. [c. 1953]. Dinosaurs died in the flood (detail). 

(Elsa Jane Warner. The Golden Book Of Bible Stories. DBID 313.) 
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ways, this makes dinosaurs difficult to incorporate into retellings: will their inclusion 

encourage the reader to believe the history of the flood narrative or to challenge it as fiction? 

This uncertainty may be one reason why dinosaurs are less common than the less 

ambiguously fictitious talking animals. 

 

Anthropomorphized and Talking Animals 

Talking animals have been used throughout history as a literary device. They were part of 

myths, fables, and fairy tales primarily read or heard by adults (Petzold 1987, 15). They are 

found in the Hebrew Bible: Balaam’s Ass (Num 22:21–30) and the Serpent in the Garden 

(Gen 3:1–5). Since the mid-eighteenth century, talking-animal stories entered the realm of 

books published for children (Cosslett 2006, 1). In today’s Western world the majority of 

newly published animal stories are created specifically for children. 

In my corpus 25 retellings include talking animals that use human language and not 

humanized variants of animal noises (e.g., “baa,” Anon 1996, 2r, DBID 190).
22

 Only 3 of 

them were published before 1970 (Dearmer 1900, DBID 244; Smith 1918, DBID 245; Anon 

[c. 1894] DBID 271, in addition at least one retelling was a new edition of an earlier 

publication, Blyton 1995, DBID 74). These early examples are all secular retellings involving 

no mention of God or any overt Christian references. Of the 22 post-1970 examples of talking 

animals 6 are secular.
23

 

Talking animals automatically fictionalize a retelling. This demonstrates that the 

producers see a value in the narrative other than a historical one. In Noah & the Ark & the 

Animals by Andrew Elborn, with illustrations by Ivan Gantschev (1984, DBID 35), the flood 

                                                           
22

 Four retellings also include visual references to the talking animals (and one, only visually, Kilroy 

1990, DBID 205), when the animals are clearly in conversation, such as in a committee situation with 

mouths shaped in human speech patterns (i.e., Rowlands 1992, DBID 72; Smith 1918, DBID 245) or 

when there are speech bubbles (i.e., Williams 2004, DBID 273; Goodings 1998, DBID 277). 
23

 It is striking that Christian retellers are about as likely to add talking animals as they are to include 

God making animals fear and dread humanity. 
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story is an embedded narrative narrated by a mare to her colt. They live (presumably) on a 

farm and are sheltering in a barn while they wait for the rain to stop. The narration is 

explained in Chart 8. 

Chart 8. Narrative Levels Noah & the Ark & the Animals (Elborn 1984, DBID 35) 

Pages Level of narration 

of the narrator 

(extra = embedding, 

intra = embedded) 

Involvement within 

the narrative the 

narrator is telling 

(hetero = not within 

the narrative) 

Story Summary 

2v-3r 

(first doublespread) 

Extradiegetic Heterodiegetic The animals wait for 

the rain to stop 

3v-14r Intradiegetic Heterodiegetic The mare tells the 

flood story 

14v-15r  

(last doublespread) 

Extradiegetic Heterodiegetic The rain stops 

 

Without the first and last doublespreads, the flood narrative would seem to have an 

extradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator (rather than an intradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator). The 

narrative does not, therefore, have an obvious reason to be narrated by an animal; so why is 

it? The reteller may assume that this will be more interesting or entertaining for the reader. It 

may be a way to locate the child reader with the colt; animal stories are widely believed to 

represent the child through the animal (Nikolajeva OECL 1:64–67). It may encourage the 

illustrator to veer off into the realms of the absurd relatively easily (there is a human riding a 

snail at one point, Fig. 41 [p. 276]). The last line of the flood narrative itself offers another 

possibility: “Then He put a rainbow in the sky as a sign to remind all the earth of the promise 

and of His love for every living creature” (Elborn 1984 14r, DBID 35). By having an animal 

tell the flood narrative, the significance of the animals within the flood story is highlighted. 

The narrative focalizes the animals. It also hints that the story is fiction, not historical reality. 

Other retellings are equally positive because they put animals in central roles. One 

such example includes the tale of a dove finding an island and persuading a hermit to share it 

with the ark (Allan 2004, DBID 279; cf. Anon 1985, DBID 119). In these retellings animals 
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are given central roles and authoritative power, but as with aetonormativity (adult 

normativity, p. 176), this is rarely for the benefit of the animals or animal actors. Indeed, in 

few of the retellings where animals play a major role are they even characters; they tend to be 

functioning actors. Their power is invariably overturned in the narratives. The mare that 

retells the flood narrative, is after all owned by a human: she lives in a barn and a house is 

seen in the background. One retelling confusingly weaves narratives told by an extradiegetic 

homodiegetic narrator,
24

 a bird that meets the raven, and an intradiegetic homodiegetic 

narrator, the bird is a boy dreaming (Bull 1977, DBID 10). Animals rarely, if ever, get to 

retell the story from their own perspective as independently living beings. Power always 

returns to the human. 

English animal stories, since at least Sarah Trimmer’s Fabulous Histories ([1786] 

1798), have been used to teach social morality and compassion for animals. They enable 

children to put themselves in the shoes of animals they may have abused; it is a form of 

animal advocacy (Cosslett 2006, 38–43). This is what happens in retellings in which animals 

speak, especially when they assume dominant roles. But, if we anthropomorphize animals 

and feel sad for them because of human emotions imposed on them, or because we imagine a 

human in their place, we may also be doing the animal a disservice (Scholtmeijer 1993, 62–

63). We are not reflecting on animals in terms of animal behavior but in terms of human 

behavior. If we treat animals as though they were human, we may be doing unintentional 

harm. We may be miseducating children on how to care for their companion animals, or 

genetically manipulating companion animal species to meet the needs of humans (Serpell 

2003, 83–100). Likewise, animals such as chimpanzees that “smile” when they are frightened 

(or submitting to other animals) have been abused for entertainment by being forced to 
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 A homodiegetic narrator is a character within the narrative he is narrating; Genette 1980, 

244-245. 
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“smile.” On the other hand, when animals are not anthropomorphized, such as those not 

regarded as cute and fluffy, they may be excluded from public discourse in animal welfare.
25

 

A retelling discussed earlier in this Chapter (pp. 225-229) can be used to demonstrate 

another aspect to talking and anthropomorphized animals. Noah’s Ark by Brigitte Bloch-

Tabet (1984, DBID 195, Fig. 33 [p. 228]) includes animals acting as waiters and telling their 

stories. By using them within a hierarchical human structure a suggestion is being made that 

even self-reflective animals are inferior to intelligent humans. This creates a hierarchy of 

intelligence (Smith 2005, 235–236). Conversely, the animals are being shown as having the 

capacity for reflexive thought: they have self-awareness and awareness that others have self-

awareness.
26

 The representation of animals in this way helps to create self-worth for the 

readers as social beings; it is part of the process whereby readers can find worth in their own 

presence and existence. This is important alongside retellings in which animals are 

exclusively used for the (supposed) benefit of humanity. Anthropomorphism is an ambiguous 

tool to use; it can enhance the position of the animal, but it can also reinforce human/animal 

relationships by presenting animals in an inferior light or positioning them through the 

carnivalesque.  

The carnivalesque is based upon the tradition of carnival during which “there is a 

temporary suspension of all hierarchic distinction and barriers among men and of certain 

norms and prohibition of usual life” (Bakhtin 1984, 15). This subversion occurs through 

humor, parody, and the transformation of the body (particularly the grotesque, pp. 280-284). 

The carnival/esque is embedded within the structures of much children’s literature. Within 
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 The discussion about the benefits and disadvantages of anthropomorphizing animals in animal 

research, welfare, and protection is ongoing. On the one hand, it can be more effective for 

encouraging vegetarianism and antivivisection campaigns; on the other, it miseducates. Similarly, 

research in animal behavior both suffers and benefits from concepts such as “happy” (Stamp Dawkins 

2012, 19–43; cf. Horowitz 2010, 68–73). 
26

 This could be a result of “cognitive default,” which enables and encourages cross-species 

communication (Caporael and Hayes 1997, 59–73). 
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this context the carnivalesque is therefore a (probably unintentional) tool of aetonormativity. 

Maria Nikolajeva explores this using J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (2010, 13-25). She 

explains how the protagonist, Harry, is a child who challenges adult authority but does so 

while under the control of the adults, particularly his adult carers, the headmaster 

Dumbledore and other teachers at his school. Eventually, the child becomes the hero and is 

placed in a privileged position. This changes again when the child hero is returned to his 

lower hierarchical position. This can be clearly seen with Harry needing the support and 

advice of Dumbledore in order to overcome Voldemort. These two adults have manipulated 

Harry his entire life for their own benefit. Finally, the child himself becomes the adult as 

Harry has authority over his own children, thereby completing the aetonormative, 

carnivalesque cycle.  

This pattern can be applied to animals in the flood retellings. In some retellings, 

animals are given a chance to take center stage. They invariably begin the stories by being 

collected together and herded onto the ark. In retellings where animals drown this gives them 

an immediately privileged status, but one clearly controlled by humanity. The animals, 

especially the talking, anthropomorphized animals, are then given the opportunity to become 

involved in the life of the humans on the ark. They share the same space as humans, may 

share stories, may have important roles in maintaining the ark, and they will almost certainly 

dominate the images. Their presence challenges the hierarchical distinctions between human 

and nonhuman life as all of the beings on the ark work through the situation together. When 

the flood is over and the occupants of the ark go their separate ways, the structures return 

with animals returning to their domestic or wild spheres and as such to their roles as defined 

by their benefit and relationship to humanity. The temporary subversion of hierarchies offers 

the opportunity to see that animals are placed lower on the hierarchy than humans. It is a 
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demonstration of the didacticism of species normativity, where humans are the pinnacle of 

the pyramid and animals are progressively further down the chain.  

 

Impossible Creatures 

So far the animals discussed have been either realistic or fictionalized animals. About 10% of 

the corpus (24 retellings, 9 with images and words, 9 with images, 6 with words only) include 

the addition of fictional animals, not including giants and talking animals although there is 

some overlap. The most explicit example in the corpus is The Other Ark, written and 

illustrated by Lynley Dodd (2005, DBID 213). In it Noah asks his friend Sam Jam Balu to 

take the other animals onto the very tatty “Ark 2” because the technologically advanced “Ark 

1” is full. The animals include elephant snails (giant snails with elephant ears) “alligatigers” 

(half alligator/tiger), as well as “dithering dingbats” and “pom-pom palavers with curlicue 

tails.” This picturebook is an inversion of the concept book in which the flood story is used as 

a backdrop for the alphabet, counting, and so on. Here, the general principle is the same, but 

it is more advanced with a complicated created vocabulary hanging from a recognizable 

narrative framework. It is fun, delightful, and decontextualized. As with the talking-animals 

retellings, very few of the examples with fictional animals are decontextualized and only 6 

have no explicit religious indicator (p. 134, footnote 23). This means that 75% of the 

retellings with impossible creatures acknowledge God or are overtly Christian. 

During the nineteenth century, images included mythical beings, most obviously 

unicorns but also griffins, entering the ark in a fairy-tale type of setting (Anon [c. 1866], 21, 

DBID 135; Anon [c. 1865], DBID 142, Fig. 29). Since then, mythical beasts (including 

unicorns, satyrs, and serpents) have missed the ark. When there are many sorts of mythical 

beasts they (explicitly or implicitly) drown and are never seen again (Smith 1905, 14v–15r, 
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DBID 258). One very violent depiction of the destruction is by Michael Foreman of “The 

Flood,” written by Mike Dickinson (1980, 25, DBID 293, Fig. 39). 

 

 

 

It shows a naked woman holding a baby, a giant serpent, and a unicorn clamoring to 

get onto the one remaining rock. It is the only horrific illustration of mythical beasts in the 

corpus. The illustrator is clearly imitating Gustave Doré’s The Deluge, which is itself similar 

to how other nineteenth-century destruction images represent women and babies (p. 202). 

Doré’s image is horrific and includes only humans and a tigress. Foreman’s image, however, 

adds mythical beings, thereby fictionalizing the flood story through horror. Other examples 

tend to be more surreal, showing a peaceful rain shower and unicorns walking around the 

same space as men with umbrellas (Janisch 1997, DBID 125). Such representations not only 

Figure 39. Michael Foreman. 1980. Fictional animals 

compete with humans and lions for the last rock. 

(Mike Dickinson. City of Gold And Other Stories From 

The Old Testament. DBID 293.) 
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provide a way of explaining why there are no more mythical beasts, but they also subvert the 

flood narrative. They enable discussion of its mythic and supernatural elements while 

diffusing the destruction, something I return to in Chapter Nine (pp. 308-310). 

Whereas mythical beings drown and dinosaurs do not fit through the door of the ark, 

unicorns do not only drown, they also transform. In these retellings the unicorns are meant to 

be on the ark but miss it for some reason. They are the focus of the narrative and they are 

transformed during the flood. In one example the unicorns help other animals, miss the ark, 

and become the waves washing up on the beaches (McCaughrean 1997, DBID 216). A 

variation of this trope appears when the unicorns are thought to have missed the ark but 

actually were hiding on the roof the whole time (Blyton 1979, DBID 302). In this they no 

longer have any contact with humanity and keep hiding after the flood has ended. These 

retellings share the common theme of disconnection between the animal and human realms. 

They are representative of the new fear and dread that animals have been encumbered with. 

Michael Morpurgo’s I Believe in Unicorns, with illustrations by Gary Blythe (2005, 

DBID 296), will now be analyzed as a way to draw a conclusion to this Chapter and this part 

of the study by consolidating several themes presented so far. In the book, the flood story is 

an embedded narrative.
27

 The embedding narrative is not dependent upon the flood story for 

its own existence. The book is not being advertised and sold on the basis of the flood story or 

any presumed sacred aura. Indeed, the main selling point is almost certainly the author.
28

 The 

                                                           
27

 The narrative, like other embedding narratives, represents aetonormativity. Tomas wants to stay 

with his father and enjoy the countryside. He conforms to adult norms when he goes to the library for 

story time. There he finds the power to tell stories to other children, thus taking control of his own 

speech and reading difficulties. But his control is part of the adult normativity as his final role is as 

educator: he himself becomes the person who will take the choice away from children and make them 

conform. 
28

 The only indication that the flood story is retold in the book is the shadowy figure of an ark on the 

back cover. It is only recognizable as such to experienced readers and only those who notice it. The 

front cover is dominated by two unicorns standing on a rock. Although surrounded by water, the 

water is abstract and not obvious. Michael Morpurgo is one of England’s most famous and successful 

children’s authors of the last 20 years. He was the third Children’s Laureate and his book War Horse 

was made into a film of the same name by Steven Spielberg (2011). 
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embedded flood narrative is clearly a retelling according to my own definition, but it would 

not be classified as a children’s Bible by most people. 

The extradiegetic homodiegetic narrator of the embedding narrative is Tomas Porec. 

He explains how the town librarian (as an intradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator, like the mare 

seen earlier [p. 247]) told the flood story to a group of children.
29

 This embedded narrative is 

called “The unicorn story” by the children in the library (29). The story is told over 13 pages, 

4 of which include no words but full page illustrations. In many ways, the story is typical for 

the retellings; it shares many patterns but also has unusual embellishments, including the 

claim that the animals were saved because “after all, they had never done any harm had 

they?” (31). Common tropes include God punishing the people because they were “cruel and 

selfish and greedy” (30; pp. 191-1957). Meanwhile Noah is wise, kind, and old. He builds the 

ark for his undefined “family” “exactly as God had told him” (31; pp. 144-146). Noah’s wife, 

sons, and daughters-in-law are not relevant as individuals and are only nonfunctioning actors 

as a collective. We also have the neighbors who thought Noah was “barking mad,” followed 

by the almost obligatory list of animals entering the ark. 

The central premise of the retelling is that the unicorns can not be found. This makes 

Noah’s (nonbiblical) grandchildren inconsolable. Unusually, the grandchildren are 

functioning actors, although, as with other examples where this is the case, their parents are 

not relevant to the narrative (Coplestone 2005, DBID 188; Harker 2002, DBID 214). Noah 

distracts the children by building a wooden unicorn and reading stories from it. While 

distracted, everyone misses the neighing and whinnying of the unicorns on a mountain peak. 

As the waters cover the earth the unicorns swim and swim, never finding land. Eventually 
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 The roles of the female librarian and Tomas’s mother are typical of the retellings in the corpus in 

which women are more empowered. Both women are instrumental in helping the main male 

characters in the story, but they do so in traditional gendered roles. 
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they become narwhals (a species of whale with a single horn). But sometimes on moonlit 

nights they swim up to beaches and become unicorns again to see and hear children. 

The presence of the unicorns in the flood narrative, and the narrative’s relabeling as 

“The Unicorn Story” suggests that it is to be appreciated as just that, a fictional story. This is 

further emphasized because in the embedded narrative Noah makes a wooden unicorn for his 

grandchildren. In the embedding narrative the librarian tells the flood story while sitting on a 

wooden unicorn. Again, the fictional nature of the flood story is highlighted when in one 

sentence the narrative returns to the extradiegetic narrator, Tomas, stating, “The lady on the 

unicorn was speaking so softly that I had to lean forward to hear her” (31). This creates an 

atmosphere, builds tension, and engages the reader with the life of the intradiegetic narrator. 

It also reminds the reader of the primary narrative in I Believe in Unicorns. 

The combination of unicorns, stories, and narrative structure are central to interpreting 

the flood narrative in this retelling. There are, in effect, at least 3 levels of narration: (1) 

Tomas tells the primary narrative; (2) the librarian tells the secondary narrative about the 

flood; (3) Noah tells unknown narratives to his grandchildren. Stories and unicorns connect 

the 3, but so does overcoming adversity. Critically, at all levels, people and unicorns 

overcome challenges through companionship, storytelling, and by not giving up. The 

unicorns keep swimming while Noah and his grandchildren join together to overcome 

emotional turmoil (the loss of the unicorns). In Tomas’s primary narrative, war comes to the 

village. When the library is burned down, the villagers (led by Tomas’s father and the 

librarian) save the books, while the whole town stores them until the library can be rebuilt. 

The combination of the fictional unicorns and the degree of narrative embedding weakens the 

realism of the flood narrative but not necessarily that of the embedding narrative. Embedded 

narratives simultaneously assert and undermine the illusion of reality (Nelles 1997, 140–149). 

While they foreground “reality” by supporting each other, particularly the embedded 
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narrative supporting the reality of the embedding narrative, the fact that they point to their 

own construction weakens the reality. It automatically creates an element of unreality. 

This unreality can be seen in a carnivalesque inversion (pp. 249-251) of the 

aetonormativity applied to children in embedding narratives, and to the (anthropomorphized) 

animals on the ark. The unicorns appear to have power by being given the central role, but 

ultimately they are denied real power because they do not have their own agency. The 

narrative is focalized not through them but through the humans searching for them. At the 

end of the narrative the unicorns do not reclaim their original power position because they 

have been fully transformed and are only able to come to land on moonlit nights. The 

unicorns within the flood story, and the flood story within the embedding narrative, are used 

to engender an enthusiasm for the power of stories and storytelling. They serve a didactic 

purpose within all levels of the narrative, and for the reader. 

Animals are increasingly significant in the retellings, irrespective of whether they are 

fictional unicorns, fictionalized elephants, or realistic-looking wolves. They dominate the 

images and are probably responsible for the popularity of the story in children’s books. Yet, 

the power that they may be given, and the significance they may have in being included, is 

always overturned. The manner of presenting the animals has become another way to teach 

adult normative behaviors, wherein the human animal is privileged at the expense of 

nonhuman animals (Nikolajeva 2010, 155–168). 

In this, the second part of my study, I have explored how the actors are presented in 

the retellings, uncovering patterns and significant variations. In the next part of the study I 

look at something that is difficult to quantify but that is having an ever-increasing role in 

flood retellings for children: fantasy. But first an intermission or, if you prefer, a short 

metaphorical journey in which retellings of the angels and giants as biblical fictions are 

explored.  


