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Intermission: Biblical Fictions, Angels and Giants 

 

Many retellings of the Genesis flood narrative for children include overtly fictional elements, 

particularly talking animals and unicorns. They also include more ambiguous fictionality 

including anachronistic dinosaurs. There is precedent with the Genesis narrative for such 

ambiguous, as well as overt, fictionality by means of the sons of (the) God/s (6:2) and the 

Nephilim (6:4).  

The sons of (the) God/s are now generally interpreted as undefined semidivine beings, 

but they used to be understood as angels (and also Seth/Cain descendants, pp. 56; 188-189). 

The Nephilim, widely translated as “giants,” are usually interpreted as being the offspring of 

the relationship between the semidivine beings and human females (pp. 59-60). When 

translations want to keep the ambiguity or do not wish to privilege the “giant” definition they 

use the transliteration “Nephilim.” In the retellings, the Nephilim are referred to as such only 

once in the corpus: “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterwards” 

(Anon 1997, 8, DBID 57). The rest of the time, they are giants. 

Although there are only 17 verbal representations of the giants (18 if we include the 

Nephilim), they are diverse. The retellings may represent the whole biblical text in translation 

or an amended variation with or without the daughters of humanity and the son/s of (the) 

God/s in various incarnations (Smith 1911, 7, DBID 101). Giants are sometimes explicitly 

described as drowning (Gould 1895, 8, DBID 64). Occasionally a retelling may attempt to 

explain that these giants were actually men who “were so tall they were called giants” (Anon 

[c. 1851], 20, DBID 93) or “of great strength and of violent disposition” (Anon [c. 1884], 10, 

DBID 87).
1
 

                                                           
1
 This latter retelling also mentions David and more surprisingly Og of Bashan (Deut 3:11). This is 

indicative of greater biblical literacy at the time of publication [c. 1884] as well as hinting at the 

fascination with mythic figures in Victorian England. 
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Visually, there are 3 images of the giants, one of which is reprinted twice (Anon [c. 

1866], 23, DBID 135, Fig. 5 [p. 113]). They all depict the giants in the floodwaters. The 3 

images can be interpreted differently, but there are 3 more likely options. The first is that the 

giants are understood to be giants. The second option is that the giants are interpreted as 

humans who seem large because of poor perspective in the illustrations. The third option is 

that the giants are ignored or not even noticed by the reader/viewer. This third option is 

possible in many situations and is therefore not normally mentioned as a reading option. In 

this instance it is noted because the giants could be easily missed: if a reader does not expect 

to see giants, she may be less likely to see them. This is especially the case when an 

interpretation, as with giants, leads to an unexpected sense of the uncanny, which may be 

easier to ignore than explain or acknowledge. The visual and verbal depictions of giants do 

not have an obvious purpose within the contexts. The primary reason for most occurrences 

seems to be attempts at addressing and minimizing the impact of Gen 6:1–4 in the narrative, 

either for the author, adult (accompanying) reader, or child reader. 

In contrast with the giants, the angels as an interpretation of the sons of (the) God/s 

are rarely seen or referred to in the corpus. The clearest example is from Tales From The 

Bible Told To My Daughter Giving A Rational And Ethical View Of The Old Testament by F. 

J. Gould (1895, DBID 64): “Now, after Adam and Eve and Seth had passed away, strange 

events occurred in the world. The sons of God—that is, the angels—married the maidens of 

earth, and their children were giants” (8).
2 

It is telling that this is the clearest example, given 

that the emphasis of the retelling is on developing agnosticism (in the paratextual material the 

author is said to have written a book called Stepping Stones to Agnosticism). The lack of 

                                                           
2
 Another example is in a book, but not in the retelling of the flood itself. Instead, it is in the preceding 

Chapter: “Chapter VI. The Children of Lamech” (9–10, DBID 61). It states “But Lamech’s daughter 

Naamah was very beautiful, & became the wife of one of the fallen angels; for many of the fallen 

angels married daughters of men when they saw them to be fair, and had children, who were the 

giants and the mighty men of old” (10). 
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angelic interpretations of Gen 6:2 is despite the fact that throughout the 170 years, especially 

in the latter quarter of the nineteenth century, angels were common in retellings and often 

illustrated (the angel and Balaam’s Ass [Num 22:21–38] Anon [c. 1840], 24, DBID 16).
3
 

Angelic interpretations of the sons of (the) God/s are rarely made in the retellings, but 

there are still angels. They are pictured in fewer than 10 retellings, one of which at least is 

either an angel acting as a messenger for God and telling Noah to build the ark, or is God 

(Anon [c. 1864], 8, DBID 142). Angels are presented as stereotypical human beings with two 

white wings (cf. Anon 1988, DBID 268, Fig. 10 [p. 123]; Williams 2005, DBID 273, Fig. 23 

[p. 193], Fig. 46 [p. 301]). While it might be possible to claim that these angels are 

representations of the sons of (the) God/s, this would be gap filling by the reader. The angels 

are never explicitly, or even implicitly, connected to the sons of (the) God/s (6:2). 

“Angels are liminal figures at the threshold between the visible and the invisible 

worlds” (Jones 2010, 138). Angelic presence in retellings resists such tendencies as the 

diminishing of God and the caricatured people. At the same time, however, angels in society 

have been recast in secular ways, as is witnessed in the retellings with angels being 

exclusively friendly-looking anthropomorphic beings (cf. Hobson 2011, 1). For this reason 

some have gone so far as to suggest angels should deliberately be excluded from Bible 

retellings for children even when angels play a role in the biblical narrative (Nelis et al. 1972, 

51–53). This reservation is logical to a degree: angels can be used to fictionalize a text and/or 

to add mythic spirituality. I do not, however, think that this automatically creates a negative 

scenario. In fact, as the next two Chapters demonstrate the fictional, especially through the 

fantastic mode, can be a positive force in retelling and interpreting the Genesis flood 

narrative. 

 

                                                           
3
 According to many children’s Bibles, God made angels before he made man (Mackail 1892, 2, 

DBID 61; Valentine [c. 1886], 11–13, DBID 89; Anon [c. 1851], 3–5, DBID 93). 


