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Part Three, Chapter Eight: Retellings in the Water Margins of Fantasy Literature 

There were also giants on the earth in those days, and many mighty men. 

Theodora Wilson-Wilson, Stories from the Bible, circa 1916 

 

Retellings of the Genesis flood narrative published in England for children between 1837 and 

2006 are complex and diverse. Yet there are numerous patterns and commonalities, enough to 

be able to observe significant changes. One of these is the increasing fictionalization of the 

narrative. Of the 263 retellings 56 (21%) include talking animals, fictional beings, or giants 

(9 before 1900, 10 between 1901 and 1960, 37 since 1970). Additionally, and perhaps more 

significantly, the visual style has moved from realistic to caricature. In this Chapter, I explore 

these and other elements of the retellings in depth. In the first half I introduce what I mean by 

“fantasy literature” through the lens of fantasy studies.
1
 In the second half of the Chapter, I 

present different ways retellings can be interpreted as fantasy, specifically but not exclusively 

in heavily illustrated books and picturebooks. 

 

Understanding Fantasy Literature 

Fantasy studies did not begin as a conscious exercise until the structuralist Tzvetan Todorov 

wrote The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to Literary Genre (1975, first published in 

French in 1970 and English in 1973).
2
 In the following pages I highlight the elements of 

                                                           
1
 As explained elsewhere (pp. 28-29), this study is not concerned with how children read. It is useful 

to note, however, that children do recognize the difference between fantasy and reality so that they are 

not understood “as two opposing forces, but rather as inextricably intertwined in a symbiotic, 

sometimes parasitical relationship with one another” (Toomey 2009, 9). At the same time children 

learn to make sense of the world, including violence, by differentiating between fantasy and reality 

(Jones 2002, 117). 
2
 Seminal works were written earlier than this. For an overview (including ancient texts), see David 

Sandner’s Fantastic Literature: A Criticial Reader (2004; cf. Swinfen 1984, 1–11; Young 1999, 66–

69). Fantasy, as a recognizable, self-conscious genre, primarily emerged in the nineteenth century 

within a creative and social framework including fairy tales, the gothic, educationalists, Christian 

thinkers and artistic networks such as the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. It is related to spiritual, 
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fantasy studies most relevant to the study of biblical narratives. I begin by “unravelling the 

knots in fantasy criticism” and explaining the difference between “the fantastic” and 

“fantasy.” Like most current fantasy scholars I privilege the study of fantasy over the 

fantastic, whereas most biblical scholars have utilized the fantastic (pp. 289-290). After this 

discussion I present the complex relationships between “author/reader” and 

“reality/impossibility.” Finally in this section I discuss the significance of moving “beyond 

the impossible” and being able to suspend disbelief, escape, and/or subvert reality through 

fantasy literature. 

 

Unravelling the Knots in Fantasy Criticism 

The “fantastic” and “fantasy” are related but different. The simplest and clearest distinction 

has been offered by John Clute and John Grant in The Encyclopedia of Fantasy (EF, 1999): 

“fantasy is a way to tell stories about the fantastic” (EF, 338).
3
 Alternatively, fantasy is a type 

of fantastic literature (or other form of art), just as science fiction and horror are. Although 

“fantasy is a type of fantastic literature” is probably the distinction to remember, it is 

necessary to realize that this is only the simplest. Eric S. Rabkin offers a tripartite separation: 

“Fantasy,” “fantastic,” and “fantasy.” The uncapitalized “fantasy” refers to “the 

psychologist’s ideas about wish fulfillment and so on” (1976, 29). The capitalized “Fantasy” 

is the genre. The “fantastic” is the “supergenre” or mode (although the two could be argued 

as being different 1976, 147–150).
4
 I use the more common noncapitalized “fantasy” to refer 

to a genre within the fantastic. The fantastic is a mode spanning many genres and is not 

necessarily fantasy, although fantasy must be fantastic. A biblical example might be the fable 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
scientific, artistic and industrial changes. It is linked with the growth of children’s literature (cf. 

Summerfield 1984; Mendlesohn and James 2009, 7–23). 
3
 This encyclopedia consists of more than one million words and has codified many terms in critical 

studies of fantasy literature. As such it will be referenced frequently as EF. 
4
 Cf. Jackson (1981, 35); Attebery (1992,1–17); Young (1999, 66). 
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in Judges 9:8–15, in which the trees, vine, and thorn bush discuss anointing a king. This is a 

fantastic story, but it is not fantasy because it is told within a speech given by Jotham in 

denouncement of Abimelech (Judg 9:7–20). If exactly the same speech, even a speech 

without talking plants, had been given while Jotham was riding a dragon while wearing an 

invisibility cloak, it would have been fantasy. Context is key in distinguishing between 

fantasy and the fantastic. 

If this is the relationship between fantasy and the fantastic, what about related genres? 

How can we decide what is what? There is no easy answer, as genres in the fantastic mode 

overlap with each other. There are some key pointers. Rather than explaining the difference 

between fantasy and all of the other possible genres, two will suffice: science fiction and fairy 

tales. Science fiction is the genre most frequently associated with fantasy, while the fairy tale 

has the most connections with fantasy from a historical perspective. As we will see, fantasy is 

about the impossible, whereas science fiction tends to be about what might be possible. 

Crudely, aliens visiting from another planet might be possible and hence science fiction, but 

giants living on the earth (i.e., Gen 6:4; Num 13:33) is impossible and thus fantasy. Likewise, 

a chemical weapon that genetically devolves the human form may be possible and is science 

fiction, but a man living in the belly of a giant fish for 3 days and getting spewed out is 

fantasy (Jonah 1:17–2:10). Of course, these elements alone would not be enough to determine 

the genre of the narrative. The context, content, and structure of the narrative also need to be 

considered. Narratives may also overlap multiple genres and modes. 

What about fairy tales? Fairy tales have a unique place in fantasy studies as taproot 

texts (source texts) and as a primary precursor of modern fantasy.
5
 Like science fiction, fairy 

tales are often lumped in with fantasy literature as “one and the same,” although they are a 

                                                           
5
 Taproot texts predate the self-conscious development of fantasy and include major fantastic 

elements (EF, 921–922). They hold high significance for fantasy literature as a source text. In this 

light “Flood” has an entry in EF and is described as a myth. It is considered second only to the “Adam 

and Eve” story as an inspiration for modern fantasy from the “Old Testament” (EF, 356). 
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distinct genre. Maria Nikolajeva presents a detailed differentiation in her article “Fairy Tale 

and Fantasy” (2003b; cf. Rabkin 1976, 33–41). Fairy tales are stories set in the “Perilous 

Realm,” a physically and/or temporally distant place such as those signalled by “once upon a 

time” (Tolkien [1947] 1964, 16). This kind of signal undermines the believability of the 

narrative whereas fantasy instils a sense of internal consistency, enabling Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge’s oft-cited “willing suspension of disbelief” (1817, 2). Perhaps the most useful 

criteria is the transformation of characters. This transformation will usually be based upon the 

status of characters but not on their personal development (Nikolajeva 2003b, 148; cf. EF, 

330–331). For example, a previously infertile woman, such as Sarah, giving birth in unlikely 

circumstances (Gen 21:1–8) would be a fairy tale, not a fantasy story. Conversely, Saul’s 

gradual collapse in 1 Samuel could be described as fantasy when it reaches its peak: when 

Saul consults the dead Samuel (1 Sam 28:3–25). Ultimately, a fairy tale must have an 

unequivocally “happy ending” for the main protagonist/s, unlike fantasy literature. As with 

science fiction, the boundaries are vague, allowing considerable overlap. 

The overlap between genres and the fact that we are able to compare fantasy, science 

fiction, and fairy tales without actually defining them is indicative of their pervasiveness in 

Western society today. Indeed, defining fantasy literature is such a complex task that in 

current fantasy criticism the issue is skirted over without too many problems. The opening 

paragraph of Farah Mendlesohn’s Rhetorics of Fantasy (2008) sums up why: 

a consensus has emerged, accepting as a viable “fuzzy set,” a range of critical 

definitions of fantasy. It is now rare to find scholars who choose among 

Kathryn Hume, W. R. Irwin, Rosemary Jackson or Tzvetan Todorov: it is 

much more likely they will pick and choose among these and other “definers” 

of the field according to the area of fantasy fiction, or the ideological filter, in 

which they are interested. (2008, xiii; cf. Mendlesohn and James 2009, 1–5) 
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The following pages present some of the key ideas discussed by scholars of the fantastic. This 

is with a view not to specifically define fantasy literature but to raise awareness of its general 

nature and what it does. The key ideas discussed have been “picked and chosen” as those 

most relevant for the “ideological filter” of fantasy and the Bible. 

 

Author/Reader; Reality/Impossibility 

For most critics of fantasy literature, “The essential content is the impossible” (Attebery 

1992, 14). How the impossible is defined varies. Brian Attebery describes it as what the 

author considers a violation of natural law (1980, 17; 1992, 14). Colin Manlove describes the 

impossible as “of another order of reality from that in which we exist,” of being outside our 

plane of reality and external to our notions of possibility (1975, 2–3; 1983, xi). The 

“impossible” of fantasy borrows from and builds upon what we already know to be real. This 

creates a fusion of the mundane and the marvellous (Manlove 1983, ix). A good example of 

this is particularly significant for some retellings from the previous Chapter (pp. 251-256): 

“When you put a unicorn in a garden, the unicorn gains solidity and the garden takes on 

enchantment” (1980, 3; cf. Tolkien [1947] 1964, 43–50; Swinfen 1984, 6). Kathryn Hume 

puts it another way. She expands fantasy from the entirely impossible to being “any 

departure from consensus reality” (Hume’s emphasis 1984, 21). This results in something 

critical for this study, the notion that stories can be considered fantasy even when the 

fantastic element is considered real by the original authors and readers. This would include 

elements such as miracles and some monsters because “they are things to be marvelled at, 

precisely because they are not everyday occurrences” (21). This leads to an inclusive 

definition of fantasy where “consensus reality” rather than “everyone’s reality” is the key. 

Clearly, this is relevant to biblical narratives such as the flood story, where a minority of 

readers believe it to be a factually accurate account of an historical event. 
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The difficulty with “consensus reality,” the “impossible,” and indeed any definition 

that relies on understanding “reality” is: Who defines reality and how? Kathryn Hume claims 

that the author, the work, and the audience are all involved in the process of understanding 

reality (Hume 1984, i.e., 23). The world of the author is in “World-1,” the audience exists in 

“World-2,” and the work is interpreted through the expectations, needs, assumptions, and 

understanding of reality by both the author and audience. In essence, the producers, 

consumers, and object are all relevant in understanding fantasy (Hume 1984, 22–23). I would 

replace author with narrator in this matrix, because understanding the intentions and location 

of the author is never going to be entirely possible, whereas the narrator exists within the text 

itself. Further, the relationship between reading and the reader is critical. This is not only for 

fantasy but also for the Bible as fantasy: an atheist will read differently from a conservative 

evangelical Christian or an ultraorthodox Jew. Within communities individuals will have 

their own “reality” and understanding of life. Additionally, texts tend to have a life of their 

own, and when they leave the hands of their producers, they are used in ways not previously 

imagined. How then can we define reality? Perhaps reality is subjective. Earlier in the study I 

described my reading position as the “Poetic Interpreter” (pp. 30-31). This reading approach 

combines the construct of the reader as an interaction between 3 types of persona: textual 

(implied reader), individual, and communal. Although I applied the concept to read children’s 

books as an adult critic, the term was specifically created by George W. Young: a biblical 

scholar working with fantasy and the Bible (1999, 44–45). The term is useful for many 

reading positions in which the context of the reader is not necessarily the same as that of the 

author or any supposed intended/original reader. 

It is this reader, the poetic interpreter, who defines reality. When discussing fantasy, 

the reader automatically makes a comment on reality; her own reality can be interpreted 

through her comments. The implication of this is that there is no standard reality and as such 
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there can be no standard understanding of fantasy. A talking serpent is clearly fantastic, and 

yet some people literally believe in the biblical talking serpent (Gen 3:1–5). The complexities 

involved with defining reality are the single greatest difficulty with defining fantasy. It is one 

reason why the issue is, to a greater or lesser degree, “laid to rest” within fantasy studies 

itself. I therefore reassert my position as the “poetic interpreter,” just as individual readers 

must interpret texts according to their own position. 

If each reader must be her own poetic interpreter, how can fantasy literature exist? 

This is one of the challenges of postmodernism. The multiple number of interpretations and 

possibilities of meaning result in there being no final, definite denotation. All we are left with 

is the acceptance that there can be a “broad agreement,” in elements, in signs, in pericopes, in 

motifs. By reading through this lens of “broad agreement” we can come to some consensus 

on those individual elements, signs, pericopes, and motifs. Ultimately, however, we are left 

with a “fuzzy set.” 

The “fuzzy set” of fantasy was first proposed by Brian Attebery in Strategies of 

Fantasy (1992), and it is how I understand fantasy (cf. EF, viii; Mendlesohn and James 2009, 

4). Attebery argues that the boundaries of fantasy change and are impossible to define. Thus 

fantasy is best understood through representative examples.
6
 He claims that J. R. R. Tolkien’s 

The Lord of the Rings ([1954–1955], 2001) is at the center. It is the focal point of the genre, 

together with the likes of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland ([1865] 1988) 

and Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea series ([1968–1990] 1993; Attebery 1999, 12–17). Beyond 

this the boundaries become unclear and a new term is needed to represent the fluidity of 

fantasy boundaries: water margins. The texts in these water margins “marginally escape easy 

definition as fantasy” (EF, 997). Included within those texts are taproot texts (source texts, p. 

                                                           
6
 Some critics have given more defined boundaries, the most famous is Tzvetan Todorov’s range from 

the “uncanny” to the “fantastic-uncanny,” “fantastic-marvelous” and then “marvelous” (1975, 44) and 

the insistance upon “hesitation” for characters and readers (pp. 268-269).  
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263, footnote 5) such as biblical narratives, myths, and magical realism. Here, though, a 

question mark hangs over the interpretation of these taproot texts and water margins as 

fantasy literature, a question mark I return to in the next Chapter (pp. 287-294). For now, it is 

enough to note that once the impossible has been recognized by the reader/poetic interpreter, 

other key elements need to be discussed. 

 

Beyond the Impossible 

Recognizing the impossible is not enough to call something fantasy literature. Even aside 

from related genres like science fiction, many genres include the impossible but would not be 

labelled “fantasy literature” (clichéd romance novels come to mind). For Colin Manlove, 

fantasy must be the “true subject of the book” (1975, 5). There must be no possibility that the 

fantasy elements could be argued away, such as in a dream or through significant allegory 

(cf. Tolkien [1947] 1964, 19). Manlove does not suggest who should decide this and how. He 

further complicates this by arguing that some reducability is permitted. His example is 

Middle Earth from The Lord of the Rings. It can be understood as a projection of our world. 

However, because it was created for its own sake, it is not completely reducible (Manlove 

1975, 5–7). This is clearly subjective and demonstrates the complexities of trying to lay 

boundaries at the door of an ever-shifting genre. 

Arguably the most famous and influential attempt at defining fantasy is, in actuality, a 

definition of the “fantastic”: Todorov’s “hesitation.” “Hesitation” is “common to reader and 

character, who must decide whether or not what they perceive derives from ‘reality’ as it 

exists in the common opinion” (Todorov 1975, 41). At the end of the story the character need 

not make a decision, but the reader must. This hesitation has been popular among biblical 

scholars as it is easy to apply to fantastic sacred texts, for example, by hesitating on the 

meaning of words, phrases, and passages. George Aichele, for example, describes Jesus’s 
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parables, as presented in Mark, as standing “at points of fantastic hesitation between 

incompatible possibilities” (2006, 107), these possibilities being allegories of the supernatural 

or natural worlds. “Hesitation” in this context does not escape the problems associated with 

reality and the “common opinion.”
7
 How individual readers understand and interpret the 

supernatural and natural worlds may not be incompatible; nor may the worlds be understood 

as allegories, but as fact. 

Another element of fantasy theory relevant for the Bible as fantasy is truth: “the 

fantasy tale may be read as an allegory, with the literal story seen as a hieroglyph recording a 

previously established truth” (Apter 1982, 1). T. E. Apter’s argument is that if a fantasy is 

only read as allegory, fantasy becomes inessential. Instead, fantasy should be seen as an 

investigation of reality to highlight the “truth.”
8
 The idea that the fantastic tells a truth is 

common in fables, myths, and legends. It is therefore logical to apply this to fantasy. Indeed 

fantasy theorists often refer to the spiritual growth, development or journey of the heroes and 

protagonists (Manlove 1983, x). The idea that fantasy is built upon and around a “moral 

consciousness” (Apter 1982, 19) is common, particuarly in relation to the behavior and 

actions of the protagonists. “Characters are not merely individuals but the upholders of moral 

and intellectual standards. In most fantasies there is a strong polarization of good and evil” 

(Attebery 1980, 13).
9
 This good and evil polarization is noted by Rabkin, who claims that 

fantasy recognizes and plays on the accepted truth of the human heart. This truth is that we 

conceive of ourselves with two natures: a base, evil, nighttime nature and a fine, good, 

daytime nature (Rabkin 1976, 27). That fantasy can offer a moral compass, a standard for 

                                                           
7 
For critiques of Todorov and fantasy, see Rabkin 1976, 118; Attebery 1992, 20; Young 1999, 58–60; 

EF, 950. 
8
 Again this relies on the reader choosing to read the narrative as a truth rather than “merely” an 

allegory. 
9
 Since the late twentieth century, increasing numbers of books have been published in which the 

characters are presented in greater ambiguity, without the clear sense of “good” and “evil.” George R. 

R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series could be considered the primary example of this (1996–

current). 
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living, a truth, makes it easier to appreciate a sacred text as, at the very least, fantastic, if not 

fantasy literature. There are two “flip sides” to this truth, both of which are relevant to this 

study but in different ways: escapism and subversion. 

In the essay “On Fairy-Stories,” J. R. R. Tolkien questions the (still common) scorn 

for “escapist literature.” He does so by questioning why the ugly, the noisy, the damaging 

should not be replaced with the escape of a castle coming out of a giant’s bag ([1947] 1964, 

56–57). He supports this escapism, calling it consolation. It is consolation from poverty, pain, 

injustice, and the separation between us and the animals so frequently overcome in fantasy 

narratives. More than this, he talks of consolation as the escape from death prevalent in fairy 

tales (and I add fantasy). This is often presented via “the Consolation of the Happy Ending,” 

the Eucatastrophe ([1947] 1964, 60). This Eucatastrophe is joy, but it is joy that does not 

deny the existence of misery, rather denying “universal final defeat” ([1947] 1964, 60; cf. 

Attebery 1992, 15–17).
10

 Fantasy as escape is actually a consolation, an escape from the 

reality of life and society. It represents nostalgia for a time long gone and that never was, 

something that has been one of the many defining features of fantasy literature (cf. Rabkin 

1976, 43, 218; Manlove 1983, x;). There is a point, however, when this escapism becomes 

subversion. Although fantasy can be wish fulfillment, excitement, entertainment, a release 

from habitual assumptions and expectations, it can also “show how awful, how limiting and 

imprisoning the human world is. Fantasy discovers and aggravates disintegration” (Apter 

1982, 6; cf. Swinfen 1984, 230–234). 

“The delight of fantasy is not in disordering, but in reordering reality” by showing us 

what might be (Attebery 1980, 36; cf. Rabkin 1976, 226–227). The most famous of the 

“subversion” theories is Rosemary Jackson’s. She claims that fantasy resists allegorical and 

metaphorical readings, because there is a breakdown between the signifier and the signified 

                                                           
10

 For Tolkien this is bound up with Christian teleology and a reclamation of Christian wonder. 
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resulting in a resistance to closed endings (1981, 38–42). There is in essence a permanent 

hesitation that challenges the norm and becomes a threat to self and subject. As Jackson 

herself notes, however, much fantasy is conservative and upholds or supports central 

institutions and ideologies. C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia series ([1950–1956] 

2002) is a classic example. The books are a barely disguised allegory of the Christian myth, 

thus supporting the status quo (Jackson 1981, 141–156). Jackson’s answer to this is to deny 

that this kind of literature is fantasy. It is merely “popular fantasy” or “romance literature” 

(1981, 9). Instead, purely fantastic stories are unsettling and challenge society. I disagree with 

her rigid distinction and arbitrary recategorization of fantasy works, but the idea of fantasy as 

(failed) subversion is useful. 

In the remainder of this Chapter, these ideas are applied to retellings of the biblical 

flood story for children so we can recognize and interpret fantasy in the retellings. 

 

Recognizing Fantasy in Children’s Bible Retellings 

When writing about children’s books, academics often ignore the genre of the works they are 

discussing. There is not always a need to discuss genre but when a genre significantly affects 

how the material may be interpreted, overlooking it might be unwise. This is the case with 

children’s Bible retellings. In Ex 14:21 God brings a wind during a series of fantastic events, 

including Moses holding his arm across the Sea of Reeds. Ruth Bottigheimer and Penny 

Schine Gold define Ex 14:21 as “miraculous” and “supernatural” in their respective 

discussions of children’s Bibles (1996, 161–174; 2004, 128–133). The implications of the 

terms “miraculous” and “supernatural,” especially as they fit within the fantastic, are not 

discussed.
11

 When we remember that it is the fantastic narratives, including Moses parting the 

                                                           
11

 Both authors focus on the decisions made by the creators of the retellings rather than on any 

implications for the retellings or biblical narrative. They also claim that the miraculous/supernatural is 
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“Red Sea,” Jonah and the “Whale,” and David and Goliath, that are the primary narratives 

retold for children today, this becomes a more significant omission. Without discussing the 

fantastic nature of retellings, the implications of the fantastic mode as a form of interpretation 

cannot be considered, either for the understanding of the retellings or the biblical narratives 

themselves. 

The retellings in the corpus have moved progressively more into the fantasy genre. 

When demonstrating this, there is a necessary focus on picturebooks as the dominant form of 

fantasy retellings, not least because of the significance of the changes in visual style since 

1970. Using explicit examples, the techniques employed by artists and authors for creating 

genre will be presented in the following pages. This is necessary not only to understand how 

genres are constructed in word and image but also because little work has been done on genre 

in picturebooks to date (Mendlesohn 2009, 228–242).
12

 Even when Maria Nikolajeva (a 

scholar of children’s fantasy literature) and Carole Scott discuss mimesis and modality in the 

core text How Picturebooks Work, they actively choose not to address the subject. They claim 

that in picturebooks the concept of “genre” is unhelpful because the division between reality 

and fantasy is less clear than in exclusively verbal texts (2006, 173–174). This may be true if 

one approaches the material predominantly from the perspective of children’s literature. From 

a different angle, however, we are able to see how picturebooks can be interpreted from the 

perspective of the fantasy genre. 

Fantastic art is characterized by the juxtaposition, distortion, or 

amalgamation of images and or materials that extend experience by 

contradicting our normal expectations formally or iconographically. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
undermined in the retellings, without recognizing that the supernatural is present whenever God is an 

active participant. 
12

 This is unsurprising, given the relative lack of scholarship on science fiction and fantasy art in 

general. As recently as 2002 little academic work on fantasy art had been written (Slusser 2002, 1). In 

the 2011 Program Book for the International Conference for the Fantastic in the Arts (15-19 March, 

Orlando), fewer than 5% of the presentations focused on art or illustration. 
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Devices such as metamorphoses, incongruous hybrids, dislocations in time 

and space, and shifts in scale and materials create fantastic images which 

break the rules of the natural world. (Day and Sturges 1987, 38) 

Like verbal fantasy it is not always easy to recognize fantasy art. Familiarizing oneself with it 

in published anthologies can give an indicator. In The Fantasy Art Gallery, edited by Paul 

Barnett (2002; cf. Hammacher 1981; Frank and Frank 1999), there are numerous images 

similar to those found in some Bible retellings. Sue’s World by Bob Eggleton (painted 2000; 

reprinted in Barnett, 2002, 56–57) is an idyllic paradise.
13

 It is reminiscent of many retellings 

of Eden, with the addition of dinosaurs (which can also be found in retellings of the creation, 

Delvell 1995, 16, DBID 60). Across the Eastern Divide by Ron Miller (painted 2001; 

reprinted in Barnett 2002, 92, originally created for the cover of the magazine “Asimov’s 

Science Fiction,” as seen in Fig. 40) is a realistic-looking water image with two sailing boats, 

each with 3 people. A giant fish, larger than the boats, is leaping out of the water with its 

mouth open. The illustration is probably an unconscious, if not conscious, intertextual 

reference to the myriad cultural texts involving giant sea creatures, including Jonah and 

works inspired by that narrative (i.e., Herman Melville’s 1851 novel Moby Dick). The 

fantastic is enhanced through science fiction and the inclusion of the giant planet, whereas in 

retellings of Jonah the fantasy is highlighted by Jonah being swallowed and vomited out by 

the giant fish. This image is the cover of a magazine and accompanies a story, as much (but 

not all) fantasy art does. Fantasy art is often an act of cocreation with the verbal narrative 

(Clute 2002, 91–94; cf. Vallejo 1995, 20), and that is also the case with the flood retellings. 

                                                           
13

 Fantasy art is not restricted to that which is explicitly intended to be fantasy. Unlike scholars of 

fantasy literature, scholars of fantasy art recognize and acknowledge pre-nineteenth-century “texts” as 

fantasy (pp. 291-292). Fantasy art is accepted as being as old as cave paintings, with major fantasy 

artists throughout history including Matthias Grünewald, Hieronymus Bosch, Henry Fuseli, John 

Martin, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and Salvador Dali (EF, 339–340; Landow 1979, 28-43; Hammacher 

1981). 
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Fantasy and the fantastic can be created in different ways. This can involve 

anthropomorphic animals or objects (Grant and Tiner 1996, 46–49; cf. Johnson 1979, 10; 

Landow 1979, 31). Other than making a story more entertaining, narratives where animals 

talk and reason “are obviously fantasy fiction in that they create a secondary world that is (at 

least in this important aspect) radically different from empirical reality” (Petzold 1987, 15). 

This also applies to the creation of sentience in nonsentient beings. In the corpus this includes 

the ark itself (Williams 2004, DBID 273), toys brought to life (Baker 1996, DBID 77), plants 

(Windham 1988, DBID 268), and the weather (McCarthy 2001, DBID 124). When animals 

and toys are anthropomorphized, ideologies of class, gender, and age are still at play. 

Females, for example, are still domesticated (Blyton 1985; DBID 56; Baker 1996, DBID 77). 

Figure 40. Ron Miller. 2002. Fantasy art reminiscent of Jonah. 

(Cover for Allen M. Steel’s novella “Across the Eastern Divide” in 

Asimov’s Science Fiction.) 
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“To represent characters as animals or toys is a way to create distance, to adjust the plot to 

what the author believes is familiar for child readers” (Nikolajeva 2002, 125). The fictional 

world is not, therefore, radically different from realistic narratives and empirical reality. It is 

a fantasy but a failed subversion of the normative patterns in children’s retellings, despite the 

reformulation. More successful at circumventing or minimizing age, gender, and social status 

is anthropomorphism based upon plants, weather, and other nonsentient objects. The various 

examples of God’s face in the sun demonstrate this (Ray 1990, DBID 212, Fig. 7 [p. 117]). 

Most of the anthropomorphic representations create a cute and friendly atmosphere, 

but sometimes they verge on the unsettling. There is a difference that invokes fear and 

uncanny feelings. These feelings may be created through “conceptual inventiveness”: 

juxtaposing strange objects or events (Grant and Tiner 1996, 98–99). Feelings of fear and the 

uncanny may also be a result of displacement, when viewers are displaced from the mundane 

ordinary world into the extraordinary (Grant and Tiner 1996, 70–71). Such effects and 

sensations are often associated with horrific fantasies (Johnson 1979, 10; Landow 1979, 30–

31). A good example can be found in Noah & the Ark & the Animals (Elborn 1984 5v–6r, 

DBID 35; Fig. 41).
14

 The eye in the tree may be a representation of God, but it is not a 

benevolent eye. Its location in the tree, at the top right-hand corner of the doublespread, the 

lack of a second eye, and the brown background create an uncertain feeling. This is 

exacerbated because the colors become progressively darker and more claustrophobic as the 

gaze moves from the left of the spread (which also includes a human riding a snail) to the 

right. 

                                                           
14

 This figure is scanned from my own copy of a different edition (Clements 1990, 4v–5r). The image 

is the same but the edges may be cropped slightly differently. The later edition is not held at the 

British Library and is not on the database. The verbal narrative is virtually identical to the original 

despite having a different named author. I presume this is the translator but no mention is made in the 

book that it was originally written in German. Visually, the narrative is different only so much as 

edges may be slightly cropped, and the paratextual material is different (an extra title page is included 

in the example from my corpus). 
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Perhaps the most significant fantasy element for retellings of the flood story is the 

idea of impossible structures. For this, buildings and objects such as the ark must include an 

element of reality (much like Attebery’s unicorn in the garden), with recognizable forms and 

ideas, but become impossible with exaggeration and strange designs (Grant and Tiner 1996, 

94–97; cf. Vallejo 1995, 14-16). In the case of the ark, it has changed shape and design 

dramatically. Sometimes, especially in earlier retellings, the ark is a relatively realistic size 

and shape. Since the 1970s it has become almost exclusively impossible. Even if it could 

float, it does not do what the retellings say it should. Animals would not fit, sometimes not 

even through the door, or their weight would not be held by the gangplank. In Figure 41 the 

ark is fairly large and it looks more realistic than other arks, but it is still precariously 

balanced (on mountains?) and of uncertain size. In the context of this retelling, however, with 

the snail the size of an elephant and the eye in the tree, the whole scene is surreal. Few 

retellings so clearly disorientate the viewer’s perspective of the ark. The majority, at least of 

those published since 1970, are even more overtly impossible (cf. Fig. 7 [p. 117], Fig. 12 [p. 

147], Fig. 32 [p. 223]). 

 

 
Figure 41. Unknown illustrator. 1984. Uncanny eye and giant snail.  

(Andrew Elborn. Noah & The Ark & The Animals. DBID 35.) 
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These arks are exaggerated and humorous. Exaggeration and humor are common tools 

in the arsenal of fantasy writers and illustrators. This is also seen in images in which animals 

are painted in absurd colors, such as pink and blue kangaroos (Williams 2004, DBID 273) or 

green giraffes (Anon 1978, DBID 8). Exaggeration and humor work particularly well for 

changing the impact of the destruction. An excellent example is from Captain Noah and His 

Floating Zoo, written by Michael Flanders and illustrated by Harold King (1972, DBID 65; 

cf. the use of unicorns and centaurs in Janisch 1997, DBID 125; a surrealist scene in Auld 

1999, DBID 160). In the destruction image (Fig. 42) a large man can be seen floating in an 

upturned umbrella, while another measures the depth of the water with a ruler. 

 

 

 

The accompanying words (from a libretto, with music by Joseph Horovitz) are equally 

fantastic, exaggerated, and humorous. They begin (on the page facing the image) with two 

rhyming verses about the rain turning into a flood and continues as follows: 

Figure 42. Harold King. 1972. Absurd destruction. 

(Michael Flanders. Captain Noah And His Floating 

Zoo. DBID 65.) 



278 

 

And now it’s round my ankles, 

And now it’s round my knees, 

And some are on the roof-tops 

And some are climbing trees. 

It looks like the sea 

Is rising like a fountain! 

It look like—HELP! 

I’m making for the mountain! 

It looks like—AAAH! 

The world’s a brimming jug! 

The water’s round my shoulders, 

And I’m GLUG! 

GLUG! 

GLUG! 

The idea that people can metamorphose from living to drowning to dead while speaking is 

clearly an absurdity. It is a linguistic deletion of the self (Gilman 2012, 141). It is done in 

such a way so as to diffuse the horror of the destruction (pp. 308-310). The humor may 

encourage the reader to feel “superior and clever” (Hume 1984, 110). This is especially the 

case in humorous and/or fantastic retellings of the flood and its destruction because of the 

moral element. When God is the source of this humor, however, this may make it harder to 

accept him as the destructive force he is: God becomes a grotesque figure.  

Mikhail Bakhtin’s grotesque is about a partial metamorphosis of the body, focused 

around “exaggeration, hyperbolism, excessiveness” (Bakhtin 1984, 303). In some retellings 

God is both a lighthearted “figure of fun” and a horrific cause of the destruction, with a 

verbally realized anger (Atkinson 1995, DBID 47). The grotesque is particularly noticeable in 
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the literal and figurative comic, Marcia Williams’s “Noah’s Ark” (2004, DBID 273). In the 

images God is transformed (Fig. 13 [p. 150], Fig. 23 [p. 193], Fig. 46 [p. 301]). God is 

depicted with an abnormally large body that changes shape. He is visually seen as both 

humorous, flying around on a cloud with birds sitting in his pockets, and horrific as he is 

angry and punishes humanity. An alternative example of God as grotesque is his recurring 

visualization as a disembodied hand. 

 

  

 

In Noah’s Ark by Gertrud Fussenegger (translated by Anthea Bell), with illustrations 

by Annegart Fuchshuber, the narrator says: “So one night God woke Noah, and spoke to 

him” (1983, 10, DBID 200).
15

 The image on the facing page (Fig. 43) depicts Noah asleep in 

bed, lying on his side. God’s right hand is placed at the top of the page in the middle and is 

only slightly larger than Noah’s right hand, which is placed in an almost identical pose. 

Flecks of light go from God’s hand toward Noah’s head. Is this the moment before Noah 

                                                           
15

 This is reminiscent of when God interrupted Samuel’s sleep in the temple (1 Sam 3:1–14; cf. Gen 

28:11–16). 

Figure 43. Annegart Fuchshuber. 1983. God’s disembodied hand. 

(Gertrud Fussenegger. Noah’s Ark. DBID 200.) 
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wakes? Is God speaking to Noah in a dream and thus contradicting the words of the retelling? 

Is the hand disembodied, or should we believe God is attached to it? 

It is a horrific, uncanny image, but one which also provides comfort and relief because 

it is God’s hand telling Noah to save his family and the animals. The impossible 

disembodiment is a transgression of God; God is no longer simply “God,” but he is now a 

seemingly inexplicable object. In itself the grotesque is not fantasy, but it is fantastic and a 

common component of fantasy. The grotesque is a way of transforming the world, 

demonstrating that another world is possible through associations with the carnivalesque and 

through comedy (pp. 249-251). It produces disorientation. It challenges without total 

rejection of accepted norms (Thomson 1972, “Towards a Definition”). Its use in the retellings 

for children can be seen as a reaction against the idea of the historical reality of the flood and 

of God’s role in the destruction. 

God is not the only actor to have gone through grotesque transformations. The 

drowning men in Figure 42 are grotesque, going through a bodily drama (Bakhtin 1984, 317). 

Animals who talk or are contorted into impossible positions, such as walking in unnatural 

ways, have also gone through a comical bodily transformation. The human actors, especially 

since the 1970s, have gone through the biggest change. They are illustrated with dots for eyes 

and noses, while mouths may be a straight line or a gaping (toothless) cavern.
16

 This abstract 

representation has become the standard, but the abstract nature of the facial features helps to 

highlight the unreality of the depiction. They are disfigured and malformed, with the wrong 

number of fingers and unbalanced bodies. They are usually disproportionately rotund, a 

manifestation of the grotesque (Casson 1997, 85–86). 

                                                           
16

 Bakhtin argues that eyes are not indicative of the grotesque unless they are protruding (Bakhtin 

1984, 316), but the idea of the dot (which was not common at the time he was writing), is at the 

opposite extreme. 
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An example of Noah as a fantastic grotesque figure is in Noah’s Big Boat by Kathy 

Singleton, with illustrations by Arthur Baker (1981, DBID 112). Noah is in 10 of the 14 

images (plus the cover). He always looks friendly but not obviously comical, with two 

exceptions. In the first (8r), he is in the ark with animals. Water has just dripped onto a 

hippo’s head. It is a comical scene, but Noah and the animals all look somber. The second 

exception (10r, Fig. 44), is more fully comical. 

 

 

 

Noah is trying to stop “Mrs Hippo” from sitting on “little Harold and Henrietta, the 

hamsters!” (9v). The animals look happier and two monkeys swing about. There is an 

additional image between these two exceptions: the destruction (9r). It is particularly vivid 

and shows people and animals on rooftops, some looking desperate. The comedy in the 

scenes preceding and following the destruction image lightens the horror of the destruction. 

The fantastic grotesque of the images bleeds through to diffuse the flood. When Noah is seen 

pushing Mrs Hippo, it is particularly humorous because he is large himself. That Noah should 

Figure 44. Arthur Baker. 1981. Noah “pushes” Mrs Hippo. 

(Kathy Singleton. Noah’s Big Boat. DBID 112.) 
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be overweight even after strenuous manual labor (i.e., the building of the ark), and after being 

stuck on the ark with what one would normally presume is a limited food supply, is grotesque 

to the point of absurd. 

A different kind of fantastic humor involves transformation and distortion, in it the 

nature of reality is called into question using juxtaposition, scale, perception, life elsewhere, 

and otherness. One example is Bartimouse Aboard the Ark, written by Cristina Goodings and 

illustrated by Maxwell Lawrence Dorsey (1998, DBID 277). It seems to be set in a Sunday-

school environment and is about Bartimouse and Emma mouse. They live in the baseboards 

of the school room (set in a church) and watch the teacher tell the flood story to her pupils. 

 

 

 

There are 3 narratives being told: that of the mice (the primary narrative, told by the 

extradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator, p. 247); that of the children and the teacher (the 

secondary narrative, on the same level as the primary narrative, and therefore also by the 

Figure 45. Maxwell Lawrence Dorsey. 1998. Mice and 

alternative realities. 

(Cristina Goodings. Bartimouse Aboard The Ark. DBID 277.) 
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extradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator); and that of the flood as told by the teacher (the tertiary 

narrative, the teacher is an intradiegetic heterodiegetic narrator). This combines with the 

images (Fig. 45) to challenge the reality of the narrative. The images demonstrate how an 

“unusual physical vantage point” can create a fantasy representation (Landow 1979, 31, 36). 

In this example the mice are located at the bottom of the page (note: this is a dual verbal 

narrative, with speech bubbles in the image) watching the proceedings. The humans and mice 

are caricatures with dots, lines, and gaping, empty holes for facial features. According to later 

images, the seemingly giant mice hide in the ark, which can be seen in Figure 45. So where 

are the mice watching the humans from? The ambiguity creates distance and a feeling of 

uncanny distortion. It does so without challenging the flood narrative, because that is only a 

tertiary narrative, and it is being told by a respectable figure. 

This kind of alternate reality and otherness is often present with God. We see it with 

the disembodied hand but also with the floating God in the sky (Kerr 1992, DBID 226; 

Windham 1988, DBID 268; Williams 2004, DBID 273). These conceptual presentations of 

God and the world question our understanding of reality. This can also be found in words. A 

clear example is when God is said to be “the Voice” (Winder 1925, 7r, DBID 115; cf. Rock 

2004, 3v, DBID 121; p. 111). The phrase “the Voice” is a form of hieratic language. Such 

language, together with phrases such as “once upon a time,” creates a fantastic atmosphere 

(Gilman 2012, 136–137). It is related to archaic language and imagery, with mimicry of time 

periods and displacement of time (Gilman 2012, 137–138). We have already seen this with 

the anachronistic dinosaurs (pp. 244–246). It is also noticeable with the dominance of 

anachronistic clothing, which ranges from loincloths to dungarees (Fig. 6 [p. 114], Fig. 18 [p. 

181], Fig. 28 [p. 206], Fig. 30 [p. 221]). 

Finally, in this Chapter, I would like to return to a retelling I discussed in Chapter Six 

(pp. 179-183): Norman Habel’s When the Purple Waters Came Again (1970 DBID 23). It 
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was analyzed within the context of Cain being blamed for the flood. As we saw, the 

picturebook is complex and includes a fairly realistic portrayal of the Cain and Abel 

narrative. As the narrative transitions from Cain and Abel to the flood, more fantastic 

elements are incorporated. These features include anachronistic dinosaurs, giants, an absurdly 

small ark, and impossible colorings (bright-yellow and purple skies, bright-blue swamp). The 

writing style is also significant: the whole narrative is told in verse. The Cain and Abel 

narrative is told in free verse. The transition to the flood story introduces some rhyming 

patterns and from the centerspread onward, when God brings the waters, the verse is fully 

rhyming (cf. Flanders 1972, DBID 65; Davidson 1986, DBID 298): 

What do you think will happen 

if God tears the world in two? 

Do you think He’ll save some pieces 

to start the world anew? 

Then there came a rumbling, 

Rummmble-Rummble-Rummmbling, 

like the sound of a giant 

mumbling and grumbling, 

trying to open a door 

Speculative (fantastic) poems often use language and structure associated with 

mainstream poetry, including wordplay, onomatopoeia, repetition, and rhyme. Their primary 

concern is the human (and in these instances, spiritual) condition, rather than genre tropes 

(Green 1989, xi). In this flood retelling, the use of evocative metaphors and onomatopoeia 

creates a realistic atmosphere; it becomes possible to imagine the tearing and the movement 

of water. The choice of metaphor, with the use of “giant trying to open a door” and the 

repetitive alliteration of “rumble rumble,” obscures the realistic and creates an ambiguous 
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hesitation that supports a nonmimetic, fictional atmosphere. This atmosphere is supported by 

the purple waters, which are clearly beyond the boundaries of standard mimetic illustrations. 

The water also frames the page and inhabits the gutter, serving to highlight the fact 

that this is a book, an object that is presenting a story.
17

 The typesetting of the doublespread 

also serves to highlight the book as an object, specifically the fictional word “chuuurple.” 

There are 121 words on the doublespread, and all but three are typeset in the same standard 

fashion. The word, “chuuurple,” however, is repeated three times: “And it [the purple waters] 

made an ugly sound, like chuuurple chuuurple chuuurple.”  Each “chuuurple” is typest in a 

large curvy font in a gentle wave shape, mimicking the onomatopoeic nature of the word. 

This typesetting appears slightly above God’s head. In the retelling, God may be empowered 

by the ability to control the waters, and his subjectivity may be enhanced through 

anthropomorphic embodiment, but it is the “chuuuurple” and rumbling of the purple water 

that demands the attention. The effect is to make the realistically presented Cain and Abel 

narrative feel harsher. This is especially the case because the book was written to be read 

aloud.
18

 Reading a story aloud enhances its fantasy atmosphere (Gilman 2012, 141–142). The 

formation of the words, images, and typesetting makes the flood story jollier and more 

fantastic, especially following the realistic narrative. It hints at the greater historical “truth” of 

the Cain and Abel narrative while enhancing the fictionalization of the flood narrative 

(Zarnowski 2010, 37). 

This is just a brief overview of different ways in which it is possible to see how 

retellings can be interpreted as fantastic and fantasy. While not all flood retellings would 

automatically be seen as fantastic or fantasy, there is clearly an increasing tendency for them 

                                                           
17

 This is one of the conventions of postmodern picturebooks, which also have a greater tendency 

toward playing with mimetic conventions. The framing of the narrative poem draws attention to the 

fact that the book is a book. This is done by highlighting the book’s tall, thin shape (cf. Graham 2005, 

224). 
18

 Habel wrote it for use in schools. It was presented on television, and a DVD has been made of the 

author reading the book aloud. 
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to be presented in a way that enables them to be interpreted as such. In the next Chapter, the 

idea of fantasy literature is applied to the Genesis narrative, and I ask what the lens of fantasy 

can tell us about interpreting both the retellings and the biblical story. 

  


