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Part Three, Chapter Nine: The Flood as Fantasy Literature 

Noah’s Ark is full of noise, 

from a crowd of happy toys. 

Felicity Baker, Toy’s Ahoy, 1996 

 

Having explored the retellings as fantasy literature, the Genesis flood narrative will now be 

read through the lens of fantasy. Precedents for discussing the flood story and the Bible with 

fantastic terminology are discussed. I address why biblical narratives can be legitimately 

regarded as fantasy even though the Bible is a sacred text and fantasy, as a self-conscious 

genre, did not begin in earnest until the nineteenth century. Following this, several motifs 

from the Genesis flood narrative are viewed through the lens of fantasy literature. The motifs 

are: the supernatural, time, epic scale, impossible spaces, and secondary worlds. I then ask 

whether these motifs are enough to describe the Genesis flood narrative as fantasy literature, 

before asking what it may mean for the retellings and Genesis if they are labeled as such. The 

discussion involves the presentation of 3 key ideas: entertaining didacticism, cozy 

catastrophe, and the reframing of truth. 

 

Can Biblical Narratives Be Fantasy? 

Before considering the Genesis flood narrative as fantasy literature, it is useful to note that it 

has often been described using other genres within the fantastic mode, particularly “myth.” 

Myths often involve fantastic elements, including supernatural beings and/or events to 

explain humanity, human experience, and the universe (cf. EF, 675–676; Segal 2004, 46–60; 

Coupe 2009, 1–12).
1
 They are not likely to be located within a roughly identifiable historical 

                                                           
1
 In the 21 century the word “myth” is used in many cultural and theoretical contexts. Cf. Jewett and 

Lawrence’s “American monomyth” (1977), and Barthes’s Mythologies ([1954] 2009). I am concerned 

here with myths as in traditional stories, sacred narratives, and folklore. 
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period. Individuals may be referred to, but if individual actors dominate, the narrative is more 

likely to be considered a legend than a myth. Rather, myths concern groups of people. 

Biblical narratives, especially the primeval narratives, have been described as myths. 

G. Woosung Wade emphasizes that Genesis 1–11 resembles the myths of other 

nations: “Such myths are the conjectural explanations with which primitive races satisfy their 

curiosity about such of their surroundings and experiences as excite their wonder, interest, or 

awe” (1896, 26; cf. Worcester 1901, 360–475; Gordon 1907, 37–48; Black and Rowley 1962, 

183–185). With specific regard to the retelling of myths, significant numbers of scholars 

(indirectly or directly) relate the flood story to myths by connecting it to other ANE myths 

either in style or by recognizing them as the sources of the biblical narrative. Cassuto claims 

that the narrative is intended to “counteract the pagan legends and to reduce to a minimum 

the content of the ancient traditions concerning the giants” (emphasis Cassuto’s own, 1972, 

300). This argument could well be true, but it does not deny the mythical nature of the story 

itself, rather it sidesteps the issue by belittling the ANE myths.  

Various commentaries do refer to Gen 6:1–4 as myth, if not to the flood story itself 

(cf. Dillmann 1897, 231–232; Carpenter and Battersby 1900, 8–9; Black and Rowley 1962, 

183; Coats 1983, 318–319).
2
 Herbert E. Ryle is fairly typical of those who accept the 

relevance of the term “myth” but seem unable to fully accept it. He refers to mythological 

elements such as Gen 6:1–4, but states that these elements are rare and that Genesis is neither 

history nor myth (1914, xii–xiii). However, he goes on to say that the deluge was probably a 

myth, “that is, poetical tales in the imagery of which the primitive Semite found an 

explanation for the phenomena of nature, ascribing them to the action of supernatural beings” 

                                                           
2
 Other genres have been applied to the narrative. For example, Gunkel refers to it as a legend with 

mythical elements (1997, cf. xi–xii, 60–79, 138–152). Von Rad calls it a saga, “a product of poetic 

fantasy” with historical content (1978, 31–32). Nonfantastical genres have also been applied to the 

flood story: George W. Coats describes it as a tale because in both the Yahwist and Priestly narratives 

there is a simplicity and the “focus of the narrative is on the event” (1985, 69).  
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(1914, xxxii–xxxiii). An interesting resolution to this problem has been to use the distinction 

between myth and legend to highlight the factual in the narrative: “We pass from the realm of 

myth to that of legend, where the story goes back to some actual event” (Clarke 1952, 344). 

Others reject the idea of myth more resolutely. 

Paula Gooder states that although scholars talk of the primeval narratives as “myths,” 

this term is confusing because it is associated with fairy tales and untruths. She argues that no 

one can agree on what myth means, although she herself does not offer an alternative or 

examples of the debate (2000, 25–26). Generally, however, most commentators seem 

relatively willing to use “myth” explicitly or implicitly in their discussion of Genesis 6–9, 

although very few writers are as open about the mythic elements of the narrative as William 

Neil when discussing Gen 6:1–4. He claims that this fragment seems to “transport us to a 

fairy-tale world” (1962, 28). The background is “pure mythology as much as that of Jack-the-

giant-killer, Hercules or the Titans” (1962, 28). His confusion between fairy tales and myths 

is common, and it demonstrates the difficulty with defining genre. When we see this kind of 

error, we should not automatically reject the analysis. We should instead ask what the 

implications are for the narrative if it is described as fairy tale, and what the implications are 

for the narrative if it is described as myth. The interpretative options are expanded. 

By discussing the flood story in terms associated with the fantastic, a precedent has 

been set for exploring that association more fully. Such an exploration may include the 

introduction of fantasy studies as a field of research. Despite the growing use of fantasy 

intertexts in biblical studies (cf. Brenner [1995] 2004; Tooze 2006; van Henten 2008), 

biblical scholars have rarely used fantasy studies as an interpretative lens for the Bible. This 

includes the flood story. One exception is Tina Pippin, who wrote many retellings of Gen 

6:1–4 from a feminist perspective, applying, among others, the style of Disney and Brothers 



290 

 

Grimm (1998, 47–59).
3
 Nevertheless, some biblical scholars have incorporated fantasy 

studies into their analysis of biblical texts. 

The first major work to consider the Bible through the fantastic lens was Semeia: 

Fantasy and the Bible (1992), edited by George Aichele and Tina Pippin. They followed this 

by editing 3 more publications of essays.
4
 Since then 6 English-language monographs have 

claimed reliance on fantastic interpretations of biblical texts (Pippin 1992; Miscall 1999; 

Young 1999; Lanner 2006; Aichele 2006; Feldt 2009 [PhD, published in 2012]).
5
 They all 

look at the Bible through the lens of the fantastic mode, primarily using the fantastic to 

interpret various elements of biblical narratives. This is done with a view to uncovering 

ideologies and meaning through ambiguities and hesitation in the biblical text. Such studies 

do not claim that the Bible is fantasy literature. Laura Feldt does, however, make the bold 

suggestion that “the decisive difference between ‘the religious’ and ‘the fantastic’ lies in the 

way literature is used and the status it attains in the course of its use” (Feldt 2006, 334). I 

would not necessarily agree, but there are numerous instances of overlap between “invented” 

religions and speculative fiction (Cusack 2010, 1–5). 

Aichele, Feldt, Lanner, Pippin et al. all engage with one specific area within fantasy 

studies: theory of the fantastic. Usually this area includes Tzvetan Todorov and Rosemary 

Jackson, critics who discuss the fantastic using a narrow literary corpus. This approach to 

fantasy is reductionist. It marginalizes, limits, redefines, and devalues the core of the fantasy 

genre (Oziewicz 2008, 39-52). Such an approach largely ignores (and/or rejects) fantasy 

literature as it is known, read, and enjoyed by the majority of fantasy readers. This corpus can 

                                                           
3
 Cf. “The Bible is full of stories of human encounters with the supernatural, of magic and miracles . . 

. a deity who stalks and floods . . . These are all fantastic stories, outside the realm of our everyday 

experience” (Pippin and Aichele 1997a, 11).  
4
 The Monstrous and the Unspeakable: The Bible as Fantastic Literature (1997a) and Violence, 

Utopia and the Kingdom of God: Fantasy and Ideology in the Bible (1998). They also coedited an 

issue of the Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts (1997b). For critique and summaries see Young 1999, 

66–69; Lanner 2006, 181–189. 
5
 Cf. Thompson 1978, xv, 3, 4; Marais 1998, 22–24, 155 
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be understood as what Brian Attebery calls the “fuzzy set,” which includes, for example, J. R. 

R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings (pp. 267-268). In contemporary Anglo-American fantasy 

studies, the dominant groups of fantasy scholars analyze and also base their theoretical 

analysis on this popular body of work, this “fuzzy set.” So, what do they say about the Bible 

as fantasy? 

John Clute claims that biblical narratives (and other taproot texts) cannot be 

legitimately called fantasy (EF, 921–922), a point that Attebery as well as Mendlesohn and 

James agree with (Attebery 1992, 8–10; Mendlesohn and James 2009, 3). On most points I 

agree with their interpretations of fantasy literature, but not on this point. Clute, Attebery, 

Mendlesohn, and James understand fantasy based upon a “fuzzy set” of fantasy that shares 

narrative constructions, and invokes reader response, largely but not exclusively based upon 

the intersection between what is impossible and what is real. They claim that works such as 

Bunyan’s The Pilgrims Progress (1678) cannot be considered fantasy because the author 

believed in them as real. This has two problems: (1) it is impossible to know what most 

authors believe to be “real,” and (2) it is unreasonable to arbitrarily approach some narratives 

using literary constructions and reader response but others with questions of authorial intent. 

Farah Mendlesohn recognizes this problem in Rhetorics of Fantasy when discussing “Magic 

Realism” (2008, 105–112).
6
 She argues that for the authors and supposedly intended audience 

(i.e., Latin American readers for Isabelle Allende) the fantastic elements are real because of 

their belief systems. To label such books as fantasy is therefore to colonize them. However, 

she continues by saying that, for the Anglo-American reader, these books can be considered 

fantasy. This is because the narrative voice insists that the supernatural is real and because the 

literary constructions match those of fantasy (2008, 107). If this is true for magic realism, 

why not for Pilgrim’s Progress, biblical narratives and other taproot texts? Furthermore, if a 

                                                           
6
 On the Bible and magical realism, see Richard Walsh’s “Ancient Biblical Worlds and Recent 

Magical Realism: Affirming and Denying Reality” (1997). 
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narrative is not defined as fantasy because the author believes the narrative to be true, how 

should strong allegorical Christian fantasy, such as Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia, be read? 

Ultimately, working with authorial intent and assumptions about the alleged intended reader 

undermines the centrality of the actual reader, of the poetic interpreter.
7
 It is the poetic 

interpreter who must read the narrative from her own Sitz im Leben and assess the impossible 

from that perspective. 

There is one more point that must be discussed before progressing: God. The 

supernatural self-proclaimed creator who announces the destruction of all but a handful of 

living beings is a fantastic character: “A story-world in which the deity appears as an acting 

figure is not subject to the laws of everyday reality and is therefore replete with wonders and 

miracles” (Amit 2001, 84). If there were an interventionist supernatural being in a work of 

fiction (i.e., not a sacred text), this being would be considered fantastic. When this being 

appears in a sacred text, the reader is left in a quandary. Should the reader believe in the 

literal physical manifestation of God? If so, the narrative cannot be fantasy for him or her. 

Should the reader have no belief in God, it is easy to accept the God in the narrative in terms 

of fantasy. Should the reader have a belief in a godhead but not necessarily in this form 

(either physical or spiritual), the story may be considered an allegory. If so, the narrative is an 

extended metaphor representing concepts and ideas, such as the need for obeying God. At 

this point the idea of God as fantasy becomes more complex. According to Todorov an 

allegorical reading of a text automatically rules it out as fantasy (1975, 63–74; pp. 268-272). 

                                                           
7
 It would be possible to approach the narratives from the perspective of the authors, but this leads to 

as many ambiguities with reading practices as for the poetic interpreter. Biblical stories “were never 

supposed to be taken literally” (Wright, 2007, x). Any work that is seen today as fantasy, grotesque, 

or weird may have been believed to be true by the producers (Daniel 1964, 19). Biblical authors and 

medieval biblical retellers blur the boundaries between real/unreal (Sailhamer 1993, 111; Prickett 

1998, 168–171). Laura Feldt has taken another approach, which works well but again returns to the 

importance of the author rather than the reader. She bases her interpretation of the Bible, using fantasy 

theory, on the idea “that humans universally share cognitive dispositions, sensory perceptions, and 

corporeal sensations” (2009, 69). 
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This is a problem because the extent to which something is allegory is largely subjective. To 

use allegory as a tool to define the boundaries of an evolving genre is unhelpful and arbitrary. 

J.K. Rowling said of the Harry Potter series, “To me, [the religious parallels have] always 

been obvious ... But I never wanted to talk too openly about it because I thought it might 

show people who just wanted the story where we were going” (Garcia 2007). The conclusion 

to the series involves Harry Potter dying and being resurrected. Throughout the books he is 

manipulated/controlled/helped by Dumbledore, an older man with a long beard. The series, 

like C.S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia, is a Christian allegory. According to Todorov, 

this automatically excludes it from being fantasy, something which I refute: both series can 

be considered central to the current corpus of fantasy’s fuzzy set (pp. 267-268). Rather, it 

may be more useful to interpret allegory as a preestablished truth (Apter 1982, 1; p. 269). 

Accordingly, the God of the Genesis flood narrative can be a fantasy figure for all but the 

literalists. 

I conclude this section with a tongue-in-cheek but no less relevant explanation of my 

approach to the Bible as fantasy. It is by John Grant and specifically relates to fantasy art but 

applies to all types of fantasy: 

If ninety-nine people out of a hundred say that something is not fantasy art, 

then there is every possibility—although of course no certainty—that it is 

the very best of fantasy art, because it is going into territory not normally 

associated with (generic) fantasy. Conversely, what ninety-nine people out 

of a hundred say is a fantasy artwork may in fact not be a work of fantasy at 

all, but simply a unicorn or a dragon. (Grant 2002, 103) 
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The Flood and Its Fantasy Tropes 

Readers who believe the flood story really happened as described cannot understand it as 

fantasy literature. Fantasy relies on the impossible being presented and the impossible is 

defined by the reader’s own reality. If the flood story is not impossible, it is not fantasy. We 

have seen that elements of reality need to be woven into fantasy in order to make it come 

alive. When discussing the Genesis flood story, this means that we need not understand all of 

it as fantasy for it to be appreciated through this lens. Specifically, we can uncover alternative 

forms of truth. By recognizing that the text is impossible and therefore free from the 

constraints of “consensus reality,” the readers are free to engage with the narrative. They can 

ask, “what does it mean?” rather than concentrating, for example, on the historical problems. 

Fantasy, as an interpretative tool, opens up the text to pluralistic readings that are equally 

accessible to secularists and the (nonliteralist) religious world. In the following pages I 

reframe the flood narrative away from only actors or events and onto fantastic/fantasy 

patterns. 

 

The Supernatural in Three Generations 

Elohim/Yahweh, the sons of Elohim, and the Nephilim, are 3 generations of supernatural 

beings in the Genesis flood narrative. But are they fantasy? In the previous Chapter, I 

demonstrated different ways of understanding fantasy in the retellings, including examples of 

God. God is enhanced through anthropomorphism, such as the grotesque disembodied hand 

(Fussenegger 1983, 10, DBID 200, Fig. 43 [p. 281]; cf. Bell 1901, 17, DBID 193, Fig. 8 [p. 

119]). He is presented as other than human, as in the abstract images of light and the 

appearance of God in the sun (pp. 113-116). His power is enhanced, for example, when he 

controls the weather. None of the options are mutually exclusive; the more of each that are 

present, the more fantastic God is. 
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In Genesis, God is a God and therefore supernatural, thus fantastic. He is 

anthropomorphic: he walks and smells and feels. He is not presented in abstract ways 

(although he is elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible). His power is enormous but not unlimited. 

That God is not omnipotent is no reason for him not to be fantastic: fantasy is replete with 

limited gods. God’s power in the flood retelling is seen through interventions. The first 

intervention is when God adds a caveat to human life restricting it to 120 years (6:3, pp. 56-

57). The grandest intervention is when God, one being, blots out every living thing (7:23, 

ה בעדווויסגר יה The most intimate is when God “shut him [Noah] in the ark” (7:16 .(וימח ). The 

most ambiguous is the various uses of  רוח (20 ,8:1 ;17 ,6:3; pp. 56-57; 82; 87-88). These 

interventions show the diversity of God’s actions as a supernatural fantastic being. 

In contrast to God as the main character, the sons of (the) God/s are rare in retellings 

and usually recreated to eradicate the fantastic component. In Genesis this is not possible 

without ignoring the Hebrew as it is given to us (p. 56). Unless the Hebrew is ignored, the 

son/s of (the) God/s, the sons of Elohim, are fantastic. This is the case whether they are 

interpreted literally as being the sons of Elohim and/or as (semi)divine beings. The same is 

also true of the Nephilim (6:4 ,נפלים), the possible grandchildren of Yahweh/Elohim. 

The Nephilim, like the sons of (the) God/s, are a mystery, probably best explained as 

giants (this is also the term used in the Septuagint, γίγαντες). In the retellings they are 

sometimes simply “giants” (p. 257). At other times the retellings say that the giants were big 

or strong or violent and not mythical giants. This removes the mystery of the supernatural 

component. As with the sons of (the) God/s, it is possible to explain the giants in 

nonsupernatural terms, but this seems like a stretch. 

The beings of Genesis 6:1–4 lead to the possibility that the flood story can be 

considered a supernatural narrative. This is interesting in light of what John Clute writes of 
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supernatural fantasy: “the plots tend to expose dreaded (or wrongly longed-for) anomalies 

which are violating the world and which must be expunged, cast out or wed” (EF, 909). This 

expulsion or casting out often takes place with an apocalypse, not in the biblical sense but as 

in the more modern end-of-the-world scenario. This scenario is exactly what we have in 

Genesis. 

 

Time 

In the retellings the only fantasy elements associated with time are the 120-year motif, 

Noah’s (very rare) 600 years of age, and Noah’s physicality, perhaps anachronistic for an old 

man. These motifs are fantasy tropes. The chronology is more difficult to assess. The 

retellings are consistent in their individual approaches, usually claiming the ark is afloat for 

40 days or a year. The Genesis flood narrative is less simple, with at least two apparently 

distinct chronologies (p. 50). It is fairly simple to weave the chronologies into a unified 

whole. Events, however, do not neatly fit within this single chronology (pp. 77-79). One 

possible solution is to refer to narratology. The narratologist Brian Richardson has developed 

Genette’s ideas about narrative duration to explore complex chronologies in narratives. He 

suggests dual and contradictory times (pp. 72; 78).  

Dual time is when a single narrative presents different time in two apparently different 

chronologies, making the narrative (but not the story) impossible. Contradictory time is when 

events are presented in a way that contradicts itself, making the narrative unclear as to what 

happened when. In the flood story the ark is boarded twice (7:7–9, 13) but with 40 days of 

rain in between (7:12). There is, in addition, a confusing array of dates with other references 

to 40 days (7:17; 8:6) and two units of 150 days (7:24; 8:3). For the story, this contradiction 
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and potential duality does not matter. The reader knows that the occupants of the ark survive 

the flood; this is enough to follow the story.
8
  

For the narrative, the contradictory time adds to the level of mystery: it adds depth, 

imagination, and ultimately, fictionality. It is possible that the chronology did not matter, or 

mattered little, to the redactor and “original intended audience.” It is also possible that the 

redactor deliberately left the chronology ambiguous as a marker, saying “this is a fictional 

text; it did not happen; listen to my underlying message” (whatever that may be; cf. Amit 

2001, 125). Kathryn Hume’s notion that impossible distance and time markers denote an 

awareness of fantasy could add weight to this idea (1984, 21). Richardson, in his discussion 

of dual time, refers to narratives where there are two distinct locations and time works 

differently in each location (i.e., the enchanted forest and the city in Shakespeare’s A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, 2002, 51). From the perspective of fantasy, it is not difficult to 

imagine that time may have been recreated: the time on the ark with the living beings and 

time on the timeless waters of the primordial deep.  

By playing with time, the producers of the text have affected the story and the 

interpretation of the narrative (Attebery 1992, 55). By accepting that this may have been 

deliberate, or at the very least not relevant to the redactors, we are able to use the fantastic 

lens to interpret the narrative and not exclusively rely on source criticism. 

 

Epic Scale 

In the retellings, the scale of the narrative varies from being set only on the ark to seeing the 

vast expanse of the water, drowning people, and on one occasion a space trip (Frais 2004, 

DBID 316). The degrees of scale are never quite as epic as in Genesis, however. The whole 

earth is very rarely repopulated by the one family; thousands of animals are not sacrificed; 

                                                           
8
 There are historical-critical explanations for the chronologies, including literal historical placement, 

source-critical interpretations and allusions to other ANE/biblical narratives. 
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and the ark only lands on one mountain. The scale of the Genesis narrative is vast: a box full 

of every kind of being with the breath of life (except the giants, sons of [the] God/s, and God) 

floats on the mighty waters. The waters are from the primordial abyss and the hatches of the 

heavens. Everything is destroyed. The ark lands on the mountains of Ararat (8:4 ,הרי אררט): 

this is a really big box with strange balancing powers. God, primordial abyss, a giant floating 

box: these are epic in scope and fantastic. 

The prevalence of 4 words particularly highlights the scope of the narrative, both as 

they appear by themselves and in combination with each other. In reverse order of frequency 

they are: אדמה with the meanings “ground” and “earth” (10 references
9
יפנ  ;(  with the 

meanings “upon the face of the earth” and “before God” (14 references
10

 with the ארץ ;(

meanings “earth” and “ground” (48 references
11

); and כל with the meanings “all” and “every” 

(69 references
12

). Only 25 of the 87 verses do not include at least one of these words and two 

verses include all 4. The first is Genesis 7:4: 

For in seven days I will send rain on the earth (אנכי ממטיר על־הארץ) . . . and 

every living thing that I have made I will blot out from the face of the 

ground (ומחיתי את־כל־היקום אׁשר עׂשיתי מעל פני האדמה). 

The second is Genesis 7:23: 

He blotted out every living thing that was on the face of the ground 

 they were blotted out from the earth . . . (וימח את־כל־היקום אׁשר על־פני האדמה)

 .(וימחו מן־הארץ)

                                                           
9
 Gen 6:1, 7, 20; 7:4, 8, 23; 8:8, 13, 21; 9:2 

10
 Gen 6:1, 7, 11, 13(x2); 7:1, 3, 4, 7, 18, 23; 8:8, 9, 13 

11
 Gen 6:4, 5, 6, 11(x2), 12(x2), 13(x2), 17(x2); 7:3, 4, 6, 10, 12, 14, 17(x2), 18, 19, 21(x2), 23, 24; 

8:1, 3, 7, 9, 11, 13, 14, 17(x3), 19, 22; 9:1, 2, 7, 10(x2), 11, 13, 14, 16, 17, 19 
12

 Gen 6:2, 5(x2), 12, 13, 17(x2), 19(x3), 20, 21, 22; 7:1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 11, 14(x6), 15, 16, 19(x2), 

21(x3), 22(x2), 23; 8:1(x2), 9, 17(x3), 19(x4), 20, 21, 22; 9:2(x4), 3(x2), 5, 10(x4), 11, 12, 15(x3), 

16(x2), 17, 19 
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This is probably no coincidence. The repeated use of words emphasizing the scale of the 

events suggests that the producers of the narrative wanted its consumers to understand its full 

magnitude. In this vista we have the floating ark, epic in scale, one boat small in comparison 

to the unending water but vast in both size and task. This magnitude is supernatural, 

impossible, and wondrous. It is beyond the idea of “consensus reality” (pp. 265-266). It is a 

typical motif of fantasy literature. 

 

Impossible Spaces 

In the retellings the ark has become a cartoon, an impossible vessel. It is too small, 

unseaworthy, incapable of even allowing animals entry (p. 276). In Genesis the ark and its 

occupants are “impossible” and beyond the imagination’s capacity to fully realize. Even the 

manner of their entry onto the ark in what seems to be a single day is impossible (7:13–14). 

Some imagined realization is possible through the extensive construction instructions that 

appear “grounded in reality.” These include measurements of the ark as well as details of 

what it must include such as the door, window, and pitch. Without such realistic details, it 

would be much harder to understand, imagine, and accept the ark (cf. Attebery 1980, 35). The 

“realism” of the instructions aid the belief in the existence of the ark. The “realism” also 

helps the reader connect with the otherwise unimaginable enormity of the vessel. Conversely, 

the “realism” of the instructions for building the ark also enhances the impossibility of being 

able to build it. 

The impossibility of the ark is reason enough to label the biblical story “fantastic,” but 

we should also remember that the door of the ark is closed by God, a supernatural figure. We 

could even extrapolate the ark as being a secondary world. 
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Secondary Worlds 

J. R. R. Tolkien coined the phrase “secondary world” to describe a “true” world, “which your 

mind can enter” and believe because “it accords with the laws of that world” ([1947] 1964, 

36). The world is autonomous and “impossible according to common sense” (EF, 847). In 

effect, secondary worlds break “consensus reality.” The moment the internal coherency of the 

world is broken, the suspension of disbelief abates or fails. Narratives can exist exclusively in 

a secondary world, as with Middle Earth from J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, or the 

actors in a narrative can enter a secondary world, as with C. S. Lewis’s Narnia in The 

Chronicles of Narnia. 

The concept of the secondary world offers different ways of looking at elements from 

the Genesis flood narrative. The ark’s journey on the flood waters, for example, could be seen 

as occurring in a secondary world. As it goes on its adventure it passes between realms; this 

could provide one possible reason for chronologies to be disjointed.
13

 An alternative 

interpretation of the narrative is that God moves between the primary world of the narrative 

and the secondary world. In Genesis, God seems to forget the occupants of the ark (pp. 81-

82). God remembers them (8:1) and God creates a reminder not to destroy creation with a 

flood again (the rainbow, 9:16). This forgetting, together with God’s absence from the story 

during the flood itself, implies that God is not present, so where is he? He might be in a 

secondary world. 

Marcia Williams’s “Noah’s Ark” from God and His Creations (2004, DBID 273) 

provides a visual demonstration of the secondary world concept (cf. Kerr 1992, DBID 226; 

                                                           
13

 The journey of the ark can also be considered a passage. The ark is a magic object taking the 

occupants from one world to another (cf. Nikolajeva 1988, 75–76; 86–88). The ark takes the survivors 

from one world, the antediluvian world, to the next, the postdiluvian world. This idea is reminiscent 

of fairy stories, myths, legends, and other biblical narratives such as Jonah, which include the journey 

motif. The journey is also interpreted as a “baptism” (as too is Jonah) by numerous Christian 

commentaries (cf. Clarke 1857, 83; Robertson Nicoll and Stoddart 1910, 31; Gibson 1981, 191). 
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Windham 1988, DBID 268). It is a 4-page story told in comic-book format. The story frames 

are all encased in a further, primary frame (Fig. 46; cf. Fig. 23 [p. 193]). 

 

 

Outside this primary frame, angels float and fly around a cloud-infested, blue/grey space. 

This space, which carries through to the endpapers, could be described as a secondary world. 

This space, this world, bleeds off the page, drawing the reader in (Lewis 2001, 168; Graham 

2005, 213), which helps to create a believable self-enclosed world that is separate from the 

story panels. In Figure 46 God is within the story panel, but in other panels he passes through 

the borders. God interacts with both the angels and the actors of the narrative. 

If we apply this representation to our reading of Genesis, we can see that there is no 

obvious secondary world in the biblical narrative. And yet God’s absence leads to a gap that 

can be filled by an implied secondary world, a world: “that does not actually appear in the 

text, but intrudes on the primary world in some way” (Nikolajeva 1988, 36). It intrudes on the 

world because this is where God resides. For God, who in Genesis is the only character, it is 

the primary world, and Earth is the secondary world. Furthermore, when we remember how 

Figure 46. Marcia Williams. 2004. Angels in a secondary world. 

(Marcia Williams. God And His Creations. DBID 273.) 
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the two chronologies in the Genesis story can be regarded in terms of dual time (when a 

single narrative includes two apparently different chronologies), this secondary world 

becomes more plausible precisely because of the impossibility of this dual time. Either the 

story exists in a primary and secondary world or the narrative represents an impossibility. 

Both options can lead to the narrative being considered fantastic, if not fantasy. It is even 

possible that the impossibility of the narrative is a deliberate, ironic indicator of the story’s 

fictionality. 

Finally, what of the Nephilim (6:4) and the sons of (the) God/s (6:2)? What happened 

to them? The Nephilim seem to have survived the flood (6:4; Num 13:33). But how? And 

what of the sons of (the) God/s? Did they disappear before the flood, get destroyed along 

with the humans and animals, or did they survive? The narrative does not provide answers to 

these questions. The questions themselves can be viewed as fantastic. Reframed, they are 

asking: did supernatural beings survive God’s destruction of nearly all living beings, and if 

so, how? However this question is answered, the answer will be fantastic. The lacunae are 

significant and can be filled by readers and interpreters in many ways, including by 

suggesting that they survived the flood by residing in an implied secondary world. While this 

possibility may be met with ridicule by some readers, it may seem feasible to others, and yet 

more may even choose to read the text in this way. How would readers exposed to Marcia 

Williams’s interpretation of the flood narrative experience the biblical text? Exposure to 

different interpretations of texts can create a hermeneutic circle in which the source text and 

the retelling can reinterpret and impact upon each other. This is similar to, and an extension 

of, Larry J. Kreitzer’s “reversing the hermeneutic flow,” where biblical texts are examined in 

light of the cultural appropriations of them (1993, 19). 

In the previous pages I have highlighted some of the ways in which different elements 

of the Genesis flood narrative can be seen as fantastic. In the following section, analysis of 
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this fantastic content is taken further by looking at the narrative structures that enable the 

narrative’s interpretation as a fantasy narrative. 

 

The Genesis Flood Narrative as Immersive Fantasy 

The flood story has fantastic elements and fantasy tropes, but can it be called fantasy? Brian 

Attebery claims that there are 3 essential components to recognizing fantasy: content, 

structure, and reader response (1992, 14–17). Content is the inclusion of the impossible: we 

have that in a boat of unreal size, supernatural destruction on an epic scale, 8 humans 

populating the whole earth. The structure of the narrative, according to Attebery, must begin 

with a problem that is overcome by a “hero” before the narrative ends with a resolution. The 

“hero” must pay a price. To transfer this to the Genesis flood story: God sees humanity is 

corrupt and has to find a way to change things. He decides to destroy the earth with a flood 

and employs the services of a human to help save his creation. The corruption is effectively 

banished and the problem is resolved. Humanity is nonetheless inherently flawed (8:21), so 

God must impose rules and place greater distance between himself and his creation (9:1–7). 

This resolution is what produces the third element of fantasy, the eucatastrophic response of 

the reader. This response is the qualified, bitter-sweet, “happy ending” (p. 270). It is a 

positive form of estrangement or alienation that creates “a pattern of meaningfulness” called 

“wonder” (Attebery 1992, 17; cf. Manlove 1975, 1). It is the combination of the impossible, 

the structure, the eucatastrophe and the sense of wonder that can lead to the interpretation of 

the Genesis flood narrative as fantasy literature. In the following pages I discuss the flood 

story not just as fantasy literature but as a specific sort: immersive fantasy. 

In Rhetorics of Fantasy (2008) Farah Mendlesohn classifies fantasy literature into 

types based upon how worlds are constructed, claiming that there is a set of 

subconscious/unwritten norms dictated by reader expectation and the political demands of 
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each category.
14

 The core components of what Mendlesohn calls “immersive fantasy” can be 

applied to the Genesis narrative: 

The immersive fantasy is a fantasy set in a world built so that it functions 

on all levels as a complete world. In order to do this, the world must act as 

if it is impervious to external influence; this immunity is most essential in 

its relationship with the reader. (Mendlesohn 2008, 59) 

 

The Fantastic Is Dealt with Casually 

As the name suggests, the reader of immersive fantasy should be “immersed” in the narrative. 

There should be no explanation about how the actors find themselves in the world of the 

narrative. The reader should share the protagonists’ point of view and assumptions. The 

environment must be internally consistent. The world may include no magic and initially 

appear unfantastic. Within the narrative there is likely to be a general sense of ironic realism 

and there can never be any question as to the “reality” of the situation. The reader must never 

be positioned as ignorant of the world. An example is the idea of created vocabularies, the 

use of rare words such as נפלים (Nephilim) and תבה (ark, 6:4, 14). In a modern fantasy 

narrative, unique or rarely appropriated terms could be understood as a created vocabulary. 

With ancient languages we cannot possibly know what was understood and how. Certainly, 

as readers today, none of us can know what these words really signify. Yet the narrator, who 

narrates to me, the poetic interpreter, as much as to any other so-called “intended” or 

“implied” reader, assumes that we do. For me the vocabulary is new enough to create an 

immersion. 

 

                                                           
14

 The Portal/Quest Fantasy (1–58), the Immersive Fantasy (59–113), the Intrusion Fantasy (114–

181), the Liminal Fantasy (182–245), the Irregulars (246–272). 
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The Protagonist Mediates the Information 

Another necessity for immersive fantasy is the idea that the protagonist must mediate the bulk 

of the information (Mendlesohn 2008, 59–60). The protagonist/s must be the focalizer/s; the 

narrator cannot present more than the protagonist is aware of. Immersion in the character is 

essential to immersion in the narrative: we must believe in, if not necessarily like, the 

protagonist (2008, 71). The flood narrative is generally narrated, in other words mediated, 

through God’s speeches. However, we do come to the incident of the flood itself that, as has 

been seen, challenges the notion of the protagonist as mediator because of God’s 

disappearance (Gen 7:21-23; pp. 77-81). This matter is exacerbated by his act of 

“remembering,” which may imply that some moments (i.e., the release of the birds) were 

outside God’s awareness. Likewise, the fact that the smell of the offering was what pleased 

God may indicate that God’s attention (and hence knowledge of the sacrifice) was gained 

only after the altar had been built and used. It is possible to accept that the narrative is only 

partially mediated through (and by) God, with the flood itself being outside his scope. This 

does not irrevocably harm the identification of the flood narrative as immersive fantasy, but it 

is something to be aware of. The events that occur when God is absent (in the implied 

secondary world?) include the rising of the flood waters and the destruction (pp. 77-81). 

These elements of the narrative involve major and rapid changes in focalization from distant 

to close up, from the ark to Noah to the dove (pp. 84-86). The changes in focalization during 

God’s absence could be seen to highlight God as the main protagonist as well as God’s role 

as mediator. 

 

The Protagonist Is the Antagonist 

As well as mediating the world to the narratee, the protagonist needs to act as antagonist. She 

needs to question, criticize, study, overthrow, and/or destroy her world (Mendlesohn 2008, 
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66–67). In the Genesis narrative God sees that the earth has become corrupt. He judges this 

and decides to uncreate, to change, the world. The current occupiers of earth are overthrown 

and a new world is created. As the primary protagonist, God challenges and antagonizes the 

world. In the retellings God is always presented as being in the right (to varying degrees of 

success), presumably because this is the theological norm. But if we look at the Genesis flood 

narrative (and the retellings where people and animals drown) from the perspective of those 

on the earth, God can be viewed as a monster. Even the survivors must endure great 

hardships during and after the destruction (Penchansky 1997, 43–60). The narrative is not this 

simple, however: God is not only a punisher and destroyer but also a savior (p. 218). In 

immersive fantasies the protagonist’s antagonism can be viewed as a positive force. God 

challenges and overthrows one world order. He then saves one family and some animals to 

create a new world order, one that is one governed by different rules. This new creation is 

where eucatastrophe is at work in the narrative. 

The world in the Genesis flood narrative deteriorates, recedes, and fails but is then 

rebuilt by God. It has been rebuilt through God’s promise but also rules and stipulations. 

Mendlesohn observes this process: “immersive fantasies are mostly fantasies of thinning. . . . 

they start with what is and watch it crumble” (Mendlesohn 2008, 113). At the end of the 

narrative the world that God, and the other actors, started with has gone. 

 

The Story Is Focused Inward, Shielding the External 

Finally, part of being an immersive narrative is that the story is focused inward, shielding the 

external. This is usually achieved in one or more of 3 ways (Mendlesohn 2008, 89). The first 

is that the narrative may be set in cities. This is not particularly appropriate for the flood 

narrative, as there is no clear location. The second method is more relevant for the Genesis 

flood narrative: the creation of pocket universes. This is when the universe continues past 
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what is seen: when the character turns left, there is still something straight on even though the 

reader may never know what. The idea that humans are wicked and the whole world is 

destroyed points to places that are not shown and yet exist. Similarly, where is God? This is 

never stated but the God of the narrative is a physical being and must exist beyond the edge 

of the narrated realm: the implied secondary world. The third method is genre referentialism, 

as in intertextuality within the genre. This is abundantly found within the flood narrative. 

Such references act as “flags” to the reader so that the reader knows what to expect. An 

example of this is תהום (primeval ocean, deep, abyss, BDB 1062–1063; HAL IV: 1691), 

which appears at Genesis 7:11 and refers back to Genesis 1:2. To the experienced reader of 

Genesis this repeated use of a word that only appears 35 times in the Hebrew Bible 

(Westermann 1994, 105) suggests that God is undoing creation but at the same time remaking 

creation. The reader would be rewarded in this thought with other references to the creation 

narrative (cf. Gen 1:28, 9:1; 1:29, 9:3). 

There are enough motifs and structural markers in the Genesis flood narrative to make 

its interpretation as fantasy literature possible. This is not to say that we should, but that it is 

possible. But does this possibility offer a new way of looking at the Genesis flood story? 

 

The Flood Story: A Fun, Cozy Lesson in Truth? 

In the remainder of this Chapter, I focus on 3 key interpretations enabled by considering the 

flood story as fantasy literature: entertaining didacticism, cozy catastrophe, and truth 

reframed. 

 

Entertaining Didacticism 

C. S. Lewis argued that both classical and biblical influences were necessary for Milton to 

write the epic poem Paradise Lost (Lewis 1961, 5). Similarly, children’s Bible retellings 
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necessarily use tropes, modes, sources, and influences from both the Bible and other forms of 

(children’s) literature. Nonmimetic retellings of biblical narratives are therefore an 

inevitability, given the dominance of fantasy and the fantastic in children’s books (Nikolajeva 

2006, 58–63; Grenby 2008, 145).
15

 This is a result of creative inevitability, and a desire to 

express complex ideas. Such creative inevitability may also have been at play with biblical 

creators, although we can never ascertain this for sure (Feldt 2009, 64–70) 

Children’s literature cannot help but be didactic, whether intentionally or not, whether 

explicitly or not: children’s normative primary role is the active experience of education in 

different forms (Gruner 2009, 216). Fantasy literature is often didactic, especially children’s 

fantasy and religious fantasy. “Didactic authors start by assuming that they know the Truth, 

or that they know what is good for the reader” (Hume 1984, 102). Children’s Bibles, by 

virtue of being books for children, if not “Bibles,” are automatically didactic. They express 

particular moral and often cosmological viewpoints. The straight didacticism of, for example 

the nineteenth-century retellings, would be unlikely to successfully engage or entertain 

children (and adult accompanying readers) today, if indeed they ever did. Fantasy offers the 

ability to create something that holds attention, as well as providing a means through which 

“good” and “evil” can be readily represented. Fantasy makes didacticism palatable for the 

retellings and for the biblical texts. By recognizing the fantasy of the Genesis flood story, it is 

possible to see that the narrative can be seen as a form of entertaining didacticism. 

 

Cozy Catastrophe 

In 1973 Brian Aldiss wrote: “The essence of cosy catastrophe is that the hero should have a 

pretty good time (a girl, free suites at the Savoy, automobiles for the taking) while everyone 

else is dying off” (294; cf. Pringle and Nicholls 1993, 338). This cozy catastrophe is a key 
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 It is all the more logical when we remember that so much fantasy is based on religious, particularly 

Christian, themes, including of course Lewis’s own Chronicles of Narnia. 
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part of much disaster fiction where the majority of the population dies and only a few 

survive; the process of which is not too troubling and quite good fun.
16

 Susan Sontag applies 

this idea to filmic disaster scenes, claiming that it provides a release from moral obligations: 

we can feel a sense of superiority and take satisfaction in not being on the losing side (1994, 

215). The sense of disaster in fantasy is a distraction simultaneously normalized, beautified, 

neutralized and met with a “strange apathy,” all the while providing “dangerous situations 

which have last-minute happy endings” (Sontag 1994, 224–225). 

The fantastic components of the flood narrative transform the central ethical (and 

historical) questions raised. Since the 1970s, retellings have usually minimized the 

destruction, but within an environment in which people, animals, and the ark are presented in 

a cartoonesque, unrealistic fashion. When the destruction is visually presented, fantastic 

elements are often added, dramatically changing the impression of the event and God. A 

comparison illustrates how. In Hadaway and Atcheson’s retelling (1973, DBID 175, Fig. 

26a/b [p. 202, 208]) the realistic depiction of the flood is so violent and shocking it is 

hyperrealistic (it might even be classified as horror, a different fantastic genre). This image 

encourages interpretations of God as a harsh, violent, punisher God. In contrast, Flanders and 

King’s destruction (1972, DBID 65, Fig. 42 [p. 277]) presents a fat man floating in an 

umbrella. It is absurd and comical, detracting from the horror of the drowning. It does not 

easily enable interpretations of God as a vengeful judge. Indeed, fantasy (picturebooks) 

conjures up and dispels harmful or frightening incidents (Toomey 2009, 10). The fantasy 

retellings seem less violent than the mass destruction of the world really would be, thereby 

privileging God’s perspective. 

This is what happens in Genesis, where the destruction itself is only referred to in 

summary in 3 verses (7:21–23). The summary is epic in scale and full of repetition, 
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The term was originally created regarding the works of John Wyndham, and although it has been 

criticized in this usage it is still a useful term (Clute 2012). 
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onomatopoeia, and wordplay emphasizing the scale of the events. It is fantastic, and the 

formation of the words highlights the writing itself. This distracts and perhaps detracts from 

the imagination about what is happening. The lack of details about the victims and the 

manner of the destruction, and the brevity of this passage (compared to, for example, the 

extensive instructions on the design of the ark) result in this being brushed over. The very end 

of the destruction summary even reminds the reader that the ark and its occupants still exist. 

In effect, the presentation of the destruction in Genesis says to the reader, “don’t worry about 

these drowning people and animals; we are cozy and safe in the ark.” This starkly compares 

to the wailing of people following the death of the first-born in Egypt (Ex 11:6; 12:30), which 

provides a horrifying image and depicts a horrifying deity (Feldt 2009, 122). 

The fantastic cozy catastrophe is full of irony and satire and can belong to the 

carnivalesque (Shaw 2010, 84). This is especially the case when the bodily transformations of 

the grotesque are on display. Fantasy tames and fictionalizes the destruction; it disguises any 

possible reality of it. By creating humor or disguising the horrific reality of drowning, the 

retellings escape the horror. They do not subvert the biblical text; they (unexpectedly) 

replicate its effects. The creation of a safe space for the reader benefits the reception of God, 

who can be more readily interpreted as a savior than if the full horror of the destruction had 

been highlighted. 

 

Truth Reframed 

Biblical scholars working with the fantastic and the Bible focus on the fantastic as a way to 

create or uncover ambiguity in the text. Uncertainty (deliberately or accidentally) destabilizes 

the rhetoric and throws the meaning of the text into doubt (Aichele 2006, 223–233; Feldt 

2011, 251–283). While this may be true to an extent and for some narratives, I think fantasy 

is used to focus attention in a particular direction. 
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Firstly, let me demonstrate this via the retellings. Since the 1970s, fantasy, humorous, 

and exaggerated retellings have increased. Humor “is an affirmation of the truth and validity 

of apparently contradictory realities. It preserves the freedom of ambiguity” (Gabelman 

2008, 113). God as both punisher and savior, Noah as animal protector and 

overseer/sacrificer, these are contradictory ideas. Yet (humorous) fantasy finds a way through 

this to explore alternative truths and messages. It encourages the poetic interpreter to think 

through ideas and to change those ideas with rereads under changing circumstances. It guides 

ambiguity in a specific direction, away from reality and historicity. 

The creationist movement’s Answers in Genesis claim that disproportionately sized 

cartoon arks reinforce “that Noah’s Ark was just a ‘story’ or ‘fairy tale,’ and that Noah 

couldn’t have accommodated all the animals on board” (Ham 2002, unpaginated). The 

proponents of such opinions claim that these representations help to create an atmosphere in 

which children are taught, whether explicitly or implicitly, that the flood didn’t happen. I 

agree: if an adult reader wants children to believe in the historical veracity of the flood story, 

expository books with scale pictures, photographs, and maps might support their goals better 

(Serafini 2010, 44–50). Fantasy retellings do not teach that the flood is a historical truth. 

Biblical commentators on the flood narrative have for centuries explored the historical 

veracity of it. They have questioned whether the ark was big enough, seaworthy, whether 

enough water exists in the world to drown it, whether there was a rainbow before the flood, 

and dozens of other questions besides. The historical veracity for some religious communities 

turns upon the landing of the ark on (the singular mountain of) Ararat. Expeditions are still 

organized to try and find the lost ark. What was claimed in this Chapter is that even if there 

was a universal/localized flood (sent by God or not), the Genesis narrative is written in such a 

way to enable the refocusing of questions. In the past this refocusing has been on source 

criticism and the ANE myths. By looking at the narrative through the lens of fantasy it is 
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possible to refocus away from the details and potential historicity onto something else. That 

something else is a combination of moral, theological, religious, and spiritual truth. 

Mystery in religious stories leads to transcendence (Pinsent 2001, 28). In retellings in 

which God and the wondrous, marvelous, supernatural elements of the flood story are 

highlighted or even emphasized, the narrative becomes more than when those items are 

explained away or eradicated. The same is true of Genesis: if the individual elements are 

explained away or justified, if God’s sense of smell is eradicated, if God’s anthropomorphism 

is explained as “primitive,” if the focus is on historical truths or even historical-critical 

interpretations of the flood, we lose what makes the flood story significant. We lose the 

mystery, the fantasy, the story, and the opportunity to explore the broader truths it may 

include. I am not suggesting that these truths are suddenly clear, but I am suggesting that the 

freedom enables readers to worry less about traditional, conservative approaches and embrace 

the possibilities a fantasy interpretation of the flood may provide. 

Different motifs in the Genesis narrative are constructed in such a way as to enable a 

fantastic reading of them. This is matched by structures and patterns that allow the narrative 

to be read as fantasy, more specifically as immersive fantasy. Immersive fantasy encourages 

total immersion in the narrative. In the Introduction to this study (pp. 3-4), I stated how I have 

a personal reaction to the story because it is an exciting adventure: I am immersed in it. I am 

immersed in it because it has created a believable secondary world, within which God may 

disappear to his own implied secondary world. It is entertaining and dangerous but without 

being threatening: the danger is cozy and safe. The people and animals drown but don’t 

suffer; the survivors are locked safely in the ark. But! This is an immersive fantasy and that 

means there is a thinning of the world. This matches Tolkien’s eucatastrophe: the bitter-

sweet endings of fantasy. The flood story is a story of change. God’s relationship with 

humanity changes; God’s relationship with nonhuman animals changes; and nonhuman 
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animals’ relationship with humanity changes. The impact of this change is lessened through 

the cozy catastrophe; it is taught and proclaimed as truth through entertainment. But what is 

this truth? 

There are many possibilities, but one is most clearly highlighted through the use of 

fantasy, particularly as witnessed in the retellings: power. The flood narrative is most 

frequently claimed to be about crime and punishment, humanity’s failings, and God’s 

deliverance of righteous Noah. This understanding of the narrative is about God’s power to 

judge, punish, and save. God has the power to react to humanity’s wickedness, to punish 

them, and then to implement new controls as part of his saving power. Within this structure, 

God can change and develop as a character (pp. 95-97). When this interpretation of the flood 

narrative is revisited through the lens of fantasy it can be looked at afresh. First, we can 

recognize that God is a supernatural being who exists outside of the confines of the flooded 

earth, in an implied secondary world (pp. 300-303).  

God’s fantastic ability to exist in a secondary world, together with other fantastic 

elements of God’s character, can remind us of God’s power. This power includes the ability 

to make choices. God chooses to destroy his creation, he chooses not to be present during the 

flood, and he chooses to permit humanity to live. The idea that God can and does change his 

mind can be seen as a way of returning to the theological ideal of the omnipotent God, and 

indeed it may, but scholarly analysis of the biblical narrative invariably focuses (for the most 

part) on what God is for humanity. By accepting and thereby highlighting the fantastic as part 

of the narrative structures, we can ask questions like, “where did God go?” and, “why did 

God close the door of the ark, but not open it again?” Such questions do not place humanity 

in the center of the narrative, but God and God’s choices. By recognizing this, we move away 

from the (scholarly and popular) idea that the flood narrative is “Noah’s” (cf. Wenham 1987, 

135-209 [see p. 50, footnote 8]; Cohn 1996; Pleins 2003), and onto the idea that it is God’s. 
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Such an interpretation reduces the anthropocentrism often involved with analyzing (and 

retelling) the narrative. It highlights the idea that God exists for God (pp. 130-137 for the 

implications of God existing for humanity, and not for himself).  

God’s supernatural abilities, especially his disappearance and the vast scale of his 

power over his creation, suggest that God is beyond humanity. In fantasy literature God, 

Gods, and gods invariably use humanity (or other beings) as pawns or toys (EF 412, 415). An 

archetypal example of this trope would be Lester del Rey’s fantasy novella (with a science 

fiction element) “For I Am a Jealous People” (1954), in which the Judeo-Christian God 

rejects humanity and decides to support an alien race invading Earth. God’s actions are not 

based upon what is good for humanity. By looking at the destruction and God’s growing 

distance from humanity in Genesis, it is possible to see how such a reading could also be 

undertaken for the flood.
17

 Given that humanity did not change during the flood narrative, 

there was no benefit for humanity in its virtual destruction.  

Moving away from God, another specific interpretation relates to the carnivalesque (p. 

249). It has already been noted that animals, both fictional and otherwise, are given 

temporary reprieve from hierarchical structures in many retellings (pp. 249-251). Using this 

idea with Genesis, it is possible to see that a similar pattern is in place. Through the 

“suspension of disbelief,” it is possible to accept the enormity of scale of the ark and the 

presence of its occupants. As such, human and nonhuman animals coexist thereby seemingly 

removing hierarchical structures, including those where humans might be the prey of the 

nonhuman animals. Extrapolating the carnivalesque still further, in the Genesis narrative God 

gives temporary authority to Noah so that Noah can become the hero of the story, even 

though God remains in absolute control. During the flood, Noah is safe on the ark, with the 

other occupants who have also been given some significance in the narrative. After the flood, 
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 Other narratives could also be explored from this perspective, including the story of Job, the 

hardening of the Pharoah’s heart  (i.e., Ex 9:12), and the story of Jonah. 
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Noah tests the water and sends out the birds. Here the birds are given power by Noah, again 

feeding into the species normativity with the privileging of the birds over other animals (and 

the dove over the raven). It is from this point, however, that God begins to reclaim his power 

by commanding Noah to leave the ark. Total power is finally returned to God when he 

creates the new rules.  

In an earlier Chapter a flood retelling embedded within Michael Morpurgo’s I Believe 

in Unicorns (2005, DBID 296) was discussed and used as a case study. The book itself ends 

with the following line: “So I believe in unicorns. I believe in them absolutely” (76). This 

does not literally mean that the character saying those lines, Tomas (now an adult), believes 

in unicorns, but he believes in them as stories. The power of stories, of fiction, to influence 

people and change lives is the key message of the narrative. This message reminds us that we 

can also take this from the flood story, irrespective of the form the influence or change may 

take. Allowing the flood story to be a story and to be something for the purpose of enjoyment 

offers more than simply an analysis of details. 

 

In the next and final Chapter of this study I draw together the conclusions from the previous 

Chapters, and summarize patterns and ideas in the retellings and in the flood story of Genesis. 

  


