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Part Four, Chapter Ten: From “God’s Change of Heart” to “Noah’s Ark” 

This is the story of Noah. 

Anon, Rainbow Good News Bible, 1994 

 

In this study I have explored retellings of the Genesis flood story published for children in 

England between 1837 and 2006. I developed a methodological approach for recording them 

in a way that enabled me to discover diachronic and synchronic patterns in how actors and 

motifs have been retold. In this concluding Chapter, the findings are summarized, unified, 

and elaborated upon. Practical suggestions for using the conclusions within public settings 

and education are offered. I also propose how the methodology and different elements of it 

can be useful for academics. This includes examples of how to replicate and expand the 

methodology within the field of children’s Bible research, and in the broader arena of 

reception studies of biblical narratives. 

 

The Flood Story Reinterpreted 

Retellings change how the Genesis flood story is interpreted. In the nineteenth century, 

before illustrations became more common, retellings were overtly didactic moral messages 

about being a good Christian and obeying God. The authors/narrators often engaged 

explicitly with their son or daughter in the text. God was presented as having destroyed 

humanity. Noah sacrificed the animals, and God’s significance remained. As the number and 

quality of illustrations increased, the balance between “Noah and the ark” and God shifted. I 

write “Noah and the ark,” because this name, or variations of it, has increasingly been the 

name by which the flood story is known. In Chapter Two, I proposed a way of reading 

heavily illustrated books and picturebooks in order to establish the relationship between 

words and images (pp. 36-44). That method is returned to now, but rather than working from 



318 

 

the retellings, I look at the motifs in my classification system. For each motif there are 4 basic 

counting methods: the number of retellings in which the motif is represented in (1) words 

only, (2) images only, (3) both words and images, and (4) the total number of retellings the 

motif appears in. The fourth statistic equals the combined total of the first 3 (see Appendix A 

for the statistical breakdown). Here the flood story is retold based upon these 4 variations, 

beginning with images and words only. For each summary I have only used the 10 most 

common motifs. 

 

Images Only 

Noah built the ark. Noah’s sons had additional roles (mainly building the 

ark). The animals entered the ark. The ark floated and was surrounded by 

sea creatures. On the ark Noah’s wife, Noah’s sons’ wives, and the animals 

went about their business. The ark landed on a mountain. The animals left 

the ark. 

 

Words Only 

God announced a flood and told Noah to build the ark. Noah was righteous. 

God told Noah the animals must enter the ark. Humanity was destroyed. 

The raven was sent out and flew to and fro. The dove was sent out and 

returned with nothing. The dove was sent out again and did not return. God 

told Noah to leave the ark and he promised never to send a flood again. 

 

It is immediately possible to see the difference words and images have on the retellings. Four 

of the top 10 most common motifs, as arranged by the number of times they appear in 

“Words Only,” involve God, but none of those in “Images Only” do. Meanwhile Noah’s 
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sons, wife, and sons’ wives are highly placed in the “Images Only” grouping, as are sea 

creatures! When a motif is only presented verbally or visually, there is a variety of reasons 

for this, including disguising God’s appearance, and making the floating ark more visually 

appealing. These decisions have ideological implications. Nevertheless, these two narratives 

are only indicators; the typical flood story, as it is retold, is more fully represented in my next 

two summaries. The first is a summary of the most common motifs when counted in words 

and images. The second is a summary of the most common motifs in all retellings, 

irrespective of whether they appear in words only, images only, or both words and images: 

 

Words and Images 

Noah built the ark. Noah’s sons had additional roles (mainly building the 

ark). The animals entered the ark. The ark floated. The ark landed on a 

mountain. The raven was sent out and flew to and fro. The dove was sent 

out and returned with nothing. The dove was sent out again and returned 

with an olive leaf. The animals left the ark and there was a rainbow in the 

sky. 

 

Total (Images Only, Words Only, and Words and Images) 

God announced a flood and told Noah to build the ark. Noah was righteous. 

The animals entered the ark. The ark floated. The ark landed on a mountain. 

The dove was sent out and returned with nothing. The dove was sent out 

again and returned with an olive leaf. God promised never to send a flood 

again and there was a rainbow is in the sky. 
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The differences between these two versions of the flood succintly demonstrate the 

impact illustrations have had on the retellings, at the expense of the words: the images do not 

include God; they highlight the animals, the birds (especially the dove), and the rainbow. 

Illustrations also emphasize the building of the ark. This has become critical in the 

representation of the human survivors. But, when all narrative variables from throughout the 

170 years are taken into account, we can see that God does enter the equation. God does 3 

things: announces a flood, tells Noah to build the ark, and promises never to send a flood 

again. This is the essence of the flood narrative as it is retold in retellings.  

When discussing the Genesis flood story, I created my own structure for the narrative 

(p. 54). This is that structure: 

A) The restriction of life (6:1–4) 

B) The crime and punishment (6:5–7, 11–13, 17; 7:4) 

C) Noah the (relatively) righteous (6:8–10, 22; 7:1, 5) 

D) The ark (6:14–16) 

E) The occupants and contents of the ark (6:18–7:5) 

F) The flood and the destruction (7:6–24)  

G) God remembers and the waters abate (8:1–5) 

H) The birds (8:6–12) 

I) The beginning of the new creation (8:13–19) 

J) Noah’s sacrificial offering changes God’s mind (8:20–22) 

K) God gives humanity and animals new rules (9:1–7) 

L) God makes a covenant with humanity and the animals (9:8–17) 

M) Noah’s sons fulfill God’s command (9:18–19) 

It is clear that many actors and events are largely missing from the retellings: the sons of (the) 

God/s, the Nephilim, the crime and punishment, God remembers, God smells the sacrifice 
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and changes his mind, and the repopulation of earth. Of course, my summaries of the 

retellings are simplifications; retellings do present all of the elements of the Genesis 

narrative. The point is that some are more common than others: only 15 of the 58 motifs in 

the classification system appear in more than half of the corpus, whereas 22 motifs appear in 

fewer than a quarter of the corpus.18 The flood narrative as it appears in Genesis is not what is 

being taught through the retellings.  

Throughout this study I have explored different aspects of the flood and how it has 

been retold. I shall now revisit some of these elements and consider the combined effect. 

 

Let’s Worship God! 

God is a character in the Genesis flood story, and God’s story within that narrative begins 

with God’s restriction of human life. This follows God apparently being patient with 

humanity and with the (semi)divine beings when they procreated and had the Nephilim. God 

created systems to control his creation, whether his creatures knew it or not. They became 

wicked, violent, and corrupt, thereby inspiring regret and sorrow in God. This led to the 

destruction of most breathing, living beings. When he shuts the ark, God is shutting himself 

off from his creation. Only Noah’s obedience (whether fearful and/or faithful), followed by 

his enormous sacrificial offering, soothes God. Only then does God permit humanity to 

repopulate the earth, and only then does God re-create the relationships between himself, 

nonhuman animals, and human animals. This is God’s narrative; this is the central component 

of the Genesis flood story. 

 This is not what is retold to children. God is always diminished in some way. Usually, 

this is because producers of retellings avoid interpretations of God that challenge God as an 

omnipotent, immutable, unknowable deity. The easiest way to avoid anything controversial is 

                                                           
18

 Of the 30 additions, two (Noah building the ark and additional roles for the sons) appear in over 

half the corpus while an enormous 24 appear in fewer than a quarter. 
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to avoid representing God, especially his anthropomorphism. In many retellings God does not 

even have the power of speech. When he does speak, he says little, unlike in the Genesis 

narrative. Significant events highlighting God’s character development are often left out, 

including shutting the door of the ark, remembering, and smelling. After the flood, God 

promises not to send another one and puts his rainbow in the sky. But God’s laws are rarely 

retold and the future of humanity is rarely mentioned.  

It is logical, but perhaps ironic, that the retellings stop the flood story at God’s 

covenant and the rainbow (9:17). This is a hopeful resolution, but it does not focus on 

humanity as the retellings tend to do. If the retellers really wanted to focus on humanity, 

perhaps they should end with the repopulation of the earth (9:19). In Chapter Three, I 

questioned whether the narrative should end at Gen 9:17 or 9:19 (pp. 53-54; 95). I reluctantly 

chose Gen 9:19 because, although it complicates the narrative with the inclusion of Canaan 

(9:18), it does bring the narrative full circle. Having progressed through this study, my 

assessment of this closure is even more ambivalent, precisely because of the positivity of Gen 

9:17. Whether or not the narrative concludes with God’s hopefulness or humanity’s 

fulfillment of God’s plan depends upon what the poetic interpreter or reteller needs and 

wants. If flexibility with boundaries is accepted, it must be applied consistently. Therefore I 

also need to accept it when retellings leave out the Nephilim, or indeed when commentators 

deny that Gen 6:1–4 is part of the flood narrative. This is despite the fact that, for me, Gen 

6:1–4 is critical to understanding God’s extreme reaction to humanity’s wickedness. 

Although God’s character is diminished in most retellings, this does not mean that he 

is no longer an actor or an object of worship, a divine presence. This latter point is 

particularly relevant because God as a “presence through absence” is very common in 

retellings, especially during scenes in which Noah talks to God, Noah and his family pray, 

and everyone looks up at the rainbow. This type of scene highlights two things: (1) obedience 
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to God, and (2) worship of God. In the introduction to A First Look: The Bible (1994, DBID 

206) Lois Rock writes: “What is special about the Bible is that the writers all knew God – 

they loved and obeyed him” (4r). Throughout the retellings, obeying God is a critical 

endeavor, whether disobeying him is a reason for the destruction (pp. 174-168), or obeying 

him is a reason for salvation (pp. 127; 142): the notion of obeying God bubbles just along the 

surface. It is rarely prominent enough to be overtly didactic, yet rarely entirely absent. This is 

connected to another aspect of the retellings, something inherent to them as children’s 

literature: aetonormativity, to which I now turn. 

 

Let’s Learn with Noah! 

Katherine Jones, in “Getting Rid of Children’s Literature” (2006), argues that the corpus of 

work for children “is a literature written almost entirely by adults that assumes various 

conceptions of the child, childhood, and the childlike, with child readers usually being the 

target of the book” (305; p. 176). Inherently bound up with this is aetonormativity: the 

normalizing of the adult view of the world, with which children must conform or fall by the 

wayside. Children’s literature is aetonormative in the way it tries to enable/encourage/teach 

children to conform to normative behaviors. One of these behaviors is obedience. The 

consequences of Noah obeying God and humanity not obeying God are clear. It is also 

something implicitly inherent in the embedded narratives, such as when Mavis and Hugh 

dis/obey their parents (pp. 211-215). It is also found in instances, particularly from the 

nineteenth century, in which the heterodiegetic narrator of the flood story is also a 

homodiegetic narrator, for example, by having conversations with his or her children 

(Bradford 1866, 6–9, DBID 22; Bourne 1841, DBID 276). In all these instances children 

within the narrative are taught by adults. As entertaining as many of the retellings are, their 

primary purpose is to teach children how to survive, live, and behave in the adult world. This 
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adult world is privy to certain conditions. For most retellings in which children are explicitly 

taught, this world is a Christian one. It is also a world in which other kinds of dualities exist: 

dualities between rural/urban, rich/poor, black/white, male/female, and human/nonhuman. 

All of these have a role to play. Why is Noah rarely depicted as a person of color? Why does 

Noah always seem to live the rural idyllic (and often apparently wealthy) life? Habit, 

tradition, (un/intentionally) marginalizing those not like oneself, and writing about what a 

person knows, all play a part. When placed up against the backdrop of aetonormativity, 

however, it becomes clear that this lack of diversity, this duality between privileged and 

nonprivileged, is the normative adult view. How does this worldview relate to the worldview 

projected by the Genesis narrative? 

 

Let’s Cook with Noah’s Wife! 

It is true to say that women are more prominent in the retellings than they are in Genesis. By 

having roles and by being seen, the wife of Noah and the wives of Noah’s sons have more 

agency. They seem to have more worth and significance. As a comparison with Genesis, the 

retellings are therefore somewhat more female friendly. As individual narratives, however, 

they are less positive. The roles the women and men are given are highly gendered: Noah is 

the patriarch; Noah’s sons are manual laborers; and the women (as a collective!) are all cooks 

and cleaners. This perpetuates normative gender behavior. It suggests that the role of women 

is to look after (and obey?) their husbands. Given the lack of information in Genesis, it is 

problematic that producers choose to fill the gaps by continuing this pattern. For those who 

want children to learn about gender equality, the men and women of the ark should be seen 

with greater diversity. This is not a universally accepted viewpoint, but it is a common one.  

 

 



325 

 

Let’s Have Fun with Animals! 

The flood story is almost certainly the most commonly retold Hebrew Bible/Old Testament 

narrative because of the animals. Were the story only about the salvation of Noah and his 

family, it would have been less interesting to reproduce, or rather illustrate, in so many 

varieties. This raises the presence of animals in contemporary retellings to a disproportionate 

degree. But this presence does not guarantee they are positively presented. Animals are 

devices to demonstrate that Noah and his family are good. Animals are visual decoration to 

entice buyers of the retellings. Animals are denied their agency as animals. To follow through 

with the aetonormativity angle: children are being taught to respect and care for animals, but 

that animals need our care and that animals exist primarily for the benefit of humanity. 

Animals are pets, toys, tools, and (implicitly) food. 

The relationship between the animals in the retellings and the animals in the Genesis 

flood narrative is complex. Certainly many retellings do include the destruction of animals 

and the sacrifice, but most do not, especially among contemporary retellings. The post-1970 

retellings are more likely to misrepresent Genesis as an idealized story in which animals are 

saved and “live happily ever after.” The absence of God’s laws (or indeed the potential that 

animals were also guilty of violence) is especially telling: it is unpalatable to present 

human/animal relations as they (generally) are and for this to be as God decreed. In the 

Genesis flood story God distances himself from animals, increasing humanity’s role as an 

intermediary between animals and himself. This is to the detriment of animals,  which are 

now both edible and afraid.  

Ultimately, the flood story and its retellings are like much other literature: stories 

about the human experience with animals, not the animal experience (Simons 2002, 57). 

Narratives are made by and for humans, and as such, they serve human expectations and 

requirements. This brings me back to God. A correlation between God and the animals is that 
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they are both diminished by “the anthropocentric paradigm [which] remains deeply 

embedded in our culture at large, contributing to the gap between our highest ideals and our 

everyday practices” (Johnson 2000, 17). Although written about animals in children’s 

literature, this statement is just as easily applicable to God. God, as a character, is largely 

absent from retellings, whereas animals as human aids are increasingly present. They are both 

diminished because of society’s anthropocentrism. The idea that God can be presented 

“incorrectly” is symptomatic of human centrality; representations of God are created by and 

for humans. Stating what God must be, thereby effectively minimizing and restricting God, 

can be understood as a form of human privilege: God is how we (re-)create “him.” Yet, it is 

possible to imagine God as a character with variety, depth, and supernatural powers, using 

fantasy. 

 

Let’s Pretend! 

It is my view that the character of God is best served when God is presented in a complex, 

diverse way, and not ignored. God can be front and center, punisher and savior, emotionally 

(and physically) anthropomorphic, and powerful yet intimate with his creations. If this kind 

of God, the God of Genesis, is the God we want to present for entertainment, education, 

and/or religious reasons, we need retellings to push modal, narratological, and interpretative 

boundaries. In other words, we need fantasy—but not all fantasy. 

The usefulness and entertainment of fantasy is not guaranteed just because something 

is fantasy. Since the 1980s, when multinational publishers began to dominate children’s 

publishing (pp. 9–11), the commodification of children’s Bibles has led to their being ever-

more fantastic but unimaginatively so. This fantasy has been simplistic and caricatured, 

denying God his role and the narrative its complexities. Instead, it concentrates on the absurd 

floating ark, colorful animals, and the good Noah. But there is hope. As Jack Zipes notes 
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regarding the commodification of children’s fantasy (in the loosest sense of the word): 

“[S]ociety cannot be totally administered, and human beings cannot be totally manipulated 

and corroded” (2009, 53). The imagination will always produce other things; and just as ever-

growing numbers of post-1970s retellings are mediocre fantasy and mediocre versions of the 

biblical text, the imagination Zipes speaks of will create more fantastic ideas.  

God is again imagined as a character in the exciting and creative fantasy retellings. In 

How Mrs Monkey Missed the Ark, written and illustrated by Judith Kerr (1992, DBID 226), 

Mrs Monkey is helped by God to find her way back to the ark. He sends angels, dolphins, and 

other animals to help Mrs Monkey. At one point he has to send some clouds away because he 

could not see through them. This is a kind, interventionist God, but he is limited. He never 

leaves his “secondary world” in the clouds that he seems to have trouble seeing through but 

that he can make disappear. Whether this is his choice or his limitation we do not know, but 

God is certainly a reality. Despite the narrative being a decontextualised flood story, it still 

presents God as central to the story and in a fun way. The story ends with God making Mrs 

Monkey’s collection of (now dried) fruit into a fantastic living tree, full of every kind of fruit. 

Judith Kerr is a famous and successful children’s writer and illustrator.19 Almost all of the 

overt fantasy retellings are by famous, highly respected, and successful creators, including 

Marcia Williams, Geraldine McCaughrean, and Michael Morpurgo. These authors and 

illustrators are well known because they create imaginative narratives.20 It is almost certainly 

the case that fantasy retellings of biblical narratives are considered a commercial risk unless 

they can be advertised through the author/illustrator. This leaves less room for creativity to 

blossom, except in independent publishing houses such as Barefoot Books (Oxford). Without 

famous authors and illustrators, or independent presses being creative and exploring the 

                                                           
19

 In 2012 she was awarded an OBE (Office of the Order of the British Empire) for her services to 

children’s literature and Holocaust education. 
20

 In at least one instance, a retelling was commissioned in the style of previous fantastic works by the 

author/illustrator (Williams 2004, DBID 273; private communication). 
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potential of the flood narrative, we may be stuck with the caricatured “Noah’s Ark” for a 

little while yet. 

Fantasy texts are part of the process whereby children learn when motivated and 

entertained more effectively than when they are being taught formally or when the teacher 

instills fear (Gruner 2009, 216–235). The retellings are perhaps most effective as educational 

tools when they are fun, when they are fantasy. Ironically, this enables aetonormativity. By 

making the learning process more fun, we may be more successful in enforcing adult 

normative behavior. This is not necessarily negative, but it is something that requires our 

awareness. As with all privileges, it is only through being aware of our own privileged status 

that we can learn to appreciate the various implications. 

What of Genesis, though? Although, the notion of the Bible as fantasy is glimpsed 

across disciplines, it is rarely explicitly claimed (Blackham 1985, xiii–xiv; Amit 2001, 84; 

Mendlesohn 2008, 61). The Bible as fantasy is mostly taboo. This is probably because people 

feel uncomfortable discussing sacred texts in terms associated with (supposedly) 

ultrafictional, nonmimetic texts.
21

 Fantasy is also widely disparaged, being considered “low-

brow” (Swinfen 1984, 1, 10–11; Armitt 2005, 1). In this study I have demonstrated that the 

Bible is worth considering as fantasy literature. Even if it is not accepted as such, the 

interpretative exercise raises new questions about content, structure, and reader response. We 

are able to look at the flood story as a fun, entertaining story with a cozy catastrophe. God is 

an antagonistic, emotional, perhaps even monstrous deity. Yet the story is also didactic and 

capable of portraying a variety of truths.  

Given that fantasy is still considered a taboo interpretative lens with which to view the 

Bible, how can so many retellings rely on the fantastic, and fantasy literary and visual 

                                                           
21 

Little has changed with regard to fantasy in the Bible since Tina Pippin broached this topic in 1992 

(89). Indeed, the approach is likely to be rejected by many through a deliberate tactic akin to James 

Crossley’s idea of “Dismissing Dissent without Argument” (2008, 135–141), or—and this is at least 

as bad—by simply ignoring it (2008, 199). 
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techniques? The answer lies in the decreasing significance the Bible has in the retelling 

process. Here are two examples of biblical references from retellings, published at either end 

of the 170-year frame (in order of appearance): 

 “Gen. viii. 4;” “Gen. vi. 12–17;” “Ps. ix. 17;” “Prov. viii. 17;” and “Matt. xix. 

4” (Anon [c. 1850], 16–28, DBID 94) 

 “from The Book of Genesis, Chapters 6–8” (Borgenicht 1994, 29, DBID 83) 

The former example demonstrates awareness of the abbreviated names of biblical books and 

of biblical literacy outside the flood narrative. The second example is a simple reference to 

the bare bones of the Genesis narrative. It assumes little preexisting knowledge and does not 

attempt to make connections elswhere. 

This is not to say that retellers have not used commentaries and biblical material in the 

creation of their retellings; they have.22 But this seems to have less (direct) influence than it 

used to. Instead, commercialism has increased in significance while the Bible itself has 

waned in educational relevance. We have moved to a new stage where the norms and patterns 

of flood retellings have become so entrenched that retellings seem to be retelling other 

retellings. To an extent this is always going to be the case in traditional tales. Nevertheless, 

within the publishing of some stories there is a rich tradition of deliberate and open 

subversion, not only of the “original” narratives but also of their retellings. Fairy tales, for 

example, may include male Cinderellas and heroic wolves. There is no similar subversion 

tradition in the retellings of the flood narrative within English publishing. Rather, it is my 

conjecture that the retelling process has remade the Genesis flood story into a new fixed 

narrative: “Noah’s Ark.” This new narrative has become a cultural icon, but it is not the same 

story as in Genesis. Just as Disney’s versions of Winnie-the-Pooh, the Cinderella story, and 

                                                           
22

 Robert Alter’s Genesis (1996) inspired Michael McCarthy (2001, 17v, DBID 124). Lloyd R. 

Bailey’s Noah: The Person and the Story in History and Tradition (1985) was used by Neil Philip 

(2001, 14r, DBID 76). 
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The Little Mermaid have become the norm, so too has “Noah’s Ark.” There is precedence for 

this change: the Genesis flood narrative became more dominant than the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

Perhaps ironically, biblical commentators have historically tended to privilege the Genesis 

account over Gilgamesh and other ANE myths. Culturally and socially, are the retellings now 

being privileged? Certainly the never-ending variety of cultural appropriations of the flood 

story use the cute “Noah’s Ark,” and not the Hebrew God who changes his mind.23 

 Children’s Bible retellings are a complex entity and much work needs to be 

undertaken to explore them in relation to the biblical narratives they retell, and their 

symbiotic relationship with cultural, social, religious, publishing, and educational changes. 

Ways in which this can be done will now be suggested. 

 

And So It Begins: Practical Uses for the Research Findings 

My research has practical applications. One was clearly elaborated upon by Elizabeth 

Gillhouse in her unpublished doctoral thesis, “Framing Eve: Contemporary Retellings of 

Biblical Women for Young People” (2009). She discussed how children’s Bibles can be used 

to teach religious texts to college and university students in order to uncover ideologies in 

texts (unpaginated copy [c. 179–191]). She suggests ways to foster examination of how Bible 

retellings are situated within religious and secular communities and as influencing cultural 

norms. My work feeds into this approach neatly with the further addition of enabling cross-

fertilization between disciplines, be they fantasy studies, children’s literature studies, cultural 

studies, or biblical studies. Specifically within biblical studies, there is often an enthusiastic 

response to discussions of children’s Bible retellings—discussions that highlight ideologies in 

                                                           
23 

The following all use a typical cartoon Noah’s ark logo: a zoo in Bristol  

(www.noahsarkzoofarm.co.uk/), a children’s hospice in London 

 (http://noahsarkhospice.org.uk/), a children’s hospice in Wales (http://noahs-ark-appeal.org/), and an 

animal rescue center in Iowa (www.noahsark.org/). A full investigation of the relationship between 

these contemporary appropriations and children’s Bible retellings would need to be undertaken to 

fully appreciate the connections.  
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both the biblical text and the retellings. Analysis of children’s Bible retellings can 

demonstrate how the Bible has been appropriated, understood, and taught at different times. It 

enables exploration of how the children’s Bibles themselves become the core biblical text 

many are familiar with.  

In addition, I would suggest that the subject of children’s Bibles need not be restricted 

to university settings. The UK Department of Education’s nonstatutory guidelines to religious 

education in England state that religious education “contributes to pupils’ personal 

development and well-being and to community cohesion by promoting mutual respect and 

tolerance in a diverse society” (2010, 7). It would be possible to compare overtly Jewish, 

Christian, and Islamic retellings of the flood story in a class setting. This could foster 

interfaith dialogue and help teach religious texts.  

Children’s literature studies is a discipline that directly affects pedagogical practice, 

with practitioners actively participating in the academy and disseminating their knowledge to 

others. This study has the potential to inspire alternative readings of children’s Bible 

retellings as retellings of a sacred text, and to apply that within a pedagogical (interfaith) 

setting. Such a setting can be used to teach other cultural norms. As Gillhouse used her 

studies to get students to engage with feminism, teachers could encourage students to look at 

their own place in the world.  

Jeannine Heynes, in her study “Engaging with Teenage Girls’ Understandings of 

Religion and Gender,” demonstrates how teenagers think about God, the Bible and biblical 

characters, and how their religious education has formed these ideas. Issues included the lack 

of women in key narratives, such as Noah's ark (2010, 126), and girls’ own reflections on 

how the world would be different if people thought that God were female. Through 

discussion, they were able to engage with and actively comprehend the significance of what 

they had, and critically had not, been taught and exposed to. Were children’s Bible retellings 
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involved in religious education, such complex matters could be addressed through seemingly 

nonthreatening and simple cultural texts. 

There is also the opportunity for religious practitioners to read and appreciate the 

material they purchase and how it is used. Sunday School teachers and other church 

educators may, for example, read about the impact of fantasy on retellings. They may choose 

to avoid overtly fictionalized accounts in favor of expository texts, or they may deliberately 

seek out the overt fantasy retellings, in which animals talk and God is comically illustrated. 

They may reconsider the images in relation to the words: if the women are not mentioned in 

the words, how can the images of them doing nothing but cooking and cleaning be 

acceptable? It is my hope that people, from whatever religious or secular background, are 

able to use this study to help them reflect upon what they present to children. The essential 

point for me is that they think of the deeper implication of the retellings, beyond their being a 

nice story with a sacred aura.24  

 

Looking to the Future in Children’s Bible Research 

In my study I have proposed one way in which children’s Bible retellings can be analyzed. 

Children’s Bible research is a relatively new area and there are many possibilities for further 

discussion, including using my methodological approach with other narratives. Here I suggest 

further avenues of research that may be explored in the future. 

 

                                                           
24

 An example of a reading where further consideration of the narrative and its deeper implications 

would have been beneficial is in Connie R. Green and Sandra Brenneman Oldendorf’s summary of 

Jerry Pinkney’s 2002 retelling of Noah’s Ark (2011, 103). They note, among other things, that the 

retelling states that God sent a large flood because he was displeased with people. The authors’s only 

suggestion for using the book within a religiously diverse classroom setting is to use it to “connect to 

contemporary environmental concerns and the role of people as stewards of the Earth.” There is not 

even a hint that there are broader implications of the biblical narrative or the retelling. Given that the 

purpose of Green and Brenneman Oldendorf’s book is to explore how to use children’s literature to 

teach religious diversity, it is a pity that the complexities of the material is not even acknowledged.  
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Expanding the Field 

This study has primarily focused on uncovering ideologies in the word/image relationship 

and how the retellings reinterpret the biblical narrative. Instead, I could have chosen to focus 

on the impact and influence of the publishing trade, religious belief and practices, and/or 

education policy. The retellings could have been approached by researching their producers 

and/or their readers. Retellings published in different time periods, countries, and/or different 

languages could have been compared.  

In the preparatory research for this project I looked at early Dutch and English 

retellings of the biography of Noah (1650–1900). It was not a carefully selected corpus 

because it was a pilot to assess the classification system and evaluate what research direction 

I should take. I read 115 Bibles and Bible Histories printed for children. Of these, 54 were 

Dutch and 61 were English. Over half of the Dutch Bibles included illustrations of Noah’s 

biography, but only a sixth of the English ones did. The central motif of the English retellings 

was most often the ark as opposed to the destruction, as with the Dutch texts. In the Dutch 

retellings the drunken Noah narrative was depicted throughout the time period, complete with 

images of Noah’s nudity (although that did gradually diminish), whereas in the English 

retellings I saw no images of Noah’s nudity and the narrative almost disappeared. Were I to 

continue the work, I could explore the books, illustrations, and verbal narratives in detail, 

uncovering similarities as well as differences. Comparing publications in the two countries 

would also offer an opportunity to explore sociocultural, economic, and religious influences 

on the publications, thereby evaluating how different children’s Bible traditions evolved.  

Related to the comparison of different patterns in international publishing is the role 

of trade and translation. In the corpus there are at least 4 retellings translated from Dutch 

publications (Anon 1978, DBID 7; Anon 1985, DBID 20; de Vries 1982, DBID 177; 

Knowles 1981, DBID 196). There may be more, but the acknowledgment of translations 
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(including original authors and translators) is sporadic in publishing history. Further book 

historical research would be needed to discover more. In twenty-first-century children’s Bible 

publishing, there are more translations from English into Dutch than in the other direction. In 

fact, over half of all Dutch language children’s Bibles were translated from other languages 

and almost 75% of these were translated from English (van der Meiden 2009, 30).  

“Noah’s Ark” in My Bible Activity Book was written by Ronne Randall and Kathryn 

Jewitt, with illustrations by Rebecca Elliott (2006, 3–32, DBID 309). It was translated into 

Dutch as De Ark van Noach by Nelleke van der Zwan (2006). The formatting and 

illustrations are virtually identical, and the translation does not add or remove any phrases or 

sentences.25 It is a fairly literal translation. Nevertheless, there are still different implications 

in meaning: 

“Noah and his family were honest and kind” (4) 

“Noach en zijn gezin waren eerlijk en vriendelijk” (2) 

The Dutch means essentially the same: “eerlijk” means “honest” and “fair;” “vriendelijk” 

means “kind.” But the primary meaning of “vriendelijk” is “friendly.” The difference is 

subtle but could still have implications for the interpretation of Noah, which further linguistic 

and cultural analysis could explore. The following example includes more significant 

changes.  

“Rainy Days” is the flood retelling in Baby Bible, Baby Girl Bible, and Baby Boy 

Bible by Sarah Toulmin, with illustrations by Kristina Stephenson (all 2006, DBID 48, DBID 

286, DBID 287). In it the following text is written of the ark: “It floated up high. It floated 

back down” (20; Fig. 32 [p. 223]). The Dutch translation, “Dagenlang Regen” in Bijbel voor 

Kleine Kanjers, translated by Anneke Wind (2010), has the same illustrations, typesetting and 

pagination. The translation of page 20 states: “Het water steeg. De boot ging mee omhoog. 

                                                           
25

 While the narrative, complete with activities and stickers, remains the same in the Dutch version, 

the additional activities on pages 17 to 32 in “Noah’s Ark” are not included. 
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Het water zakte. De boot ging mee omlaag.” This can be translated as “The water rose. The 

boat went up with it. The water fell. The boat went down with it.” This translation adds two 

sentences of explanation, thereby telling the reader how the ark floated, rather than letting the 

readers work it out for themselves. It suggests that the translator/producers wanted a more 

didactic approach. Another significant difference appears when God announces the flood to 

Noah and he says in the English original, “I need you to build a big boat” (15). In the Dutch 

translation this becomes, “Nu moet jij een heel grote boot bouwen” (15). This can be 

translated as “Now you must build a very big boat.” The theological ideologies represented in 

the texts are very different. In the English, God is personal and in need of help. In the Dutch, 

God is commanding and seems more all-powerful, but also more distant. Comparisons with 

other translated works could explore whether this is an unusual difference or indicative of a 

general approach in Dutch children’s Bible publishing. Exploring differences in translations 

can help to uncover the impact of different languages on retellings, ideology, and on how the 

biblical narrative is understood in different cultures. 

In addition, or instead of expanding the research to include international comparisons, 

the time period discussed in this study could be changed. I could, for example, cover the full 

history of children’s Bible retellings in England. This may be focused around social history 

(cf. Bottigheimer 1996) or book history (van der Meiden 2009). Conversely, a narrower focus 

could be selected, such as only researching retellings published in the twenty-first century or 

during the Second World War. This kind of research could be more detailed, varied, or more 

exhaustive. It could be used to shed light on how specific events have impacted retellings. If 

an exhaustive approach were taken, it might involve working in not only major children’s 

library collections but also smaller libraries and private collections. Furthermore, it may 

necessitate working in archives.  
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Researching within publishing archives helps to uncover the prices, sale figures, and 

advertising of different children’s Bibles. Uncovering this information can indicate how 

popular a book was, what kind of reader the book may be aimed at (and perhaps read by, e.g., 

aristocracy, middle class, Methodist). A major advantage of archival research is that it 

uncovers material about books when the books themselves may be so well read they are 

effectively destroyed. William Goldwin’s Bible Stories, written under the pseudonym 

William Scolfield, is one example. It was published in 1802. No copies of the early editions 

have been found, but it was in print until 1831, and only two copies of the first volume exist 

(Briggs 2008, 101). A disadvantage of archival research is that it is specialized and time 

consuming. This disadvantage also applies to building exhaustive records of the history of 

children’s Bible publishing, which is also likely to be costly as collections are distributed 

globally. Another form of very specialized research is direct sociological and ethnographic 

work with child readers, something that is out of my area of expertise (p. 29). 

One way to explore readers of children’s books without directly working with 

children would be to analyze marginalia and inscriptions. This is not something I have 

discussed in my thesis, although I have encountered it. For this study I collected as many 

copies of the retellings as I could to enable ease of research. Most of them were bought 

second hand.26 The second-hand books are usually gift books given by aunts, grandparents, 

schools, or churches for Christmas, Easter, or birthdays. The oldest I have is my personal 

copy of Mamma’s Bible Stories (Anon [Lucy Wilson] [c. 1892], DBID 308). The inscription 

is: “J. R. S. Ky[nnu]sley from Aunt Katie, Moor Green.” One of the most recent inscriptions 

                                                           
26

 Another area of research could be the market for second-hand children’s Bibles and the kind of 

Bibles that get donated. Over the past 5 years I visited every charity shop in every town I visited in 

England, every time I went to that town. The variety of books for sale was demonstrably different 

according to the area, as was the turnaround of the books. In some places I visited, the staff would tell 

me that children’s Bibles would be sold within a day or two of being put on sale, but in others they 

were put in the bargain bin because they were so hard to sell. While this is anecdotal, further research 

could provide interesting avenues of enquiry. 
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is in my copy of The Puffin Children’s Bible (Alexander, 1991, DBID 314). It gives the full 

name of the child as well as the date of his first Holy Communion (in the summer of 2000) at 

a named church in West Sussex, a church that has strong connections with a Catholic primary 

school. Analyzing inscriptions offers a way to evaluate who owned books and why, although 

this does not mean that the recipient ever read the book or was typical of other 

recipients/readers. Marginalia does, however, offer some indicator as to readership. In my 

copy of The One-Minute Children’s Bible (Ellis [c. 1996], DBID 318) somebody, probably 

the named female who received the book as an Easter present in 1997, wrote comments. The 

book itself is a workbook, deliberately intended to be written in. There are exercises on most 

of the 380 pages, but only 3 are completed, suggesting a lack of interest in the book and no 

adult encouraging (or forcing) engagement with the exercises. The child uses small, cursive 

handwriting to suggest that God made Eve so that Adam didn’t get lonely, (10), and we can 

please God today (as Abel did) by “obeying the ten comarments [sic] and other rules” (17). 

My personal favorite is the answer to the question “If you were Noah, which animals would 

you keep closest to the room you slept in?” The child answered, “dolphins and ducks” and 

“hourses [sic].” Explorations of this and “unofficial” marginalia, including coloring, stickers, 

scribbles, and notes (all of which can be found in my personal copies), could provide insights 

into the readership of children’s Bibles (cf. Grenby 2011, 24–35; Reynolds 2011, 14–15). 

Rather than working with child readers, it would also be possible to work with 

producers of the retellings. During the research for this study I engaged in a discussion with 

the author/illustrator Marcia Williams about her work. It was an illuminating discussion 

about what her choices were in producing Bible retellings, specifically “Noah’s Ark” in God 

and His Creations (2004, DBID 273). In private communication she informed me that the 

narratives retold were a combination of her and the editor’s favorites. It was the publisher 

who discouraged her from including New Testament narratives, although she did not say 
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why. In the communication Williams explored the role of humor, her attendance at Sunday 

school as a child, and Buddhist classes as an adult. It would be interesting to develop a 

project around authors and their choices. Questions about awareness of extrabiblical material 

by producers and the different forms of religiosity involved in producing retellings by and for 

various communities could be explored. As well as working with authors and illustrators, the 

role of translators, editors, typesetters, and consultants (including biblical scholars, priests 

and rabbis) could be analyzed. The impact different roles and individuals may have on the 

publishing and content of books could be considered by time period, language, religious 

background, and/or country. Likewise, the impact of marketing and libraries on the 

publication and dissemination of children’s Bibles could prove fruitful.  

All of these research suggestions, and no doubt more, could be incorporated into the 

methodology I use for approaching the retellings. The database is adaptable so that 

researchers can redesign it and systematically record and quantify data that might otherwise 

be unmanageable before qualitatively analyzing it. I now revisit the database, firstly 

exploring its potential for expansion before returning full circle to using the database for 

retellings and an outline of the steps needed to replicate the method for another research 

project. 

 

Digital Humanities 

This study has developed a new approach for working with children’s Bible retellings, using 

tools commonly found within digital humanities (England, forthcoming 2013). Digital 

humanities is concerned with the use of technology in the humanities in order to find new 

ways of researching material, representing data, processing data, and dissemination.27 A key 

                                                           
27 

Digital humanities is difficult to define and many attempts have been made. An overview of the 

field can be found with the Alliance of Digital Humanities Organizations 

(http://www.digitalhumanities.org/) and  A Companion to Digital Humanities, edited by Susan 
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element of the digital humanities is collaboration, open-source research, and networking. My 

database is well placed to be developed within such an environment. The database is a 

flexible tool, easily adaptable for different types of cultural artifacts. Stained glass, 

commentaries, sermons, and films could all be cataloged according to content for the work of 

different specialists. It is also adaptable for recording other kinds of children’s texts, such as 

biblical narratives in animation, toys, or videos available on YouTube. At its most basic, the 

database takes little effort to adapt, as long as the disciplinary expertise is available. With 

further resources and funding, the sophistication of the tool could be greatly expanded.28 

Public platforms for the material could be created and shared with libraries, online, or even as 

apps. This would enable experts to share their work with all interested parties, expert and 

nonexpert alike. 

 Specifically regarding children’s Bibles and retellings, the database can be expanded 

to fill a significant gap in the field. There are currently no catalogs of English children’s 

Bibles or their content. This hinders systematic research of them as physical books, children’s 

literature, cultural history, and biblical interpretation. The database could be a bouncing-off 

point in the development of a catalog, using public and private collections. It could be made 

public as a searchable online resource, where end-users would be able to make their own 

queries. Queries might be based on a combination of factors, including biblical narrative, 

year, publisher, illustrator, and even specific types of content, such as introductory material 

(e.g., foreword), and worship aids (e.g., hymns). The results could identify key patterns and 

periods of change. Researchers would then be able to explore what led to the changes and 

how they impacted upon biblical literacy, cultural norms, and identity.  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Schreibman, Ray Siemens, and John Unsworth (2004; cf. de Smedt 2002; Schnapp and Presner 2009; 

Kirschenbaum 2010; Svenssen 2010; Prescott 2011). 
28 

My project was undertaken solo. While this has its advantages, further funding and staffing would 

not only enable expansion but provide an extra pair of trained eyes. Such assistance may have led to 

suggestions such as a tick box for the presence of each of the 8 actors in the flood retellings. This 

would have saved time and been more specifc than relying on motifs. 
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Replicating the Methodology 

My method is replicable, and to demonstrate this I offer a brief example of how a researcher 

may begin her own project. In the first instance, the researcher would need to ask what 

biblical text/s she was interested in: a single narrative, a biblical book, a character, or a motif 

(e.g., donkeys, death, angels). After that she would need to choose a corpus. I demonstrate the 

process with reference to the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:1–26).29 It tells 

the story of two messengers/angels visiting Sodom (19:1). Lot offers them hospitality (19:2–

3). The men of Sodom then cry out to be intimate with the visitors (19:5). Lot begs them not 

to do this and offers his two daughters instead (19:8). The men of Sodom become angrier and 

are struck with a blinding light so that they can not find Lot’s house (19:9–11). The angels 

tell Lot to take himself and anyone else he has in the city out of Sodom, because they have 

been sent by God to destroy it (19:12–13). Lot’s sons-in-law do not believe Lot, so Lot leaves 

with his wife and two remaining daughters (19:14–15). They are warned not to look back 

(19:17) and flee to a nearby town (19:18–22). Sulfurous rain (brimstone) falls on Sodom and 

Gomorrah (19:24–25). Lot’s wife looks back and turns into a pillar of salt (19:26). 

 

i) Corpus Selection 

First, a researcher needs to know how much time and technical expertise she has for the 

project, and whether she can borrow or buy some assistance. This will impact upon the type 

of research that can be done. If only 3 months are available, in which to write an article, 

cataloging all retellings ever published on the Sodom narrative is not going to be possible. An 

area of focus needs to be chosen, perhaps by publication date/s, language/s, or country/ies. 

The researcher needs to know whether she wants to be able to extrapolate and make 

                                                           
29

 As with the flood story, the boundaries are flexible. It could begin with God and Abraham 

discussing the forthcoming destruction (Gen 18:16–33) and end with Abraham looking over the ruins 

(Gen 19:27–29), or Lot’s daughters having Lot’s children (Gen 19:30–36). Cf. Brueggeman 1982, 

162-163; Brodie 2001, 242; Tonson 2001; Mathews 2005, 221. 
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generalizations. If so, she has to be more careful about selecting the research material, such as 

if she wishes to work exclusively with material published from within a specific religious 

tradition. In such an instance it might be easier to select specific publishing houses and visit 

their archives.  

Having decided the content and location of the corpus, a sampling process is needed. 

If there is no intention of generalizing about retellings, a large number of retellings do not 

need to be assessed. If generalizations are to be made, it will be necessary to have an 

approximate idea of how many retellings are available in order to work out how many to 

view, record, and analyze. This research may change the original trajectory. For example, I 

looked at approximately 50 children’s Bible storybooks published in the last 50 years and 

only 5 included the Sodom and Gomorrah narrative (and mostly very briefly, whereas all 

included the flood; Vallerey 1965, 20–33, DBID 75; Willoughby 1998, 23, DBID 207; 

Manser 1999, 26–27, DBID 315; and two books not on the database, Brunelli 1988, 10; 

Anon, 2003, 10v–11r). This seemingly limited field could make the classification process 

much quicker, or enable a more detailed narratological classification system to be created. 

Alternatively, the researcher may notice that the longest and most complex of the retellings is 

a translation of a French retelling, “The Story of Lot’s Wife” (Vallerey 1965, 20–33, DBID 

75). This observation could lead the researcher to open the field and decide to compare 

retellings published in different countries. Having evaluated the number of retellings 

available to the researcher, she then needs to decide on the sampling method (pp. 27). Having 

decided a basic area of research and corpus, it is time to design the database. 

 

ii) Design and Pilot 

The researcher will need to formulate more specific research questions before she designs the 

database, especially the classification system. Using the Sodom and Gomorrah example, is 
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the primary focus of research the destruction, Lot’s wife, Lot’s daughters, the angel, Lot, or 

all of them? What about illustrations and/or words? Is the researcher interested in the kind of 

book the retelling is in, or whether the biblical narrative is interpreted as historical? 

Answering these questions will involve familiarizing oneself with the material. For example, 

one retelling uses the eruption of Vesuvius to explain Lot’s wife turning into a pillar of salt: 

“A woman encrusted with lava, in a similar manner, was found in the ruins of Pompeii" 

(Valentine [c. 1866], 62, DBID 89).30 This historicizes the biblical narrative, and in turn has 

implications for understanding the destruction of Pompeii, perhaps including fantasizing it. 

However, it would be necessary to sample other retellings and evaluate whether there are 

enough retellings making this connection to warrant its addition to the classification system.  

The retelling including the Pompeii reference is titled “The Angels’ Visit” (56–65), 

and the illustration is of Lot and his family leaving Sodom. Are titles and other paratextual 

material the focus? What of illustrations? Is there a need to have only the basic content of 

images, as in Lot’s wife? Is the detail of the images required for analysis, including Lot’s 

wife looking back, Lot’s wife in the foreground, Lot’s wife in the background, Lot and his 

daughters in the foreground, and Lot and his daughters walking away? Whatever is required 

needs to be included in the classification system in addition to any bibliographic material and 

any other required data (e.g., target audience, retelling type). Of course, the degree of detail 

with which the biblical narrative itself is to be classified also needs to be decided, as well as 

the degree to which lacunae are included. It is also worth noting that the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah can be interpreted as a fantastic text, including angels, fire and sulfur 

raining from the sky, and transmogrification. The classification system could be designed to 

specifically record fantastic elements and fantastic forms of illustration. 

                                                           
30

 In Victorian England the destruction of Pompeii was popularly associated with the destruction of 

Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:1–29). The association between Pompeii and Sodom and Gomorrah 

maybe as old as the town because of ancient graffiti found on a wall (Beard 2008, 25). 
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Once the database is designed, it needs to be piloted. This is essentially a “practice 

run” at data entry. It is a way to become more familiar with not only the formatting of the 

database but also the material and any additional motifs, such as the newly salted Lot’s wife 

being absorbed into the Dead Sea (Vallerey 1965, 33, DBID 75). It gives the researcher extra 

opportunities to amend her research trajectory. The database will almost certainly not be 

ready after the first design; it will probably need numerous updates in order to make it 

research ready. When the necessary improvements have been made, the database is ready. 

Documentation pertaining to the database should be produced to ensure clarity in data entry.31 

 

iii) Data Entry 

It is absolutely critical that the data entry process is consistent. In this regard the clearer the 

specifications of the database and the less ambiguity involved with the fields, the easier and 

more consistent (and more useful) the data will be. There will always be a statistical margin 

of error as well as errors caused by the researcher because research is fallible, but with 

planning and preparation this can be minimized. Furthermore, if it is possible, the data should 

be checked for accuracy. 

 

iv) Data Analysis 

Finally, after the data entry process has been completed, statistics can be made. How this is 

done depends upon the research questions and the type of research being undertaken. For this 

study I made some basic counting reports and then made specific queries as and when they 

were needed (see Appendix A and the Supplementary Material on the DVD). As with data 

entry, accuracy in the statistics production is critical. 
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 On the accompanying DVD I have included my database specification. 
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v) Qualitative Analysis 

It would be possible to produce a predominantly statistical analysis using the database. This 

would have its merits, especially as a data set for other people to analyze. Nevertheless, I 

believe that statistical data should inform a qualitative analysis, such as with close readings of 

the children’s retellings as interpretations of the Hebrew Bible narrative. While the balance in 

this study has heavily favored a qualitative approach, it could be more equally balanced 

should the researcher decide to do so.  

To demonstrate how my qualitative analysis could work with the destruction of Sodom 

narrative, I look at one retelling. The anonymously written “The Story of Lot” in Bible Stories 

Colouring Book is illustrated by Mary Ann Dorr (2003, 10v–11r). The title of the retelling 

suggests that this is a story about one man, Lot, and not about God’s judgment, wicked 

behavior, or the destruction of cities. The story itself spans two facing pages, with 32 words 

on the verso and 19 on the recto. On each page there is an A4-size image, each being a black 

and white line drawing ready to be colored in. The first page has the words: “The people of 

Sodom sinned. God sent two angels to destroy the city. But a good man named Lot lived 

there. The angels warned him to flee before the city was destroyed” (10v). This text can be 

broken down into a number of units for analysis.  

First, the “people … sinned,” implies that all of the people of Sodom sinned (perhaps 

reflecting the emphasis of young and old in the Hebrew narrative, 19:4), but no specific act is 

mentioned. Scholarly interpretation of the specific crime of the Sodomites can be summed up, 

albeit simplistically, as “sexual debauchery, human hubris, and violation of (the law of) 

hospitality” (Mulder 1992, 6:100). More specifically, scholars have suggested the humiliation 

of foreigners and abuse of power (Brett 2000, 67-68); abandonment of law (Morschauser 

2003); and homosexuality (Hamilton 1995, 34-35; Turner 2009, 83). There is, in fact, no clear 

interpretation of the narrative to be made. Whatever the crime may be, the retelling does not 
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hint at it. Rather, the word “sin” will have different connotations depending upon the child 

and any accompanying reader. The lack of overt reference to sex, sexual violence, or sexuality 

is striking. While this lack is perhaps to be expected for a children’s book, the destruction of 

Sodom is a foundational myth in Christian and Western homophobia (Carden 2004, 5). From 

this retelling, and the others I have read, it does not seem to be the case that the association 

between the Sodom narrative and homophobia is taught via children’s Bible retellings. This is 

in stark contrast to the flood narrative, where cultural appropriations of the story, and biblical 

literacy surrounding it, is formed, to a large extent, via retellings for children. Further research 

is needed to explore the influence of retellings of the Sodom narrative for children on society. 

Following the announcement of sin, the retelling tells us that God sent two angels to 

destroy Sodom. The verbal text is accompanied by an image of Lot being sent away by two 

angels. They are bare-foot, wear tunics, have halos (seemingly held up by bands around the 

hair), long hair, and giant wings that run from their knees to their ears. These are not the same 

angels as described in another retelling as looking like “ordinary men” (Manser 1999, 26, 

DBID 315). Only twice in the Hebrew narrative are the messengers referred to with a Hebrew 

word sometimes used for angels or heavenly messengers ( מלאכיםה , 19:1, 15). In the Hebrew 

Bible מלאך is used to refer to both supernatural and human messengers (DCH, V:284-288), 

and it is not clear what is meant in this narrative. Translations generally use “angels” (KJV, 

NRSV, NEB), and some commenters also prefer this option (Skinner 1910, 306; Wenham 

1994, 53-54). Other commentators do not use the word “angels,” preferring to swap between 

“messengers” and “men” (Scullion 1992, 158-159; Jagersma 1995, 215-221), not least 

because of the use of “men” elsewhere in the narrative (8 ,19:5 ,האנׁשים; cf. 18:2, 16, 22; 

Hamilton 1995, 31-32). While the retelling’s overt verbal and visual references to angels may 

be simply a result of the translation/s the author and illustrator may have used, the choice to 

make them so prominent highlights the supernatural interpretation of the biblical narrative. 
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Furthermore, the second sentence of the retelling begins with the phrase “God sent,” thereby 

unambiguously bringing God into the narrative, presumably as an prolepsis to 19:13 (or 

perhaps a analepsis to 18:22, 33). God has been given a central role in the narrative and it is as 

a punisher, not as a savior. God sends the angels to destroy the city, not to save Lot. The 

angels warn Lot, seemingly of their own accord. While this reflects the Hebrew (19:12), it is 

an interesting choice because it only implies that God is a protector as well as a destroyer.  

Lot is told to flee, presumably because he is a “good man,” but we are not told what 

makes Lot good. The choice of “good” as a descriptor for Lot is interesting because in the 

Hebrew, he is an ambiguous character. He is considered good enough to save (19:12), he tries 

to protect the angels/messengers (19:7-8), he believes the warning to leave (19:14-15), and he 

tries to save his family (19:14-15). Conversely, he offers his daughters to those threatening 

violence against the angels/messengers (19:8), and he flees only after lingering to the extent 

he is led out of the city by the hand after which he negotiates (begs for? asks for?) a better 

dwelling place (19:16-19; Alter 1996, 87). Given the ambiguities in Lot’s character and his 

particularly problematic treatment of his daughters, one wonders why the reteller chose to use 

the word “good,” and what message this may give were a child to then read the biblical 

narrative. Exploring how many retellings call Lot “good” might be interesting, especially how 

he compares with other “good” biblical characters. In this coloring book, for example, Noah is 

(unusually) called “righteous” (Dorr 2003, 5v). 

The second page of the retellings bears the words: “Lot took his wife and fled. But his 

wife looked back and was turned into a pillar of salt” (11r). There is no mention of Lot’s 

daughters or any family members. There is no mention of how the city was destroyed, and 

indeed there is no Gomorrah. There is no reason given as to why Lot’s wife became a pillar of 

salt, and certainly no warning that she should not look back (19:17). In the image she cannot 

even be assumed to be close enough to a burning city to be caught in the cross fire. First, the 
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city is not burning; there are merely a few cracks in the walls, and no other indication of 

destruction. There are certainly no signs of fire and brimstone raining from the sky. Second, 

Lot’s wife is in the foreground. Lot is between his wife and the city, walking apparently 

casually along a path as though he has just encountered her. His eyes look downcast and his 

hand is moving up to his face, but he is still smiling. The implication is that Lot’s wife is 

walking ahead of Lot and turns round to look at him and/or the city being destroyed. If she is 

looking at Lot or the city, for whatever reason, the transmogrification is unexplained. In the 

Hebrew Bible narrative there may be no explicit reason given, but we can intimate that 

instructions are not followed (for what reason, we are not told), and Lot’s wife is therefore 

disobedient and punished (Wenham 1994, 58-59). The retelling appears, at least so far, to be 

harsher and less logical in its treatment of Lot’s wife than the Hebrew Bible, irrespective of 

one’s views of Genesis 19. However, the illustration is complex and again demonstrates the 

complexities in interpreting word/image relationships. 

In keeping with some of the destruction scenes explored in this study, without the 

words there would be no way of knowing what is happening in the retelling. The silhouette of 

Lot’s wife’s face is still visible and it looks as if she is wearing a cloak. The “cloak” has little 

circles on it, presumably to indicate salt, but they could more easily be interpreted as sparkles. 

Certainly, without the words, that would be a more likely interpretation. Children have the 

power to color the picture any way they want (although accompanying adults may guide them 

in specific directions). If children cannot read the words, or the words have not been read to 

them, they might just make the dress sparkly, with Lot’s face becoming one of wonder at his 

“princess.” As with the destruction in the flood retellings, this portrayal removes the horror of 

the event. The fire raining from the sky is replaced with a few cracked walls, and no 

indication that anyone is hurt. The transmogrification of Lot’s wife is sanitized so that the 

words and images do not tell the same story, leaving flexibility (and confusion?) within the 
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story. The diminishing of Lot’s wife turning into a pillar of salt lessens a fantastic element of 

the narrative, but the clear visual representation permits the fantastic to be found. There is an 

option for the narrative to be read as one in which the angels are real, or as a fantasy in which 

angels are fictional beings. 

The question remains: is this interpretation of Lot’s wife typical? Not in the 5 

retellings I have seen. In fact, only two others even mention the transmogrification of Lot’s 

wife (Vallerey 1965, 20–33, DBID 75; Manser 1999, 26–27, DBID 315) and the only other 

illustration is as realistic a depiction of the event as is possible (Manser 1999, 26–27, DBID 

315). This does not mean, however, that other retellings do not include illustrations of the 

event. I would not be able to extrapolate from such a small corpus. In order to do so, I would 

need to undertake more extensive quantitative research that would also enable me to compare 

the number (and perhaps type) of representations of Lot’s wife’s change with the presentation 

of the angels/messengers and the destruction of the cities. Detailed quantitative research 

would also lead to the uncovering of different patterns that may not be visible without such 

quantitative analysis. In turn this would enable further exploration about the transmission of 

interpretations of the biblical narrative in cultural discourse. 

 This brief excursus into another narrative demonstrates that my methodology can be 

repeated and that there are patterns to be explored and new ones to be discovered. 

 

The Dove, the Rainbow, and the Unicorn 

If we are to understand biblical literacy in the twenty-first century, ignoring children’s Bibles 

would be a mistake. Not only do children’s Bibles and Bible retellings educate children, but 

they educate the adults the children become. This education may be reinforced when the 

adults read retellings about pairs of animals and a “bath tub” ark to their own children. Many 

adults in England will never read a Bible. Even fewer will read biblical commentaries, and 



349 

 

very few will read the Bible in its original languages. Biblical literacy is informed by the 

texts people encounter. For stories popular in children’s books, including the flood narrative, 

children’s Bibles are probably the most significant formative texts.  

In the 170 years of retellings discussed in this study, the retellings have changed 

dramatically, progressing from overtly didactic and relatively accurate renderings of the 

Genesis flood narrative to a caricatured “Noah’s Ark.” It is this story, with its gentle dove and 

its pretty rainbow, that has dominated the last 40 years and still does today. But if you look 

carefully, you might also find a unicorn. If you do, it is in those retellings in which you might 

just find the most engaging representations of the biblical narrative. All retellings can and do 

interpret God, biblical actors, and biblical narratives. These interpretations may not 

necessarily agree with your own; they may present ideas about God, religion, women, 

animals, and society that disagree with your own. But they do offer glimpses into how the 

Bible is and has been interpreted in different communities. If we let them, they may even act 

as commentaries, providing new ways to read, explore, and interpret biblical narratives. 

  


