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“The Dove, the Rainbow, and the Unicorn”: 

170 Years of the Flood Story Retold for Children in Words and Pictures 

Summary 

 

Children’s Bible retellings educate, socialize and entertain. They are encountered by children 

from a variety of faith and secular backgrounds, at school and home, in groups and alone, 

with adults or not. Often they are the only way in which a person directly engages with a 

biblical narrative. Despite their cultural significance, Bible retellings for children are rarely 

discussed in academia. The thesis proposes a methodology for analyzing the content of 

biblical narratives retold for young children, focusing on the Genesis flood story in 170 years 

of English publishing (1837-2006). Along with the thesis a personally designed and custom-

built database is included, upon which bibliographical and content information for 273 

retellings is recorded. The latter was devised specifically to analyze verbal and visual content 

of flood story retellings. This quantitative research enables unexpected discoveries and 

provides evidence (or a lack thereof) for assumptions about the material. Using the findings 

as a backdrop, close readings are undertaken of how actors and events are recreated, focusing 

on a few retellings in each chapter, while providing brief examples from many others. These 

readings are based on a narratological approach through which ideologies are uncovered; 

ideologies which are presented in the intersections between word and image. Specifically, 

these relate to: (1) how and why actors in the Genesis flood story have been marginalized or 

enhanced; and (2) who, how, and why actors in the retellings are othered, based on 

normativity of gender, class, size, race, and age. The hermeneutic circle is completed by 

using the ideologies in the retellings to explore those presented in the biblical narrative. 

This thesis is in 4 parts. The first, “The Foundations,” presents the critical background 

information. This begins with Chapter One, the introduction, which, in addition to the 
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introductory material includes a brief history of Bible publishing for children in England and 

an overview of existing academic work on Bible retellings. 

Chapter Two is the methodology explaining how the retellings were sourced, 

catalogued, and classified on the custom-built database. Demonstrating how the retellings are 

approached as an informed adult reader, the close reading strategy used throughout the thesis 

is introduced. This strategy incorporates narratology and tools developed within current 

children’s literature studies. 

Chapter Three is an analysis of the Genesis flood story as a final form narrative. It 

focuses on the actors and the elements of the narrative most relevant for the analysis of the 

retellings. An argument is made for an inclusive approach to the narrative, expanding the 

boundaries beyond that which is normally considered canon as well as arguing that different 

elements of the narrative can be interpreted in multiple ways and that these are not mutually 

exclusive. 

Part Two of the thesis (Chapters Four—Seven), “Flood Retellings for Children,” is an 

analysis of the corpus itself. Each Chapter explores a specific actor or group of actors and 

issues arising out of their representation. The discussion is influenced and informed but not 

necessarily governed by the quantitative analysis undertaken of the material, the methodology 

of which is described in Chapter Two.  

Chapter Four, “God,” focuses on the dynamics of interpreting God’s 

anthropomorphism in words and images, specifically the mental, emotional, corporeal, and 

spiritual components. The balancing of God’s roles as punisher and destroyer are discussed. 

The Chapter is tied together with the theme of the ways in which God has gradually been 

diminished and why. Focusing on the dynamics of interpreting God’s anthropomorphism and 

roles as a punisher and savior, how God is re-created as a functioning actor rather than as a 
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character is uncovered. He is marginalized and denied the development he is given in the 

source text. 

Chapter Five, “The Survivors,” includes discussion of the humans alive before, 

during, and after the flood (Noah and the 7 members of his family). The specific focus is on 

gendering and the impact of changing illustration methods, especially after 1970. How (often) 

the future generations of humanity are presented in the retellings and the implications for this 

are explored. Key discussion areas include the increasing dominance of Noah, the gender 

bias, anonymity, and domestication of women, and the changing nature of visual 

representations moving from realistic representations to caricatures. The conclusion is that 

although the wives and sons have been enhanced over the years and they have a greater role 

than in Genesis, this role is predominantly visual and tied to normative gender roles. In 

contrast, Noah’s role has been expanded to the primary actor, although he often remains a 

functioning actor and is nearly always an authoritarian male holding the balance of power. 

Chapter Six, “The Other Humans,” focuses on the people who the retellings blame for 

the destruction. These include people who are performing explicit actions that could be 

described as wicked, violent, or corrupt, as well as additional actors. The latter group includes 

Cain, Adam and Eve, and the nonbiblical neighbors who mock Noah for building the ark. The 

implications of blaming different people and the marginalization of different groups this can 

engender are analyzed. Keeping with the theme of marginalization, the presentation of the 

people who drown during the flood itself, including men, women, and children is discussed. 

Finally in this Chapter, human actors who have been added to the retellings but who are not 

part of the flood story itself, specifically those in embedding narratives are considered. These 

actors may, for example, be parents narrating the flood story to their own children. This 

analysis focuses on the aetonormativity, a concept named by Maria Nikolajeva, which relates 

to the ideological bias in favor of children conforming to adult norms. 
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The final Chapter in Part Two is Chapter Seven, “The Animals.” In it an animal 

centric reading strategy is used to analyze how animals are presented in the retellings. 

Apparent contradictions in the biblical text and how they are navigated in the retellings 

provide the focus for the Chapter. This includes reflections on the protection as opposed to 

destruction of the animals, and the covenant with the animals as opposed to humanity being 

given permission to eat them. The latter half of the Chapter looks at the increasing 

fictionalization of the animals in the retellings. This includes anachronistic dinosaurs as well 

as more obvious forms of fictional being such as the talking animals and unicorns. This leads 

into a brief intermission where biblical giants and angels are discussed, before moving on to 

the third part of the study. 

Part Three (Chapters Eight—Nine), explores how the retellings have increasingly 

been created as fantasy literature. In Chapter Eight, “Retellings in the Water Margins of 

Fantasy Literature,” key concepts in fantasy literature are introduced, specifically pertaining 

to how to understand and recognize fantasy, based primarily around what Brian Attebery 

calls the “fuzzy set” of core texts including J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and 

Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea series. Bouncing off from this, key techniques for making a story 

fantasy are highlighted. For this, retellings from the corpus are used as examples, especially 

picturebooks, with techniques presented including anthropomorphism, impossible structures, 

and the uncanny. 

In Chapter Nine, “The Flood as Fantasy Literature,” the analysis of the retellings are 

applied to the Genesis flood story. The reasons why scholars have claimed that ancient and 

sacred texts cannot be considered fantasy literature are presented and rejected, thereby 

allowing an exploration of various motifs as fantastic, including time, impossible spaces, and 

epic scale. To this an analysis of the narrative structures of the Genesis narrative are added, 

within current understanding of fantasy literature, specifically Farah Mendlesohn’s idea of 
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“immersive fantasy.” Finally, what this analysis may mean for interpreting both the Genesis 

narrative and the retellings is discussed. This focuses around three key ideas: truth reframed, 

didactic entertainment, and cozy catastrophe. By reflecting on the flood story as fantasy it is 

possible to see it through different eyes, as a way to teach ideas about God in a fun way 

without it necessarily being too traumatic despite the scale of the punishment 

The fourth and final part of the study, “From ‘God’s Change of Heart’ to ‘Noah’s 

Ark,’” includes the conclusion and supplementary material. In Chapter Ten, “The Flood 

Story Reinterpreted,” the conclusions developed throughout the thesis are expanded upon to 

present key patterns and themes, such as aetonormativity, the dominant role of obedience, the 

changing nature of God, and the increasing prevalence of fantasy as a mode of retelling. This 

leads into suggestions for how the findings can be practically applied by educators in 

different settings. New directions for research in children’s Bible retellings are proposed, 

including translation studies and research in publishers’ archives. Finally, ways in which the 

methodology can be expanded and used for other twice-told tales are presented including a 

demonstration about how the database and research methodology can be replicated using the 

destruction of Sodom as a guide (Genesis 19).  

The supplementary information includes an appendix with the core statistical data 

used in the study, a short title bibliography of children’s books used, and a full bibliography 

of works cited. There is also an index of biblical references. Additionally, the database 

created for the purpose of this study is included in a DVD, together with user manuals and 

technical specifications. The full titles and bibliographic information for the children’s flood 

retellings are included on this database. 

  


