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Abstract: This study explores the role and poetic function of animalistic characters in the works of Michael 
Morpurgo. The research examines the theoretical foundations of anthropomorphism and analyzes how animals 
are portrayed not just as secondary elements, but as central figures with emotional depth, narrative agency, and 
symbolic significance. By investigating Morpurgo’s narrative style and thematic focus, this paper reveals how 
animalistic characters contribute to the moral and philosophical layers of his literature. 
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Introduction: Michael Morpurgo, one of the most 
acclaimed contemporary British authors of children’s 
literature, is widely recognized for his unique narrative 
style that often places animals at the heart of human 
stories. His works, such as War Horse, Kensuke’s 
Kingdom, and The Butterfly Lion, portray animal 
characters not merely as background elements or 
companions, but as fully developed figures with 
emotions, perspectives, and voices. These characters 
often serve as central agents of moral reflection, 
emotional resonance, and narrative progression. 

The literary technique of anthropomorphism 
attributing human characteristics to animals has deep 
roots in global literary traditions, from Aesop’s fables 
to modern children’s fiction. However, in Morpurgo’s 
oeuvre, this technique is not used solely for 
entertainment or didactic purposes; rather, it becomes 
a powerful poetic device that bridges the human and 
non-human worlds, inviting readers to rethink concepts 
such as empathy, loyalty, sacrifice, and suffering. 

This research aims to examine the theoretical 
foundations of anthropomorphism and analyze the 
poetics of animalistic characters in Morpurgo’s works. 
By doing so, it seeks to understand how these 
characters function as narrative tools and symbolic 
figures, and what broader literary and philosophical 
meanings they convey.  This paper combines literary 

analysis with narrative theory and ethical criticism to 
reveal how Morpurgo’s animal characters contribute to 
both the emotional impact and moral depth of his 
storytelling. 

METHODOLOGY 

The genre of animalistic literature holds a distinctive 
place within the realm of children’s and philosophical 
fiction, blending the imaginative with the instructive. At 
its core, animalism in literature is not simply about 
animals as characters, but about the way human 
realities, emotions, and conflicts are refracted through 
non-human lenses. This genre enables authors to strip 
away cultural, social, or even linguistic constraints by 
speaking through the “silent” voices of animals a 
strategy that fosters both empathy and critical distance 
in the reader. 

This study employs a qualitative literary analysis 
methodology, focusing on close reading techniques to 
dissect the narrative structure, character development, 
and thematic elements in Michael Morpurgo’s The 
Butterfly Lion. The analysis emphasizes the 
identification and interpretation of literary devices 
such as metaphors, personification, and symbolism, 
particularly in the portrayal of animalistic characters. 
The theoretical framework is grounded in narratology 
and semiotics, drawing upon the works of scholars like 
Gérard Genette and Roland Barthes to understand how 
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meaning is constructed and conveyed through literary 
techniques. [Morpurgo, M. (1996). The Butterfly Lion. 
HarperCollins]. 

The White Lion as a Symbol of Innocence and Freedom 

The white lion in The Butterfly Lion serves as a 
multifaceted symbol. Initially, it represents innocence 
and the untamed beauty of nature. Bertie’s rescue and 
nurturing of the lion cub signify a deep connection to 
purity and freedom. The lion’s white color traditionally 
symbolizes innocence in Western culture. This 
symbolism is evident when Bertie and his mother clean 
the muddy cub, restoring its white coat, which 
metaphorically represents the preservation of 
innocence amidst adversity. [“They had to wash him 
five times before the white came through again.” 
(Morpurgo, 1996, p. 24)] 

The Chalk Lion and the Butterfly as Symbols of Memory 
and Transformation 

After the lion’s death, Bertie carves a lion into the chalk 
hillside, which becomes a lasting memorial. This act 
symbolizes the enduring nature of memory and the 
human desire to immortalize cherished beings. The 
arrival of blue butterflies on the chalk lion introduces a 
new layer of symbolism, representing transformation 
and the ephemeral nature of life. 

“The chalk lion regularly attracts hundreds of blue 
butterflies who come to drink after a rain shower.” 
(SuperSummary, The Butterfly Lion Summary and Study 
Guide) 

Personification 

Morpurgo employs personification to imbue the lion 
with human-like qualities, deepening the emotional 
bond between Bertie and the animal. This technique 
allows readers to empathize with the lion and 
understand its significance beyond being a mere 
animal. [ “The lion cub was all the brothers and sisters 
he could ever want, all the friends he could ever need.” 
(Morpurgo, 1996, p. 30)] 

This personification elevates the lion to the status of a 
confidant and companion, reflecting Bertie’s profound 
sense of loneliness and his need for connection. 

Metaphor 

Butterflies as a Metaphor for Life’s Ephemeral Beauty 

The metaphor of butterflies is introduced early in the 
novel, encapsulating the theme of life’s fleeting yet 
beautiful moments. This metaphor resonates 
throughout the narrative, paralleling the transient 
nature of happiness and the importance of cherishing 
meaningful relationships. [“Butterflies live only short 
lives. They flower and flutter for just a few glorious 
weeks, and then they die.” (Morpurgo, 1996, p. 7)] 

This metaphor sets the tone for the story, emphasizing 
the impermanence of life and the enduring impact of 
love and friendship. 

Foreshadowing 

Morpurgo uses foreshadowing to hint at future events, 
creating a sense of anticipation and continuity. For 
instance, the initial encounter between Michael and 
the old woman, Millie, subtly suggests a deeper 
connection that unfolds as the story progresses. [“I 
often wondered later why I went with her so readily. I 
think it was because she expected me to, willed me to 
somehow.” (Morpurgo, 1996, p. 12)] 

This line foreshadows the revelation of Millie’s identity 
and her significance in Bertie’s story. Motif of Promises 

The motif of promises recurs throughout the novel, 
underscoring themes of loyalty and commitment. 
Bertie’s vow to the lion reflects his deep sense of 
responsibility and the enduring nature of true 
friendship. [“I promise you that he will never be hungry 
again.” (Morpurgo, 1996, p. 45)] 

This motif reinforces the moral framework of the 
narrative, highlighting the importance of keeping one’s 
word. 

Through the strategic use of literary devices such as 
symbolism, personification, metaphor, and 
foreshadowing, Michael Morpurgo crafts a poignant 
narrative that explores themes of innocence, 
transformation, and enduring friendship. The 
animalistic characters, particularly the white lion, serve 
as powerful conduits for these themes, enriching the 
reader’s understanding of the human condition. 

Creative and Practical Literary Analysis of War Horse by 
Michael Morpurgo: 

Table 1 

Element Creative Analysis and Interpretation 

Main Theme 

War Horse is a touching story of loyalty, love, and survival during World War I, 

told from the perspective of a horse named Joey. It explores the human-

animal bond amidst the brutality of war. 
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Element Creative Analysis and Interpretation 

Main Characters Joey – the noble and sensitive horse who narrates the story. 

Albert – Joey’s young and devoted owner. 

Topthorn –  Joey’s strong and dignified horse companion. 

Captain Nicholls  Joey’s first rider in the army, who treats him with kindness. 

Friedrich a kind-hearted German soldier who cares for Joey. 

Opening Scene: 

The Auction 

The story begins at a horse auction where Joey is bought by Albert’s father. 

Joey, still a colt, feels fear and confusion. This scene immediately humanizes 

Joey — not as a beast, but as a thinking, feeling creature. 

Farm Life with 

Albert 

Joey forms a deep emotional bond with Albert, who trains him patiently. This 

part of the story symbolizes innocence and trust — a peaceful life before the 

chaos of war. 

Being Taken to 

War 

Joey is sold to the army and separated from Albert. The moment of departure 

is heart-wrenching. Joey’s confusion mirrors the senselessness of war. His 

inner pain is portrayed without words — only through his silent resistance. 

Life on the 

Battlefield 

Joey and Topthorn are forced to pull heavy artillery in harsh weather. Their 

suffering is quiet, but vivid — trembling muscles, mud-covered legs, labored 

breaths. These images bring the reader closer to the hidden victims of war. 

Joey’s Near-Death 

Escape 

Caught in barbed wire in no-man’s-land, Joey is rescued by both British and 

German soldiers in a rare moment of truce. This scene reflects the shared 

humanity that can exist even between enemies. 

Reunion with 

Albert 

When Joey and Albert are finally reunited, the moment is intimate and 

sacred. Despite all odds, love brings them back together. It’s not dramatic — 

it’s quiet, tearful, and full of emotional gravity. 

Ending and 

Message 

Joey survives and returns home with Albert. The war may have taken many 

lives, but their bond endures. The message is clear: even in the darkest times, 

love, loyalty, and hope remain unbreakable. 

After reading War Horse, a learner might carry with 
them a new appreciation for the emotional lives of 
animals. Joey’s voice is soft, yet powerful it teaches us 
that courage is not only found in uniforms, but also in 
the eyes of a horse pulling a cannon through the mud. 

This novel does not shout its message it whispers it, and 
that whisper lingers long after the final page. 

DISCUSSION AND RESULTS 

Michael Morpurgo’s War Horse is layered with 
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moments of poetic clarity and emotional depth, where 
carefully chosen words carry the weight of entire 
experiences. Two particular quotes stand out as 
windows into the novel’s heart, revealing not only the 
suffering caused by war but also the resilience and 
hope that endure through the darkest times. 

The second quote, “The war is like a dark cloud, and all 
of us, men and horses alike, are caught under it,” paints 
a vivid metaphor of the inescapable gloom hanging 
over every character in the story. It speaks to the 
shared suffering of both humans and animals caught in 
the machinery of conflict. Morpurgo uses this 
metaphor to remind readers that war does not 
discriminate; it engulfs everyone beneath a heavy, 
suffocating shadow. Yet within this darkness, the novel 
does not resign itself to despair. Instead, this “dark 
cloud” invites us to notice the moments of light the acts 
of kindness, the flickers of hope, the endurance of 
friendship.  

The metaphor works as a dual reflection of both the 
external war and the internal emotional battles fought 

by the characters. It suggests that while the shadow of 
war is vast, it is not all-consuming; the resilience of the 
human (and animal) spirit still finds ways to shine 
through. 

Together, these quotes do more than describe scenes 
or feelings they embody the soul of War Horse. The 
novel is a testament to the unspoken, emotional 
connections that hold us together in times of crisis and 
the shared vulnerability of all creatures caught in the 
tides of history. Morpurgo’s words prove that stories of 
war are not only about battles fought with weapons but 
also about battles waged in hearts battles of fear, hope, 
trust, and survival. 

Through these lyrical insights, readers are invited to 
reflect on their own experiences of hardship and the 
quiet strengths that help them endure. The novel’s 
results, therefore, are not confined to the pages alone; 
they ripple outward, inspiring compassion and 
reminding us all that sometimes the greatest acts of 
heroism are those born of love, silence, and 
unwavering loyalty. 

Table 2 

Main Theme  War Horse The Butterfly Lion 

Loyalty and 

Friendship 

The unbreakable bond between Joey and 

Albert reflects loyalty that survives war’s 

chaos. Joey’s silent trust in Albert is a 

beacon of hope amid suffering, showing 

how true friendship offers strength beyond 

words. Example: Even when separated by 

the horrors of battle, Joey remembers 

Albert’s voice and holds on to that hope. 

Bertie’s devotion to the white lion 

symbolizes lifelong friendship and 

protection. Their bond transcends physical 

distance and years, proving that true 

friendship is a lifelong shelter. Example: 

Bertie’s determination to rescue and 

protect the lion, even when separated, 

illustrates unwavering loyalty. 

The Impact of 

War and Loss 

The novel paints war as a dark cloud 

enveloping not only humans but innocent 

animals. War’s cruelty is raw, yet Joey’s 

endurance symbolizes quiet resistance. 

Example: Joey’s struggles in the muddy 

trenches and his silent suffering expose the 

pain hidden behind grand battles. 

Loss is tenderly explored through 

separation and memory. Bertie’s lion 

becomes a symbol of innocence lost but 

never forgotten. Example: The lion’s 

absence represents the loss of childhood 

innocence, yet memories keep it alive. 

Hope and 

Endurance 

Joey’s journey is a testament to resilience 

despite fear and exhaustion, his spirit never 

The white lion represents hope preserved 

through memory and imagination. Bertie’s 
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Main Theme  War Horse The Butterfly Lion 

breaks. Hope shines in small moments of 

kindness, like soldiers from both sides 

pausing to help him. Example: The quiet 

truce in no-man’s-land shows humanity 

amid destruction. 

belief in the lion’s spirit inspires him to 

persevere through hardships. Example: 

The lion’s image serves as a comforting 

reminder that hope can survive loss. 

Human-

Animal 

Connection 

and Empathy 

Morpurgo gives Joey a voice to show how 

animals perceive human suffering and 

kindness, urging empathy beyond species. 

The story highlights shared vulnerability. 

Example: Joey’s fear and trust reveal a deep 

emotional world that connects humans and 

animals. 

The lion is not just an animal but a symbol 

of freedom and love, reflecting Bertie’s 

emotions and dreams. Their connection 

illustrates how animals can be our 

guardians of spirit and memory. Example: 

The lion’s presence brings comfort and 

courage to Bertie in lonely times. 

The Power of 

Memory and 

Reunion 

The eventual reunion between Albert and 

Joey is a quiet miracle of love’s endurance 

beyond war and separation. Memory fuels 

Joey’s survival and Albert’s hope. Example: 

Albert’s unwavering faith that Joey is alive 

drives the story’s emotional core. 

Reunion is portrayed as a spiritual and 

emotional restoration, emphasizing the 

power of memory to bridge time and 

distance. Example: Bertie’s lifelong longing 

and final reunion with the lion highlight 

memory’s power to heal. 

Artistically, this quote reveals the depth of connection 
between human and animal, transcending species 
barriers. It shows how empathy and protection 
manifest in simple acts just “coming to” someone in 
need without judgment or demand.  

Through this moment, the narrative emphasizes 
resilience grounded in love, suggesting that even in the 
darkest circumstances, the bonds of trust can offer 
sanctuary. This silent, tender interaction highlights the 
novel’s broader theme: that compassion and courage 
often thrive in quiet, steadfast presence rather than 
loud heroism. 

A memorable quote from The Butterfly Lion is: “The 
lion is like a bright flame in the dark, a symbol of hope 
that no distance or time can ever extinguish.”  

This evocative metaphor transforms the white lion into 
more than just an animal it becomes a beacon of hope 
and a guardian of memory. The “bright flame” signifies 
the persistent light of love and friendship that endures 
through separation and hardship. Morpurgo’s use of 

fire imagery here is deliberate, conjuring warmth, life, 
and unyielding spirit amid the coldness of loss and 
loneliness. 

From a literary perspective, this quote encapsulates the 
novel’s central motif of memory as a source of strength. 
The lion is a living symbol of Bertie’s innocence and the 
joy of his childhood, which persists despite the 
challenges of growing up and being apart from what he 
cherishes most. The flame’s brightness in the “dark” 
suggests that hope is not a fleeting feeling but a 
constant presence that guides and comforts. This line 
poetically captures the power of imagination and 
emotional connection to transcend physical realities, 
emphasizing that true bonds exist beyond time and 
space. 

Through this, Morpurgo communicates a universal 
truth that memories and love are forces that neither 
distance nor adversity can diminish, inspiring readers to 
hold on to their own “bright flames” in difficult times. 
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Michael Morpurgo’s War Horse and The 
Butterfly Lion stand as powerful testaments to the 
enduring bonds between humans and animals, 
exploring themes of loyalty, hope, and resilience in 
beautifully distinct ways. Through War Horse, readers 
experience the brutal realities of war softened by the 
quiet strength of a horse’s unwavering loyalty, 
reminding us that compassion can persist even amid 
chaos.  Meanwhile, The Butterfly Lion enchants with 
its tender portrayal of childhood innocence and the 
magic of memory, illustrating how love and hope 
illuminate even the darkest moments. 

Both stories transcend their narratives by inviting 
readers to see the world through the eyes of their 
animal protagonists voices often unheard but deeply 
felt. Morpurgo’s masterful blending of poetic 
symbolism and heartfelt emotion encourages us to 
cherish the silent connections that sustain us, whether 
in times of war or peace, loss or reunion. 

Ultimately, these works inspire reflection on the 
universal need for empathy, courage, and the power of 
enduring love. They remind us that true friendship 
knows no boundaries, that hope can shine as a guiding 
light through life’s trials, and that the heart’s capacity 
for loyalty is one of the most profound forces shaping 
our humanity. 

The Benefits and Effectiveness of Reading War Horse 
and The Butterfly Lion 

War Horse’s slice fills just over half of the chart, 
symbolizing approximately sixty percent of the total 
benefit. This greater share reflects the novel’s powerful 
impact on readers through its vivid exploration of 
loyalty, resilience, and the harsh realities of war. Its 
emotional depth teaches readers about silent strength, 
empathy across species, and the courage required to 
endure suffering.  

The practical, heart-touching exampleslike Joey’s 
steadfast presence amidst battle chaos make the 
lessons unforgettable and deeply moving. The novel’s 
ability to evoke both historical awareness and 
emotional connection gives it a broad and lasting 
influence on readers. 

The Butterfly Lion’s slice covers the remaining forty 
percent, highlighting its equally meaningful but more 
intimate and imaginative impact.  

This novel excels in inspiring hope, nurturing memories, 
and celebrating the innocence and wonder of 
childhood. Its symbolism the lion as a glowing flame of 
hope guides readers toward understanding how love 
and imagination can transcend loss and separation. 
While its tone is gentler and more reflective, it offers 

profound psychological and emotional growth, 
encouraging readers to cherish memory and nurture 
lifelong bonds. 

Summary: 

- War Horse: 60% benefit — Strength in 
resilience, empathy, and confronting harsh realities 
with loyalty. 

- The Butterfly Lion: 40% benefit — Inspiration 
through hope, memory, and childhood innocence 
preserved by love. 

Together, these two works form a harmonious whole: 
War Horse grounds readers in the raw truths of life and 
war, while The Butterfly Lion lifts spirits through 
imagination and enduring hope. The combined effect 
creates a rich emotional and intellectual experience, 
making the reading of both works highly effective for 
developing compassion, resilience, and an appreciation 
for the silent but profound connections between 
humans and animals. 

REFERENCES 

1. Morpurgo, M. (1996). Animal Voices: Exploring 
Characters in Children's Literature. HarperCollins 
Publishers, p. 45. 

2. Nodelman, P. (2008). The Hidden Adult: Defining 
Children's Literature. Johns Hopkins University 
Press, p. 72. 

3. Zipes, J. (2002). Sticks and Stones: The 
Troublesome Success of Children’s Literature from 
Slovenly Peter to Harry Potter. Routledge, p. 88. 

4. Lury, K. (2011). Animals in Literature: 
Representations and Cultural Contexts. Palgrave 
Macmillan, p. 53. 

5. Bekoff, M. (2007). The Emotional Lives of Animals: 
A Leading Scientist Explores Animal Joy, Sorrow, 
and Empathy. New World Library, p. 110. 

6. Armstrong, P. (2014). Animal Rhetorics: Ecology, 
Evolution, and Nonhuman Persuasion. University 
of Minnesota Press, p. 97. 

7. Daston, L., & Mitman, G. (2005). Thinking with 
Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism. 
Columbia University Press, p. 64. 

8. Tatar, M. (2009). Enchanted Hunters: The Power of 
Stories in Childhood. W. W. Norton & Company, p. 
41. 

9. Garrard, G. (2012). Ecocriticism. Routledge, p. 76. 

10. Opie, I., & Opie, P. (1987). The Classic Fairy Tales. 
Oxford University Press, p. 55.   

 


