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Creating Effective Animal Characters 
 
 
Concepts:   
  
1. Knowing about animal biology and ecology helps storytellers tell more effective animal 
folktales, myths, and legends.  
 
2.  Storytellers can either reinforce or contradict animal archetypes  in a story to make it more 
interesting to listeners.   
  
   
I.  Introduction 
 
II.  Kinds of Animals Stories 
   
 A.  Fables and Folktales--Fox and Crane Invite Each Other To Dinner (Sweden) 
  often anthropomorphic, gives moral lesson, animal archetypes 
 
 B.  Myths and Legends--Why Bear Has A Short Tail (Sweden) 
  less anthropomorphic, "why" stories, animal archetypes  
 
 C.  Histories and Natural Histories--Parachuting Beavers into Montana 
  non-anthropomorphic, science or history-based 
 
III.  Strengthening Your Animal Story-Telling 
  
 A.  Stories happen somewhere:  Habitat 
 
 B.  Animals act for reasons:  Animal "Archetypes" (predisposition or primal character) 
 
 
 
 C.  Make a Connection between animals in the story and the audience:  pictures, animal 
artifacts, science information, or a conclusion like "the next time you see a deer, keep in mind 
how it got that bright white tail" 
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IV. The Five Facets of Effective Animal Characters 
 
1.  A good animal character moves like an animal. 

As I am working on an animal character, I first try to visualize how it moves. How an 
animal moves tells us a lot about what it is thinking and doing. While humans are far more 
isolated from the natural world now than at any time in our history, there are still some easy 
ways to watch live animals. Visit a zoo, park, nature preserve or pet store and have a look at the 
animals there. Ideally watch the same animal species that you have in your stories.  If you can’t 
do that, look for one that is related. If you can’t find a lion at the zoo, look for a tiger, a leopard 
or a bobcat. As you are watching the animal, try to “get inside its head,” to figure out what it is 
thinking. If you are feeling especially playful, imagine an interview with the animal. What would 
it tell you about itself?   

When portraying animal characters, use body language and facial expressions to convey 
your characters. Crouching a bit for smaller characters, standing tall and straight for big animals 
can convey character in a nonverbal way. I get the most mileage out of facial expressions. 
Beavers are easy; I just take on an overbite. For owls I stoop and puff out my cheeks. Play 
around with animal charades to get a feel for what works for you.  

Remember that you can also convey a character by using only part of your body. Using 
an arm for a snake or a hand for a swimming fish can show movement and character all at once.   
 
2.  A good animal character sounds like an animal (or its cartoon likeness). 
 Real animals don’t speak English, but they do communicate, often with some kind of 
vocalization. Work on developing a unique voice for the one or two main animal characters in a 
story. Watch animal cartoons or reruns of the Muppet Show® to get a sense for how cartoon 
writers and puppeteers convey character though voice.  

Generally speaking, big animals have deep voices and small animals have high voices. 
You can also vary the pace that you speak. Big animals seem to have slower voices and smaller 
animals seem to speak more quickly. Biologically this makes sense since a mouse has a much 
faster heart rate and breathes much more quickly than a bear. In other cases, choose a speaking 
pace that fits the animal’s movement (see 1. above); rabbits talk fast because they run fast. 
Turtles talk slowly because they move slo-wly.  
 In addition to using vocal tone and pace, you may also want to insert some animal 
vocalizations in an animal character’s speech. When I am talking like a crow, I might insert an 
occasional “caw” into its speech. That way, without using changes in tone or pace, listeners get 
the signal that it is the crow that is still talking.     
 
3. A good animal character uses its senses the same way the real animal does.  
 This step takes some research, but it is well worth the effort. Knowing how an animal 
senses its world will give you a real feel for how it thinks and how it reacts to problems. Most 
animals have at least one sense that is far superior to human senses. In many cases, animals can 
smell, hear or see us in the forest long before we ever see them. That’s why most people don’t 
see very many animals during a walk in the woods.  Make sure that your animal characters 
reflect this ability.  

Wolves, like many mammals, have an excellent sense of smell. Canines (wolves, dogs, 
foxes) “see” the world through their noses. A wolf can track a moose by smell up to a mile away. 
So when telling a story involving a wolf, rather than just saying “Wolf saw the Deer,” I say 
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“Wolf smell the air and caught the whiff of something good to eat. ‘Mmmmm, deer, I love deer 
for dinner!'” 

The animal facts pages in Chapter 4 include information about how many animals use 
their senses. Check out the wildlife books listed in the bibliography. Naturalists, zookeepers and 
the Internet can also help with information on a specific animal and its senses.   
 
4.  A good animal character has reasons for doing what it does. 
 Find out why your animal character acts the way it does in a story.  This knowledge will 
help you develop your animal characters from the inside out. Is your animal character acting the 
way that it does in the story because of biology (predators are often portrayed as "evil" characters 
in stories)?  Or is the animal acting a certain way because of a human-created archetype? Are 
your story owls always wise?  Discover your animal character's motivation. 
 In workshops, I have storytellers pair up and do an “Animal Analysis” role-play in which 
one teller acts as a psychologist and the other is the animal character. The “psychologist” asks 
the “animal” why it acts the way it does.  
 
5.  A good animal character will grow and mature over time. 
 You can work and develop animal characters now, but also realize that your animal 
characters, like other characters in stories, will develop over time. The more that you tell stories 
with animal characters, the more your animal characters will develop distinctive voices and 
movements all on their own. Don’t be surprised when this happens.  
 
 
V.  Five Pitfalls of Animal Storytelling 
 
 1.  Animals become boring, two-dimensional "stereotypes"  
(wolf is always mean, fox is always cleaver)  
   
 
 2.  Audience has never seen the animals in the story  
(clear descriptions, animal artifacts, pictures, puppets) 
  
 3.  Teller doesn't know much about the biology of the story animals    
 (research:  books, zoos, nature centers, hikes in the woods) 
  
 
 4.  Teller doesn't know much about the mythology of the story animals   
  (research:  books, other stories, world religious traditions) 
 
 5.  Teller chooses story she doesn't like just because it deals with a    
  particular animal (finding or developing original stories 



@2015 Kevin Strauss, portions of this handout have been reprinted with permission from Strauss, 
Kevin.Tales with Tails: storytelling the wonders of the natural world. ABC-CLIO, 2006. 

VI.  References 
 
Acorn Naturalists Catalog 1-800-422-8886 
 A great resource for natural science books, posters, animal artifacts and puppets. 
 
Kricher, John C. and Gordon Morrison. Peterson Guide to the Ecology of  
 Eastern Forests.  ISBN # 0-395-47953-3 
 This guide gives background on the biology and ecology of animals in the eastern  forest. 
 
Martin, Laura C.  Wildlife Folklore.  ISBN # 1-56440-974-0 
 Martin provides folklore and some biology information about selected North 
 American animals.  Short versions of stories are included in descriptions. 
 
Mercatante, Anthony S. Zoo of the Gods:  The World of Animals in Myth and Legend.   
 ISBN #1-56975-160-9 
 Mercatante gives examples of how animals (from ants to unicorns) have been viewed 
 by different cultures throughout history.  A good resource for archetypes  
 and animal mythology. 
 
Strauss, Kevin. Tales with Tails: storytelling the wonders of the natural world.  

ISBN # 1-59158-269-5 
The textbook for environmental and nature storytelling. This book includes nature stories and 
nature facts to help storytellers, teachers, parents and naturalists use stories to teach about the 
natural world.  
 
Strauss, Susan.  The Passionate Fact.  ISBN #1-55591-925-1  
 Strauss gives examples of using storytelling to teach about animals and their 
 habitats.  She demonstrates how to create stories out of history or natural  history.   
 
See also National Wildlife and International Wildlife magazines (National Wildlife Federation), 
National Geographic magazine, encyclopedias, and local nature center staff. 
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Animal 
   

Physical Traits 
Ecological 

Relationships 

    

Symbolism 

O M N I V O R E S  (eat plants and meat) 
 Black Bear poor eyesight, keen sense of 

smell, gorges on food to 
prepare for up to 6 months of 
winter sleep (not a true 
hibernator), climbs trees 

eats mostly plants (berries, 
catkins, seeds), also eats 
ants, wasp nests, fawns 
and honey 

big bully, often portrayed 
as slow or stupid, some 
cultures see bear as a 
healer and wise creature 

 Crow/Raven can see in color, very 
intelligent, adaptable, tool 
user, over 100 vocalizations 

eats just about anything 
from fruit to carrion (dead 
animals), often 'clean up' 
dead animals, known to 
follow wolves to a kill 

often portrayed as a 
trickster, other times 
portrayed as a symbol of 
death or evil 

 Mouse/Rat good senses of smell and 
hearing, can chew through 
just about anything, only sees 
in black and white 

eaten by hawks, owls, 
snakes, foxes, and other 
predators, consumes 
crops, reproduces very 
quickly 

‘underdog’ character, 
quick-witted, adaptable, 
social, sly 

 Turtle shell is modified ribs, sleeps 
through cold winters buried in 
lake mud, moves slowly 

well-protected animal, 
some live on land, others 
in water 

protection, endurance, 
longevity, patience, 
strength, stability, 
slowness 

H E R B I V O R E S  (eat plants) 

 Rabbit/Hare poor eyesight, keen hearing 
and sense of smell, fast 
runner, snowshoe hares 
change from brown to white 
in winter 

reproduces very quickly 
(up to 18 young per year), 
prey for wolves, hawks, 
and other large predators 

trickster, fickle, clever, 
swift, lucky, fertility 
symbol 

 Butterfly/ 
Moth 

tastes with feet, color vision, 
powerful sense of smell, short-
lived (2 weeks in some cases) 

nectar drinker, pollinates 
flowers, moths fly at night, 
butterflies during the day, 
moth larvae (caterpillars) 
can be destructive to 
plants and clothing 

resurrection and 
transformation, spring, 
lightmindedness 

 Deer good sense of smell and 
hearing, fast runner (over 35 
m.p.h.), can defend self with 
hooves, antlers fall off every 
winter 

prey for wolves and 
cougars, can damage forest 
trees if population is too 
high 

beauty, purity, grace, 
vanity, speed 

C A R N I V O R E S  (eat meat) 

 Wolf good senses of smell, hearing, 
and sight, hunts in family 
(pack) groups, sharp teeth, 
strong jaws 

predator, kills deer, moose, 
farm animals, pets; kills 
easiest prey (often old, 
young, or sick) 

portrayed as evil, helpful, 
foolish, or wise by 
different cultures; symbol 
of ferocity, cruelty, 
courage, family 

 Owl excellent senses of night sight 
and hearing, can detect prey 
in total darkness, no sense of 
smell, sharp talons (claws), 
and beak, wings are designed 
for silent flight 

predator, kills mice, and 
other rodents, reduces 
prey populations 

death, night, cold, evil, 
wisdom, powerful sight 
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Simple Aesop's Fables 
retold by Kevin Strauss (copyright 2000) 
 
 
The Tortoise and the Hare 
One day, tortoise and hare had an argument about who was faster.  They decided to have a race 
the next day.  All the animals gathered to watch the race.  At the start, hare leaped ahead and 
was soon out of sight.  Tortoise began plodding along.  Hare was so sure he would win, that 
just a few feet before the finish line, he laid down for a nap.  Tortoise kept walking.  Suddenly 
hare awoke from the cheers of the crowd as tortoise crossed the finish line. 
   
Wolf and Dog  
Long ago, Wolf was hungry. Wolf was so hungry, that he decided to look for food near where 
the humans lived. There he met a dog and learned that dog works for the farmer and gets fed 
by the farmer.  Wolf asked if he could work for the farmer.  But as they were walking to the 
farmer's house, wolf noticed a ring where no hair grew around dog's neck.  Wolf learned that 
that was from the rope that farmer uses to tie up dog.  Wolf decided to take his chances in the 
woods.  And that's were wolves live to this day.     
 
The Lion and the Mouse 
Once there was a curious mouse that wanted to see what a lion looked like.  Mouse crawled up 
to a sleeping lion and scurried across its face.  Lion woke up and pinned mouse to the ground 
with his paw." Please don't eat me!" cried the Mouse.  "Why not?" said the Lion.  "Because 
some day you may need my help," said the Mouse.  The Lion just laughed, but he let the mouse 
go anyway.  A few weeks later, Lion was walking through the forest when a heavy net fell 
from the trees, trapping him.  He yelled for help and mouse came to his rescue, chewing 
through the net. 
 
 
Out-foxed By A Stork 
One day, Fox invited Stork to dinner at his house. Fox served the tomato soup in a pair of 
shallow bowls and happily lapped up his soup. But Stork was having a hard time drinking the 
tasty broth with her long bill. Stork shuffled her feet and finally asked, “Fox, do you have a tall 
glass or pitcher I could use to drink my soup?” “Oh, no, friend Stork. We foxes always drink our 
soup out of bowls. I don’t even own tall glasses,” said Fox with a sly smile. Fox was enjoying his 
friend’s frustration. A short time later, Stork said goodbye to Fox and went home 
to eat a proper meal. Fox drank Stork’s soup as well. “Yum, yum, yum,” said Fox. 
The next week, Stork invited Fox to visit her house. When Fox arrived, he could smell his 
favorite chicken soup cooking on the stove. But when he sat down at the table, Stork poured the 
soup into two narrow vases. “Umm, Stork,” said Fox. “Might you have a bowl that I could use?” 
But Stork just smiled. “You know, we Storks never use bowls. I’m sorry, these are the only 
dishes I have.” Stork went on to enjoy her meal while Fox could only look on hungrily while his 
empty stomach growled. After that, Fox was much more careful about the tricks he played on his 
friends, and he always brought his own dishes when he had dinner at Stork’s house. 
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Kevin Strauss’s Products 
(all prices include tax charges) 

 
Tales with Tails 
A guidebook for environmental storytelling. This book includes nature stories and 
nature facts to help storytellers, teachers, parents and naturalists use stories to teach 
about the natural world.  
Softcover; Libraries Unlimited. $45 

Loon	  and	  Moon:	  and	  other	  stories	  
Kevin’s first full-color children’s book of northwoods animal tales. Enjoy 
new stories and northwoods versions of old favorites.  Sturdy softcover; 
Raven Productions. $15 
 

 
The Song of the Wolf: legends and folktales from around the world 
Sixteen wolf stories from Greece, Russia, Finland, China, Japan, Ireland and 
Norway gives readers examples of the many kinds of wolf characters (mean, 
helpful, foolish and wise) that appear in folktales. Softcover; Quixote Press. 
$12  
  
 

The Mountain Wolf's Gift: wolf tales from around the world (CD) 
72 minutes of wolf stories from Russia, Germany, Japan, Finland, Greece 
and other nations. Stories show wolves as wise, foolish, helpful or mean. 
CD; Naturestory Productions. $15  
 

U Tell A Tale (CD) 
 Hear animal stories told by the five members of Cygnus Storytelling (Kevin 
Strauss, Tina Rhode, Mike Mann, Jenifer Strauss and Colleen Shaskin).  $15 
 
 

 
Storytelling Bandanna 
Use this bandanna to hold back your hair, or to create a story. Choose any 4 
digit number and the bandanna will give you a character, setting, problem, 
and helper. $8 
 

Telling Tales 
A great “introduction to storytelling” book with tips for finding and telling good 
stories, story activities, and a collection of great stories to tell. Cygnus Storytelling. 
$15 
 


