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day of her wedding, is rescued by the swallow 
who takes her to a beautiful field of flowers. 
Here, she meets the Prince of the Flower People, 
who she does agree to marry and she is given a 
pair of wings so that she can fly with the rest of 
the flower people.

Sequence of events
Suggestions for use include: cues for oral 
storytelling, support for storyboarding, story 
planning/writing etc.

• Enchanted barleycorn is planted
• Girl emerges when woman kisses flower
• Kidnapped by toad
• Left on lily pad
• Floats downstream after fish release  

lily pad
• Kidnapped, then abandoned by beetle
• When winter comes, starving and dying  

of cold
• Taken in by field mouse, meets mole
• Nurses swallow back to life
• Betrothed to mole, goes for last look  

at sunshine
• Rescued by swallow
• Meets Prince of the Flower People in field  

of flowers
• Marries the Prince and gets wings from the 

flower people

Characters
• Thumbelina
• Toad
• Beetle
• Field Mouse
• Mole
• Swallow
• Fairy Prince

1: Thumbelina
Adapted by Sue Reid, read by 
Anne-Marie Duff

Background
• Thumbelina was first published as 

‘Tommelise’ in Denmark in 1835 as part of 
Hans Christian Andersen’s second volume of 
Fairy Tales, Told for Children. 

• Tomme means ‘inch’ in Danish. It was first 
translated into English in 1847.

• Animated films include ‘Thumbelina’, Warner 
Bros (1994).

• Music includes Danny Kaye singing Frank 
Loesser’s ‘Thumbelina’.

Synopsis
A tiny but beautiful girl grows from a barleycorn 
which has been enchanted by a witch. She is 
found when a woman kisses the petal on the 
flower and is named Thumbelina on account of 
her size. She is kidnapped by a toad, who wants 
her to marry her son and is left on a lily pad. Fish 
rescue her by gnawing the lily pad loose so that 
it floats downstream but she is snatched again by 
a beetle. She is later abandoned by the beetle, 
after other beetles convince him that she is ugly 
because she is not like them.

When winter comes Thumbelina is dying of cold 
and starvation before being taken in by a field 
mouse. The mouse’s neighbour is a mole, who is 
blind, but falls in love with Thumbelina because 
of her beautiful singing voice. In a passage he 
has dug between the mouse’s home and his own, 
the mole finds a swallow, who he believes to be 
dead. Indeed, the mole is happy that the bird is 
dead because he thinks that birds make a terrible 
din. Thumbelina disagrees and nurses the bird 
back to life.

Later, the mole proposes to Thumbelina and the 
mouse believes that she should marry him on 
account of his wealth. However, Thumbelina does 
not want to live underground and, when taking 
a last look at the sunshine above ground on the 
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Location of episode transcript:
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/pdfs/
transcripts/thumbelina.pdf
 

Theme(s)
• The unfortunate outcast, ostracised for 

her appearance and ‘different-ness’, (an 
autobiographical theme arising from 
Andersen’s own experience and which 
recurs in many of his tales). 

• Being true to one’s heart, (rather than 
accepting an arranged marriage).

Understanding, interpreting and 
responding to texts

• Who is telling the story? How do you know?
• Why is Thumbelina so small?
• Why do the different creatures kidnap 

Thumbelina?
• Why does the beetle abandon Thumbelina? 
• How do you think Thumbelina feels when 

she is told she needs to marry the mole? 
What makes you think that? How do you 
think you would have felt in this situation?

• Why do you think the swallow rescues 
Thumbelina?

• Why do you think Thumbelina gets wings 
at the end? What do you think the wings 
represent?

Additional text-specific activities 
• Hotseat the different animal characters 

from the story and ask them about the 
motivations for their actions:
– Toad
– Beetle
– Field Mouse
– Mole
– Swallow

• Re-write the story from Thumbelina’s point 
of view.

• Write diary entries for the field mouse 
and the mole, describing how they find 
Thumbelina and how they feel when she 
disappears.

• Overheard conversation activity – between 
the mole and the field mouse.

http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/schoolradio/pdfs/transcripts/thumbelina.pdf

