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THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF THE
STORY OF
FERDINAND BY
MUNRO LEAF

Few  children’s  books
have  achieved  the
quiet,  revolutionary
impact  of  The  Story
of  Ferd inand  by
Munro  Leaf .  F irst
published in 1936, this
seemingly  simple  tale
of  a  bull  who  would
rather  smell  flowers
than  fight  bulls  has
captivated generations
of  readers,  sparked
cont roversy ,  and

become  a  l a s t i ng
symbo l  o f  peace ,
nonconformity, and the
gentle power of  being
true  to  oneself.  In  an
era  o f  i nc reas ing
division,  the  message
of  this  classic  book
feels as urgent as ever.
But  what  exactly  is  it
about  this  little  story
that  has  made  i t  a
permanent  fixture  in
the world of children’s
literature?

THE ORIGINS OF A
CLASSIC: HOW
MUNRO LEAF
CREATED

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 The Story Of Ferdinand By Munro
Leaf

2025-05-13

FERDINAND

T h e  s t o r y  o f
Ferdinand’s creation is
as  charming  as  the
book itself. Munro Leaf,
an  American  author
and  illustrator,  was
working with his friend
Robert  Lawson,  an
illustrator,  on a  series
of books. According to
popular accounts, Leaf
wrote the entire  story
of Ferdinand in a single
afternoon in 1935.  He
was  l ook ing  f o r  a
project  that  Lawson
could  illustrate,  and
the  idea  of  a  gentle,
peace-loving bull came
to  him  quickly.  Leaf
later said he wanted to
create a story about a
character  who  stays
t r u e  t o  h i m s e l f ,
regardless of what the
world expects.
Remarkably,  the  book
w a s  r e j e c t e d  b y
several  publishers
before it found a home

at  Viking Press.  When
it  was  finally  released
in 1936, The Story of
Ferdinand by Munro
L e a f  b e c a m e  a n
immediate  sensation.
Within  its  first  year,  it
so ld  over  100,000
c o p i e s  a n d  w a s
translated  into  more
t h a n  a  d o z e n
languages.  However,
n o t  e v e r y o n e
embraced  Ferdinand.
In Spain, the book was
banned  because  the
bull’s  refusal  to  fight
was seen as an insult
t o  t h e  c o u n t r y ’ s
matador  culture.  In
Nazi  Germany,  it  was
c o n d e m n e d  a s  a
symbol of pacifism and
a  threat  to  the  war
machine.  Even  some
A m e r i c a n  c r i t i c s
accused  the  book  of
being  subversive.  Yet,
the  controversy  only
added  to  i ts  fame,
cementing  Ferdinand
as  one  of  the  most
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t a l k e d - a b o u t
characters in children’s
literature.

PLOT SUMMARY: A
GENTLE BULL IN A
FIERY WORLD

For  those  unfamiliar
with  the  story,  The
Story  of  Ferdinand
by Munro Leaf follows
a young bull who lives
in a pasture in  Spain.
While all the other little
bulls love to run, jump,
and  butt  their  heads
together,  Ferdinand
prefers  to  sit  quietly
under his favorite cork
tree  and  smel l  the
flowers.  His  mother,  at
first  worried  about  his
solitary  nature,  soon
understands that he is
happy just as he is.
As Ferdinand grows, he
becomes  strong  and
handsome.  One  day,
five  men  arrive  at  the
pasture to choose the
fiercest  bull  for  the

bullfights  in  Madrid.
While  the  other  bulls
proudly  show  off  their
s t r e n g t h  a n d
aggression,  Ferdinand,
as always, heads to his
cork tree to enjoy the
flowers.  But  as  he  sits
down,  he  accidentally
sits on a bee. The bee
s t i n g s  h i m ,  a n d
Ferd inand  jumps,
s n o r t s ,  a n d  a c t s
wildly—the  men  see
this  and  decide  he  is
the  fiercest  bull  they
have  ever  seen.  They
take him to Madrid for
the bullfight.
The  day  of  the  fight
arrives.  The parade is
grand, the picadors are
a r m e d ,  a n d  t h e
matador  is  poised  for
bat t le .  The  crowd
expects  a  fierce
disp lay.  But  when
Ferdinand  is  brought
into  the  ring,  he  only
sits  down  and  calmly
sniffs the flowers in the
l a d i e s ’  h a i r .  T h e
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m a t a d o r  a n d  t h e
bullfighters  are
frustrated,  but  the
crowd  i s  amused .
Finally,  Ferdinand  is
taken  back  to  h i s
pasture,  where  he
continues to  sit  under
his cork tree and smell
the  flowers.  The  story
ends  with  Ferdinand
happily content: "He is
very happy."

THE DEEPER
THEMES:
PACIFISM,
NONCONFORMITY,
AND INNER PEACE

On  the  surface,  The
Story  of  Ferdinand
by  Munro  Leaf  is  a
lighthearted  children’s
tale. Yet its themes run
d e e p .  T h e  m o s t
obvious  message  is
one  of  nonconformity
and  indiv idual i ty .
Ferdinand  refuses  to
do what is expected of
him.  In  a  world  that
rewards  aggression

and  competition,  he
chooses  stillness  and
contentment.  This
message  resonates
strongly  with  readers
who feel pressure to be
something  they  are
not.
Equally powerful is the
book’s  pacifist
message.  Published
just before the Spanish
Civil  War  and  on  the
eve  of  World  War  II,
Ferdinand’s  refusal  to
fight  was  seen  by
many  as  an  antiwar
statement.  The  story
c h a l l e n g e s  t h e
glorification of violence
and  suggests  that
strength  often  lies  in
gentleness. As a result,
the  book  was  praised
by  peace  activists,
including  Mahatma
Gandhi  and  Thomas
Mann,  and  became  a
touchstone for antiwar
movements .  Even
today,  educators  and
parents use The Story
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of  Ferd inand  by
Munro Leaf to discuss
themes of nonviolence,
empathy ,  and  the
courage to be different.
Another  important
t h e m e  i s  t h e
unconditional love and
acceptance  shown  by
Ferdinand’s  mother.
She does not force him
to  be  like  the  other
bulls.  Instead,  she
understands  him  and
trusts his instincts. This
portrayal  of  a  gentle,
accepting parent offers
a  beautiful  model  for
f a m i l i e s  a n d  h a s
contr ibuted  to  the
b o o k ’ s  e n d u r i n g
warmth.

THE
ILLUSTRATIONS:
ROBERT LAWSON’S
TIMELESS ART

The  success  of  The
Story  of  Ferdinand
by  Munro  Leaf  i s
inseparable  from  the

illustrations  of  Robert
Lawson.  Lawson’s
b l a c k - a n d - w h i t e
d r a w i n g s  a r e
m a s t e r p i e c e s  o f
expressive  simplicity.
Each page is filled with
charm and personality:
Ferdinand’s  placid
face,  the  proud  other
bu l l s ,  the  fu r ious
matador.  Lawson uses
soft  lines  and  subtle
humor  to  highlight
Ferdinand’s  gentle
n a t u r e  a n d  t h e
a b s u r d i t y  o f  h i s
situation.
Interestingly,  Lawson
drew the pictures after
reading  Leaf’s  text,
and  he  immediately
grasped the character.
His  Ferdinand  is  not
just  a  bu l l ;  he  is  a
f r i end  the  reader
instantly  loves.  The
i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f
Ferdinand sitting under
the cork tree, a single
flower  near  his  nose,
has become iconic. The
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contrast  between
Ferdinand’s  peaceful
world and the chaos of
the  bullfight  is  drawn
with  gent le  i rony,
enhancing  the  story’s
message without being
p r e a c h y .  T h i s
partnership  between
Leaf’s simple text and
Lawson’s evocative art
created a masterpiece
that  has  never  gone
out of print.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND MODERN
ADAPTATIONS

The  legacy  of  The
Story  of  Ferdinand
b y  M u n r o  L e a f
extends far beyond the
printed page. In 1938,
Walt  Disney  adapted
the  book  into  a  short
animated  film.  The
Disney  version,  which
won  the  Academy
A w a r d  f o r  B e s t
Animated Short, stayed
faithful  to  the  story
while adding music and

emotional  depth.  The
film  introduced
Ferdinand to a massive
global  audience  and
helped  sol idify  his
p l a c e  i n  p o p u l a r
culture.  Even  today,
the  Disney  cartoon  is
cherished by audiences
young and old.
In  2017,  a  full-length
computer-animated
feature  film  Ferdinand
was  released  by  Blue
Sky Studios. While the
film  expanded  the
s t o r y  w i t h  n e w
c h a r a c t e r s  a n d
subplots,  it  remained
t r u e  t o  t h e  c o r e
message of peace and
individual ity.  This
modern  adaptation
p r o v e d  t h a t
Ferdinand’s  appeal  is
not  bound by time or
technology.  The  film
was  a  commerc ia l
success  and  received
an  Academy  Award
nomination  for  Best
Animated  Feature,
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demonstrating  that
audiences still connect
deeply with the gentle
bull.
Beyond film,  Ferdinand
h a s  a p p e a r e d  i n
countless references in
literature,  television,
and even music. He is
often used as a symbol
for  the  nonviolent
protester,  the  quiet
child,  or  the  person
who  marches  to  their
own  beat.  In  an  age
where  conformity  is
o f t e n  r e w a r d e d ,
Ferdinand  remains  a
p o w e r f u l  i c o n  o f
resistance  through
gentleness.

WHY THE STORY
OF FERDINAND
ENDURES AS A
CHILDREN’S
LITERATURE
CLASSIC

T h e r e  a r e  m a n y
r e a s o n s  w h y  The
Story  of  Ferdinand

by  Munro  Leaf  has
remained  a  beloved
classic  for  nearly  a
century.  F i rs t ,  i ts
message  is  universal
and  t imeless .  The
desire  to  be accepted
for who we are, rather
t h a n  f o r  w h a t  w e
achieve,  resonates
with  readers  of  al l
ages.  Children  love
Ferdinand  because  he
is  kind  and  different;
a d u l t s  l o v e  h i m
because  they  see  the
wisdom in his peaceful
refusal to fight.
Second,  the  book  is
masterfully  simple.
Leaf’s  writing  is  clear
and  rhythmic,  making
it  perfect  for  reading
aloud.  The  sentences
are  short,  but  each
carr ies  emot ional
weight.  The  repetition
of Ferdinand’s favorite
activity—“smelling  the
flowers”—creates  a
soothing  cadence that
r e i n f o r c e s  h i s
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c h a r a c t e r .  T h i s
simplicity  allows  even
very young children to
grasp  the  s to ry ’ s
deeper  meanings.
Th i rd ,  the  book ’ s
i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a r e
unforgettable.  Robert
Lawson’s art is not just
d e c o r a t i o n ;  i t  i s
e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e
narrative.  Children
l e a r n  t o  r e a d  t h e
e m o t i o n s  o n
Ferdinand’s  face,  the
f rust rat ion  o f  the
matador, the delight of
the crowd.  This  visual
storytelling  makes  the
book accessible to pre-
literate  children  and
i n v i t e s  r e p e a t e d
reading.
Finally, the book has a
qu ie t  cou rage .  I t
stands against violence
and conformity without
being preachy. It offers
a  vision  of  happiness
that  is  not  based  on
victory  or  competition
but  on  simplicity  and

self-acceptance.  In  a
world that often values
toughness,  Ferdinand
shows that  gentleness
c a n  b e  a  f o r m  o f
strength.

HOW TO
INTRODUCE THE
STORY OF
FERDINAND TO
TODAY’S
CHILDREN

If  you  are  a  parent,
teacher,  or  librarian
looking  to  share  The
Story  of  Ferdinand
by Munro Leaf with a
new generation,  there
are  many  wonderful
ways  to  deepen  the
experience.  Start  by
read ing  the  book
aloud,  taking  time  to
discuss the characters’
feelings.  Ask  children
w h y  t h e y  t h i n k
Ferdinand  is  happy
e v e n  t h o u g h  h e
doesn’t  fight.  Talk
about times when it is
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hard  to  be  different  or
stand up for what you
believe.
Y o u  c a n  a l s o
encourage  children  to
draw  their  own  flowers
or  cork  trees,  or  to
i m a g i n e  t h e
conversations between
Ferdinand  and  h is
mother .  For  o lder
children,  discuss  the
historical context—why
the  book  was  banned
in some countries and
praised  in  others .
Compare Ferdinand to
o t h e r  p e a c e f u l
characters in literature
and  film.  The  story  is
also  a  great  starting
point for conversations
about  conflict
resolution,  empathy,
and  the  beauty  o f
nature.
In  the  c lass room,
teachers  might  pair
F e r d i n a n d  w i t h
nonfiction  books  about
bullfighting,  Spanish
culture,  or  the  cork

industry.  Art  projects
can  include  making
flower  crowns  or
creating  a  peaceful
place  like  Ferdinand’s
spot  under  the  tree.
The  book’s  gent le
humor  and  s t rong
moral core make it an
exce l lent  too l  fo r
s o c i a l - e m o t i o n a l
learning.

CONCLUSION: THE
SWEET SMELL OF
HAPPINESS

In the end, The Story
of  Ferd inand  by
Munro  Leaf  is  more
than  just  a  children’s
book—it  is  a  quiet
manifesto  for  living
authentically in a loud
world.  For over eighty
years,  Ferdinand  has
reminded us that it  is
okay to sit still, to love
flowers,  and  to  say  no
to  the  fight.  His  story
has  survived  bans,
wars,  and  changing
literary tastes, proving
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that a simple tale told
with heart  can outlast
any trend.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
r e d i s c o v e r i n g
Ferdinand  from  your
own  ch i l dhood  o r
introducing  him  to  a
new  reader,  the  book
offers  a  moment  of

peace,  a  lesson  in
k i n d n e s s ,  a n d  a
reminder  that  true
happiness  comes  not
from  what  the  world
expects, but from who
we really are. And that,
perhaps,  is  the  most
beautiful message any
book can give.


