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In the landscape of 20th-century children's literature, few works manage to bridge the gap between ancient Slavic 

oral traditions and modern pedagogical structures as effectively as Bony-Legsby Joanna Cole, illustrated by Dirk

Zimmer. Published in 1983, this work serves as a seminal adaptation of the Baba Yaga mythos, tailored specifically

for early readers. For the technical writer, educator, or literary theorist, the book offers a rich case study in narrative

compression, archetypal resonance, and the mechanics of the 'Magic Flight' motif. This analysis explores the

architectural components of the narrative, the psychological underpinnings of its characters, and its historical

placement within the context of challenged and banned literature.

1. Theoretical Framework: The Slavic Origins of the Bony-Legs Archetype

The character of Bony-Legs is an direct derivation of Baba Yaga , the enigmatic witch of Russian folklore. To 

understand Cole’s technical approach to the narrative, one must first understand the fundamental characteristics of 

the Baba Yaga figure. In traditional folklore, Baba Yaga is often depicted as a triadic entity: the donor (who provides 

help), the villain (who seeks to consume the protagonist), and the tester (who provides challenges). In Cole’s Bony-

Legs, the character is distilled primarily into the roles of villain and tester to suit the moral simplicity required for the

target demographic.

1.1 The Morphology of the Witch’s Habitat

A central technical element in the story is the Izbushka, or the house standing on chicken legs. From a structuralist

perspective, the house represents a liminal space—a gateway between the world of the living (the village) and the

world of the unknown (the deep forest). The mechanical design of the house in the book, which can rotate or move

on its legs, serves as a narrative device to signify the supernatural nature of the antagonist. In engineering terms,

this mobility disrupts the static safety of the 'home' concept, turning the environment itself into a secondary

antagonist.

1.2 Propp’s Functions in Bony-Legs

Vladimir Propp’s 1928 work, Morphology of the Folktale, identified 31 narrative functions that define the structure of 

fairy tales. Cole’s Bony-Legsmaps with high precision to several of these functions, demonstrating its technical

soundness as a folkloric adaptation:

•  Function 1 (Absentation): The protagonist (Sasha) leaves home, or the parents are absent from the 

immediate scene.

•  Function 8 (Villainy): Bony-Legs captures Sasha with the intent to eat her.

•  Function 12 (Testing): Sasha is tasked with a chore (usually bathing or cleaning) which acts as a technical 

prerequisite for the witch’s consumption process.

•  Function 14 (Provision of Magical Agent): The animals/objects provide tools for escape in exchange for 

Sasha's kindness.

•  Function 21 (Pursuit): Bony-Legs chases Sasha.

2. Technical Comparison: Cole’s Adaptation vs. Traditional Folklore



To evaluate the efficacy of Joanna Cole’s adaptation, we must compare her narrative choices against the broader

tradition of Baba Yaga stories. This comparison highlights how specific technical elements were modified to

accommodate the psychological development of a child reader.



Feature Traditional Slavic Folklore 
(Afanasyev)

Joanna Cole’s 'Bony-Legs'

Protagonist Motivation Often sent by a cruel stepmother to 
die.

Sasha is a proactive child who 
encounters the witch while in the 
forest.

The Witch’s Hunger Often depicted as a cannibalistic 
cosmic force.

Distilled into a specific, hungry 
antagonist with a 'cleanliness' fetish.

The Helper Role Helpers (dolls, animals) often require 
complex rituals.

Helpers (dog, cat, gate) require 
simple acts of empathy and material 
repair.

Escape Mechanism The 'Magic Flight' involving items 
turning into mountains/rivers.

A comb becomes a forest; a mirror 
becomes a lake.

The House Surrounded by a fence of bones/
skulls.

Depicted with chicken legs but 
softened visual horror for younger 
readers.

3. The Mechanics of the 'Magic Flight' Motif

One of the most technically interesting aspects of Bony-Legs is the execution of the 'Magic Flight.' In mythological 

studies, this is a sequence where a hero escapes a supernatural pursuer by throwing magical objects behind them 

that transform into physical barriers. Cole utilizes two primary objects: the Mirror and the Comb.

3.1 The Transformation Logic

The narrative logic follows a mathematical-like expansion of scale. A small, domestic object is transformed into a

massive geographic feature. This serves as a metaphor for the escalation of stakes in the conflict. The technical

sequence is as follows:

1.  The Mirror: When thrown, the mirror expands its surface area and reflectivity to become a deep, wide lake. 

This presents a fluid dynamic barrier that the witch cannot easily cross.

2.  The Comb: When the mirror-lake is bypassed, the comb is thrown. The teeth of the comb undergo a vertical 

and structural expansion to become a dense, thorny forest (or mountain of wood).

This sequence is pedagogically significant because it teaches the reader the concept of resource management and 

reciprocity. Sasha did not 'earn' these items through combat; she earned them through the technical application of

kindness (feeding the cat, greasing the gate, feeding the dog).

4. Case Study: Why 'Bony-Legs' Faced Banning and Censorship

Despite its status as a classic, Bony-Legshas appeared on various 'challenged' book lists. As a technical writer

analyzing the history of the text, we must examine the 'failure modes' that lead to such censorship. The primary

concerns cited by school boards and parent groups typically revolve around the 'Darkness' of the content.

4.1 Analysis of Perceived Risk Factors

•  Depiction of Cannibalism: The witch’s explicit desire to 'eat' the child is a visceral horror element.

•  Visual Representation: Dirk Zimmer’s illustrations are detailed and somewhat grotesque, utilizing cross-

hatching and a muted palette that emphasizes the witch’s emaciated, 'bony' appearance.



•  Occult Association: The presence of a witch and magical objects is often flagged by conservative 

organizations as promoting witchcraft.

4.2 Strategic Mitigation of Censorship

From a content strategy perspective, Cole mitigates these risks by framing the story within a Moral Reciprocity 

Framework. The witch is not defeated by violence, but by the fact that she mistreated her environment (the cat, the

dog, the gate), while Sasha treated them with respect. This shifts the focus from 'witchcraft' to 'ethics,' providing a

defense against technical challenges to the book’s inclusion in libraries.

5. Procedural Guide: Utilizing 'Bony-Legs' in Early Childhood Education

For educators and instructional designers, Bony-Legsprovides a structured platform for developing literacy skills.

Below is a procedural workflow for utilizing the text in a classroom setting.

Step 1: Predictive Modeling

Before reading, have students analyze the title and cover art. Based on the term 'Bony-Legs,' what can be inferred 

about the character's health, temperament, and role in the story? This develops the technical skill of inference.

Step 2: Sequence Mapping

Utilize a flowchart to map Sasha's journey. Students must identify the specific moment of Instigating Incident 

(entering the forest), the Complication (capture), and the Resolution(the escape). Mapping the 'Magic Flight'

objects to their transformed states is essential here.

Step 3: Character Utility Matrix

Create a matrix for students to fill out regarding the 'helpers' in the story. This helps students understand the link 

between Input (Sasha's action) and Output (the helper's assistance).



Character/Object Condition of Neglect 
(The Witch)

Condition of Care (Sasha) Resulting Action

The Dog Starved Given a crust of bread Refuses to bark/attack 
Sasha

The Cat Mistreated Given a piece of ham Gives Sasha the magical 
objects

The Gate Rusted/Dry Greased with fat Opens silently for Sasha

6. Visual and Technical Aesthetics of Dirk Zimmer's Illustrations

The efficacy of Bony-Legs is inextricably linked to the visual work of Dirk Zimmer. A technical breakdown of the 

illustration style reveals why the book remains memorable. Zimmer uses a Gothic-Folkloricstyle, characterized by

fine line work and a density of detail that rewards repeated viewing.

6.1 Color Palette and Atmospheric Tension

The color palette primarily utilizes earth tones—ochre, deep greens, and bone whites. This creates a psychological 

sense of claustrophobiawithin the forest, contrasting with the openness of the lake scene. The 'bony' nature of

the witch is rendered through sharp angles and exaggerated skeletal features, which provides a visual 'hook' that

matches the book's title.

6.2 Symbology of the Chicken-Legged Hut

The hut is not merely a house; it is a character. Zimmer illustrates the house with organic textures, making the 'legs' 

look biologically viable. This technical choice reinforces the 'uncanny' (the Unheimlich), where something familiar (a 

house) becomes strange and threatening. The house's posture in the illustrations often mimics the witch's own 

predatory stance, a technique known as Visual Parallelism.

7. Synthesis and Broader Implications for Children's Media

The enduring success of Bony-Legslies in its technical ability to condense complex, ancient themes into a 48-

page 'Easy-to-Read' format. It does not shy away from the darker elements of the human experience—hunger,

predation, and fear—but it provides a clear, actionable methodology for overcoming them: the power of empathy

and the strategic use of tools.

In the broader context of technical communication and SEO strategy for literary topics, Bony-Legsrepresents a

'perfect' content piece. It occupies a niche at the intersection of 'Children's Classics,' 'Slavic Folklore,' and 'Banned

Books.' This multifaceted identity ensures its relevance across different search intents, from parents looking for a

bedtime story to academics studying the evolution of the Baba Yaga mythos.

Ultimately, Joanna Cole’s work demonstrates that a narrative’s length is not the sole determinant of its depth. 

Through rigorous structural adherence to folkloric patterns and a keen understanding of child psychology, Bony-

Legsfunctions as a highly efficient machine for storytelling. It proves that the most resilient stories are those that

help us navigate the 'deep forest' of our own anxieties by transforming the small combs and mirrors of our daily

kindness into insurmountable barriers against the monsters we face.
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