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Abstract

Adventure, mystery and friendship are some of the well loved themes in children’s literature. Enid Blyton in her
popular series, The Famous Five blends these themes with exciting plots and engaging storytelling which has
captivated the interest of the readers, leading to its enduring appeal over the years. This paper aims to explore the
development of the series into various adaptations keeping in view the factors that have contributed to its
continued legacy and attempts to surmise the vast account of The Famous Five series in its developments and
adaptations through observation and historical analysis. Adaptations of the series into media platforms such as
Television, DVDs, web series, comics, audiobooks, gamebooks and puzzles as well as development of the series
into continuation books and illustrated books have been outlined in this paper, adding to the understanding that
the need to cater to the contemporary sensibilities has played a major role in the modification of the series, thus
enabling the series to continue its lasting appeal. These developments stand as a testament of the extensive scope
that this series has expanded into, over time.

Research Paper

The Famous Five series written by the British writer Enid Blyton has amassed a worldwide popularity due to its
stories of adventure, friendship and mystery. With its compelling storytelling, the series has served the readers
with a sense of excitement and a promise of what could be. The ‘Five’ comprising the characters Julian, Dick,
Anne, George and Timmy journey through the series collectively searching for hidden treasures, outwitting
villains and solving mysteries during their school holidays. Published first in 1942, the series had an impressive
run of twenty-one full length novels over its consecutive years, garnering a global readership spanning generations
till date. More than a hundred million copies of the series have been sold all over the world, owing its enduring
appeal to the fame the series had garnered. The Famous Five has been adapted into television series, films,
animated cartoons and stage plays, etching its place in popular culture.

The objective of this paper is to delve into the various factors behind the enduring appeal of the Famous Five
series. From the inception of the series, its gradual development over the years, factors contributing to its lasting
appeal, its adaptations across various forms of media, to its capacity to adapt to modern sensibilities while
retaining its main essence, the paper will explore and examine the evolution of the Famous Five series which has
marked its place in the legacy of children’s literature.

The Famous Five series began with the publication of the first book Five on a Treasure Island in 1942. This book
introduced the core elements that would define the rest of the series: a group of intelligent and resourceful children,
a loyal and protective dog, exciting adventures and thrilling mysteries in addition to the settings of aesthetically
pleasing rural Britain. Blyton had shaped the five main characters Julian, Dick, Anne, George and Timmy in such
a way that each character contributes unique skills and perspectives to the group. They embody the spirit of
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adventure and self-reliance throughout the series making them much beloved to the readers. Blyton’s style of
writing is noted for its simplicity, interesting plots and relatable characters, evoking within the reader a sense of
unrealized dream and the desire to be associated with the adventurous group, contributing to the lasting appeal of
the series.

Enid Blyton had initially planned to write a series of six books but with the soaring commercial success of The
Famous Five, she had written twenty-one full length books' for over two decades, making it her longest running
series (Rudd, 166). The series had gained massive popularity so much so that by the end of 1953, more than six
million copies had been sold. Currently more than two million copies of the books are sold each year, with sales
totalling over a hundred million copies worldwide, making The Famous Five one of the best selling series written
for children (Fullerton). Following its popularity Blyton had also written eight short stories? based on the five
main characters of the series viz., Julian, Dick, Anne, George and Timmy (“The Famous Five — Enid Blyton™).

Initially when Blyton began to publish, the series was referred to as ‘The Fives’ books. Later, after about nine
books had been published, Hodder & Stoughton, Blyton’s publisher in 1951 had termed the series ‘The Famous
Five’ based on the popularity the series had gained (Lupson). This title helped establish the identity of the series
and has kept it popular ever since. As a result of the series’ popularity, many adaptations across media have taken
place, each with its own interpretation of the original stories with an aim of introducing the series to the new
audiences by keeping it relevant in a constantly changing world.

While the publishing timeline of the Famous Five book series is placed between the years 1942-1962, two black
and white films based on the books Five on a Treasure Island in 1957 and Five Have a Mystery to Solve in 1964
have been made by The Children’s Film Foundation retaining the same titles of the books for the films. The 1957
film Five on a Treasure Island directed by Gerald Landau, is featured as an eight part film serial, each with a
length of 15 minutes totalling a runtime of two hours and it follows the story of four friends and their dog on the
hunt for a shipwrecked treasure (ReelStreets). As Montogomery puts it, the film is claimed to be “really just about
perfect for younger adventure lovers...who haven’t lost the itch for a good thrill with age” (DVD Beaver).
Directed by Ernest Morris, the 1964 film Five Have a Mystery to Solve is an adventure where the Famous Five
along with Wilfrid uncover a secret at whispering island, solving a mystery involving a hidden treasure and
suspicious strangers. It is segmented into 6 parts of 15 minutes each making it a 90 minute film serial. The location
of both the films is set in the South East and South West regions of Britain creating a sense of national connection
for the viewers and drawing them closer to the world of the book series. DVD Beaver claims that both the films
were “tremendously entertaining” as they were “never shown on television, or previously released on video or
DVD, this is essential for Blyton aficionados” thereby asserting a special appeal for Blyton’s fans (DVD Beaver).

The burgeoning fame of The Famous Five series had led to films being produced in Denmark and Germany.
Katrine Hedman, a Danish director, had adapted two of The Famous Five stories into films with an all Danish
cast. The first film titled De fem og spionerne (translated into English as Five and the Spies) in 1969 and the
second film De 5 i fedtefadet (translated into English as Famous Five Get in Trouble) in 1970 were originally
released in Danish (Danskefilm.dk). Initially the exposure of these Danish films was limited to Denmark making
them exclusive to collectors and fans. Later with the release of the DVD versions of the films, accessibility has
been made possible. In Germany the Funf Fruende film series had been released in five parts namely Funf Fruende
in 2012, Funf Fruende 2 in 2013, Funf Fruende 3 in 2014, Funf Fruende 4 in 2015 and Funf Freunde und das Tal
der Dinosaurier in 2018 (Famous Five Wiki). The series had become widely popular in the German speaking
countries. The German title Funf Fruende translates as Five Friends in English and as the title suggests, the film
series is loosely based on Blyton’s Famous Five series. However what sets it apart from the original series is its
modern setting which gives the adaptations a contemporary touch while maintaining the core essence of the
characters and adventures. With the release of DVD versions, the Danish and German films became widely
accessible despite their initially limited exposure. This delayed availability affirms the longstanding charm of
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Blyton’s adventure stories, highlighting their ability to resonate with the audiences even in culturally and
linguistically adapted versions.

Besides film adaptations, the Famous Five series was also adapted into television series bringing it closer to the
home audiences and expanding its reach. The first version of The Famous Five television series was aired from
1978 to 1979 with the same name as the book series and was produced by Southern Television for ITV, a UK
wide public television network channel. This version aimed for a faithful adaptation of the book series which was
released on a weekly basis with a total of twenty six episodes?®, each with an airtime of half an hour (IMDb, The
Famous Five 1978). The entire series had been released on DVD in the UK in 2012 and also made available on
ITVX, an online streaming platform, expanding its coverage to a larger viewership. Another Famous Five TV
series was co-produced by Tyne Tees and HTV in 1995 and aired till 1997 as two seasons consisting of twenty
six episodes* in total each with a runtime of 25 minutes (IMDb, The Famous Five 1995). Set in the 1950s the
series remained true to the original stories while updating certain elements to make it relatable to contemporary
audiences. Famous Five: On The Case is a 2008 animated television series of twenty six episodes®, which is
loosely based on the Famous Five novels (IMDb, Famous 5: On the Case). This series portrays a more inclusive
cast, introducing new characters from diverse nationalities, cultures and backgrounds. Departing from the
limitations of the original novels’ time period, the series incorporated a modern twist by making use of new
technology such as mobile phones and laptop computers making the animated version relatable as well as
appealing to the younger audiences of the twenty first century. However, this modification seems far-fetched from
the original stories making the adaptation feel significantly different from Blyton’s classic portrayal. According
to Rudd, The Famous Five is the most filmed series with its popularity endorsed by the children of the 90s (Rudd,
165). The 2023 BBC adaptation of The Famous Five series is a reimagined version of the original adventure
stories. The first part of the series contains three episodes®, each with a length of 90 minutes followed by the
second part released in 2024, with two episodes® of the same time length (Matuku). Although the series faced
criticism for deviating from Blyton’s original vision, it was also well received for its modern adaptation of the
classic stories. All these TV adaptations have updated their series to appeal to ‘a progressive new audience.’ This
evolution is evident in the casting choices and adaptations that reflect modern values.

Many musical adaptations of The Famous Five had taken shape over the years, each bringing a unique take on
Blyton’s stories. In 1997, a musical titled The Famous Five was produced to commemorate the centenary birth
anniversary of Enid Blyton. It was later released on DVD as The Famous Five - Smuggler’s Gold - The Musical
(World of Blyton). Another musical titled Enid Blyton The Famous Five began its premiere at the Tabard theatre
from December 2009 and ran until January 2010 (UK Theatre Web). The production was met with praise, with
the Chiswick Times stating “The first adjectives which came into my critical mind when the curtain fell on this
musical version of the children’s classic were brilliant and delightful. So I turned to my ten year old grandson,
Jesse, for a more up-to-date appraisal and he came up with ‘cool and energetic’ which I think can be classed as
the modern equivalent.” After over a decade, The Famous Five: A New Musical premiered in 2022 at the
Chichester festival theatre in the UK. Unlike the previous adaptation, this musical introduced an original storyline
that showcased how the five characters first came together rather than adapting an existing book. The show
featured engaging songs and dynamic performances by the actors who portrayed the characters of the Famous
Five stories (Theatres South East). Critics appreciated the energetic performance of the musical, though some
stated that it lacked compelling plotlines which is characteristic of Blyton’s works. Despite certain drawbacks, the
production was praised for its vibrant direction, lively performances and intricate lyrics, successfully introducing
Blyton’s beloved characters to a new generation.

Among the well known Famous Five spin off novels are the Les Cing series written in French by Claude Voilier
between 1971 and 1985 (Voilier, Les Cing sont les plus forts) . The twenty four books’ were initially published
in a hardback and these books featured comic illustrations every second page making them the first of the comic
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editions of The Famous Five series. These continuation novels attained fame partly due to their English
translations by Anthea Bell between 1981 and 1987 as the Knight editions (Voilier, The Famous Five and the
Stately Homes Gang). Voilier’s books differed from Blyton’s originals in style and content, they have a faster
pace, omit detailed descriptions and take the characters on international adventures.

The German continuation novels consist of two separate series, one of which was written by Brigitte Blobel during
1977 and 1979 as two books® which were later withdrawn due to copyright objections (Blobbel). The second
series was written by Sarah Bosse between 2004 and 2012 as twenty five illustrated books® portraying new
mysteries and adventures, incorporating supernatural themes and global settings (Bosse). Despite their popularity
in Germany these illustrated books remained untranslated into English.

The Just George series by Sue Welford is a Famous Five prequel with its focus solely on the characters George
and Timmy. The series explores their first interaction, early adventures and George’s journey towards her
rebellious identity. This six-book series!® was published in 2000 (Enid Blyton Society, Just George).

The book series The Famous 5: On The Case published by Hodder Children’s Books during 2008 and 2009 is a
spin off adaptation of the animated 26 episodic TV series with the same name which featured the children of the
original characters of the Famous Five book series namely Jo, Max, Allie, Dylan and Timmy II. The series consists
of 24 cases!! presented in a ‘flipper’ format with two stories per volume (Famous 5: On the Case). Despite the
series being credited to Enid Blyton, the author remains unknown. The stories humorously titled follow the new
generation solving quirky and eccentric mysteries.

There are a few standalone Famous Five books outside the original book series. The Famous Five Diary by Mary
Danby was published in 1988 by Knight Books. Another standalone titled The Famous Five Adventure File by an
unknown author was released in 1998. In 2009, Adventures with George and Timmy was published by Hodder’s
Children’s Books, compiling the first three original novels under different titles with added activity sections
related to the stories in between. It includes adventure tips and tricks for young mystery solvers.

Adapted and illustrated by Natael and Beja, graphic novels were released in English, the first one titled The
Famous Five Graphic Novel: Five on a Treasure Island, which is the same name as the first book in the original
series. These graphic novels brought the classic adventures to life through their bright pictorial depictions, vivid
illustrations and engaging storytelling (Natael and Beja). Following the aforementioned graphic novel, three more
graphic novels'? were released in a consequential order of the main book titles with a promise of more to come.
Besides English, these adaptations have been translated into multiple languages such as French, German, Dutch,
Portuguese and have gained widespread recognition and popularity especially among the young readers in these
countries, which has added to their joy of reading and introduced them to the world of The Famous Five. The
graphic novels have been praised for their ability to capture the excitement and charm of the original adventure
stories, appealing to both long-time fans and new readers.

The Famous Five has also featured as comics, particularly in Britain, in the Look-In weekly anthology based on
the 1978-1979 TV series. Illustrated mainly by Mike Noble, the comics aimed to deliver the essence of the
adventures (Lambiek Comiclopedia). In France, six comics with the title Les Club des Cing'?, were published
between 1982 and 1986, with three comic books later released in English by Knight Books (Grand Comics
Database). In 1985, Enid Blyton’s Adventure magazine ran for seventeen issues (Downthetubes), each issue
featuring a full length illustrative comic book story adapted from the famous five novels (Rudd, 166). The comic
stories presented the group of five characters arriving at an idyllic location before diving into mystery and
adventure. This charming artwork evoked a nostalgic feeling that stayed true to the timeless appeal of the British
stories (“The Famous Five at 75). Other adaptations included The Famous Five annuals released between 1978
and 1986 and the Enid Blyton Mystery and Suspense comic series released in 1997 which also featured The Secret
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Seven (Enid Blyton Society). Hachette’s group continues to publish new novels with modern covers to appeal to
the new generation.

The Famous Five has been the subject of a number of parodies reflecting nostalgia and satire. With an exaggerated
portrayal of the Five with outdated and controversial views, The Comic Strips produced Five Go Mad in Dorset
in 1982 and Five Go Mad on Mescalin in 1983. The series was later revived in 2012 with Five Go To Rehab
showing the characters struggling with middle age crisis (British Comedy Guide). Parodies began as early as 1964
with John Lennon’s The Famous Five Through Woenow Abbey and continued with Viz magazine, the D-
Generation’s The Famous Five Get Their Teeth Kicked In and Jamie Rix’s The Chipper Chums Go Scrumping.
There are also other satirical takes including Bert Fegg’s Nasty Book for Boys and Girls, John Finnemore’s radio
sketch and The Guardian’s critique of the characters. In 2016 Bruno Vincent released a five book spoof series
with titles like Five Go Gluten Free and Five On Brexit Island, later expanding with more installments'
(Waterstones). This humorous spoof series released as Blyton’s 75th anniversary merchandise was written for the
adult audience reinforcing the series’ lasting cultural and generational impact.

The Famous Five series had also been made into audiobooks. Hodder Headline produced all the twenty one books
into audio dramas available as cassettes and CDs in the late 1990s (Enid Blyton Society). In Germany, Funf
Freunde audio dramas began in the 1970s featuring the German dubbing artists from the first Famous Five TV
series. More than 110 radio plays have been released in Germany, expanding the Famous Five universe with new
stories by various German writers. Newer versions of the famous five audiobooks in English were published by
Hachette’s Children’s Group and Hodder’s Children’s Book for the audiobook streaming services Apple Books
and Audible respectively (“Famous Five Audiobook Series”; “Famous Five Audiobooks | Audible.com™).

Despite the popularity of the original Famous Five series, modern adaptations have sought to address criticisms
and update the series for modern audiences to keep up with the ever changing scenario of the society. Alongside
adaptations, the Famous Five series had also undergone editorial changes over the years aligning with the evolving
socio-cultural norms. Some of the early changes had taken place towards the end of the 1960s where the word
‘King’ was replaced with ‘Queen’ in Five On A Treasure Island. According to the 2010 edition of the Hodder’s
Children’s Books words such as ‘fancy’ was replaced with the word ‘imagine’, ‘lamp’ with the word ‘torch’,
‘queer’ with the words ‘strange’, ‘odd’ and ‘funny’, ‘field-glasses with ‘binoculars’ to name a few of the many
changes that were made to align with the contemporary society (Quinteiro, 16-18). There were also other minor
modifications where the word jeans was swapped for skirt, scholarship reference for exam, modifying Anne’s
preference for dolls to teddies and the removal of the mention of steam trains. In the 2010 edition of Five Go Off
In a Caravan, the character Nobby was renamed as Ned (Flood). These changes reflect the publishers’ efforts to
maintain the appeal of The Famous Five series for contemporary readers. Hodder & Stoughton, for example,
completely revised the twenty one Famous Five books by removing offensive or outdated language to align with
modern sensibilities (Chung). While these changes sought to make the books more accessible and relatable to the
contemporary audiences, they also raised concerns about the preservation of the authenticity of the original books,
striking a debate about the balance between modernization and preserving historical integrity (Cain).

Based on The Famous Five series, various board games, card games, video games and interactive books have
been developed over the years allowing fans to engage with Blyton’s adventurous world beyond the books. In the
1950s and 1960s, board games based on The Famous Five were released containing elements of mystery solving
and adventure similar to the plotlines of the original stories. During these years, jigsaw puzzles were produced by
BeStime as part of their numbered series'> and subsequently in the 1970s by Whitman which contained puzzles'®
based on the book series as well as the TV series. Later in the 1980s and 1990s gamebooks have been developed
to create a simulative experience for the fans of the series. These gamebooks are continuation books that are
loosely based on the original books and allow the reader to have a real time experience of the adventures when
they choose their path through the stories of The Famous Five. The books encouraged problem-solving and
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decision-making, creating an immersive experience for young readers. Two series of the gamebooks have been
published, the first one by Stephen Thraves where in eight gamebooks!” have been published by Hodder and
Stoughton (“Famous Five Adventure Gamebooks”). These games were also translated into languages such as
Swedish, Spanish, Italian and Dutch. The second series by Mary Danby had around six gamebooks'® published
by Knights Books which have the abridged versions of a few of the original books with some additional parts for
alternative storylines (“Famous Five (Mary Danby)”). These games have been translated into German and Italian
languages making them popular among children and adolescents.

Biographies'® have been written on Enid Blyton’s life, focusing on her literary career as well as her personal life
to understand the popularity associated with her works as she is said to have authored seven hundred and two
thousand short stories along with many poems and magazine articles. Additionally, a considerable amount of
academic research has been done on The Famous Five series given its popularity and worldwide reader appeal.
Rudd explores the concept of gender with a socio-historical perspective besides having taken a survey based on
the reader response on the Famous Five series in the chapter titled “Five Have a Genderful Time: Blyton, Sexism
and the Infamous Five” in his doctoral thesis?*® (Rudd, Five Have a Genderful Time). Sheila Ray through her
research explores ‘The Blyton Phenomenon’ examining the controversies surrounding Blyton’s work and
recognizing the enduring appeal of Blyton’s stories to its readers (Ray). Research papers as well as dissertations
on the issues of gender based on stereotypes and challenges have been put forward by Katrina A. Marshall, Liezel
Coetzee and Ndaja Jukic, to name a few. Socio historical, topographical, lexical and linguistic approaches have
been tackled, widening the scope of research on the series so far, inviting further research from interdisciplinary
fields of study.

The Famous Five series has remained a beloved classic for over eighty years sustaining its charm and allure.
Though the series consisted of simple plots and predictable storylines, the stories captivated the readers with
themes of friendship, adventure, mystery and independence and with its fascinating settings and spirited
characters. This paper has attempted to trace the development of the series through its various adaptations and
examine the factors that contributed to its lasting appeal. The enduring appeal of the series in its adaptations owes
its due to the skilful blend of universal themes with the contemporary sensibilities while retaining its original
essence. Traversing from its humble origins as children’s novels to its numerous adaptations across media, the
Famous Five has proven its ability to transcend time and cultures, leaving its indelible mark in the field of
children’s literature.

The following link contains an appendix of the entire list of books and their
adaptations, referenced by superscript in the paper.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1 veiM2q5nSRj75XUvWqGi65Y dlgEAZIX-
BRS2X5La8/edit?usp=drivesdk
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