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Many cultures have stories about the creation of the world and of
the human race. Such stories, even from unrelated cultures, can be
remarkably similar, suggesting that the stories may reflect beliefs and
values held by all people. However, the differences between creation
stories are also revealing. Differences in particular details can reflect
differences in the cultures from which the stories come.

In the pages that follow, you will be asked to compare and con-
trast the creation stories in the Hebrew Bible and the Popol Vuh, a
work from the Mayan culture of Central America. You will explore
what these two creation stories have in common and also reflect on
their differences. On the basis of your comparison, you will decide
what the stories reveal about the cultures from which they come.

Standardized Test Practice: Comparison-and-Contrast Essay After you read both
selections, you will have the opportunity to write a comparison-and-contrast essay.
Your notes will help you plan and write the essay.

Analyzing Creation
Literature Use a chart like
the one shown to help 
you take notes about the
stories. Add any other
questions that you think
will help you compare the
two accounts.

Questions for Analysis

What do the creators want the people they
have created to do?

How do the people meet or fail to meet the
creators’ expectations?

What do the creators do in response?

In the end, how do things get resolved?

What do these details reveal about the culture?

Genesis

The following list shows the basic plot of many creation stories. As you will later
see, there are variations, but knowing this plot structure is a good place to start.

• A creator creates people to inhabit the world.
• The creator has certain expectations of the people.
• The people do or do not meet these expectations.
• The creator punishes or rewards the people.
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Build Background
The Hebrew Bible The Hebrew Bible is not just 
a literary work of the ancient Hebrews; it is the 
sum total of their literature. It contains histories,
biographies, laws, genealogical records, census figures,
songs, love poetry, stories, proverbs, and other kinds
of writing. The Hebrews had a rich and diverse literary
tradition, but they thought of it as all belonging
together in a single sacred book, or Bible.

One reason for their way of thinking may be that,
as a people, the ancient Hebrews were not as rooted
in a particular geographical region as the peoples of
Mesopotamia and Egypt. Not having a permanent
homeland to define them, the Hebrews may have felt
more keenly than others the value of literature as an
expression of their culture’s identity.

Another reason for the ancient
Hebrews to view their entire literary
tradition as sacred was that their
religion was monotheistic. Unlike
most other ancient peoples, the
Hebrews believed in a single all-
powerful deity, all-knowing and
present everywhere. They also
believed that they had a covenant
with God—a special relationship in
which God watched over them and
guided their destiny. As a result,
they wrote little that did not touch
in some way on their religion.

The Bible as Literature Despite its close
attachments to Hebrew history and culture, the
Hebrew Bible contains many stories, images, and
themes dealing with matters that are important to all
people. It also contains many fine examples of various
literary forms.

The Hebrew Bible has strong connections to our
own culture for yet another reason. For hundreds of
years, English-speaking writers have loved the Bible and
have incorporated its stories, images, themes, and turns
of phrase into literary works of their own. To know the
English language and the English literary tradition is to
be profoundly influenced by the Hebrew Bible.
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The Book of Genesis The Book of Genesis is the
first book in the Hebrew Bible. It tells the history of
the Hebrew people from the creation of the world to
their migration to Egypt because of a famine. In Egypt
they became slaves, but they eventually fled that land
under the leadership of Moses—events that are
recounted in the Book of Exodus.

Genesis focuses on the interactions between God
and particular human beings with whom he has a
special relationship. The first of these are Adam and
Eve, the first man and woman, whom God created
after creating the heavens, the earth, plants, and
animals. The story of Noah takes place at a later time,
when the descendants of Adam and Eve have
populated the world.

Connect to Your Life
What comes to mind when you hear the names
Adam and Eve? What do you know about the
Garden of Eden or Noah and the Flood? With a
group of classmates, share recollections of these
biblical stories and discuss your impressions 
of them.

Focus Your Reading
LITERARY ANALYSIS: SACRED
LITERATURE
Texts that convey the traditions, beliefs, and rituals
of particular religions are often referred to as
sacred literature, or scriptures. Although there is
something to be learned from every good work of
literature, sacred literature usually has as one of
its main purposes the teaching of cultural values.
As you read the two stories from Genesis, be alert
for the teachings that they may contain.

ACTIVE READING: READING SACRED
LITERATURE
Sacred literature usually has a higher status in a
culture than ordinary literature, and it is often
used in special ways. However, a work of sacred
literature always has a literary form as well; it may
be a story, a poem, a history, a biography, a song,
a proverb. A good way to approach a work of
sacred literature is to focus on the text itself. Read
the words carefully, and ask the same questions
you would of any other work of literature:

• What characters do I learn about?

• What conflicts are presented, and how are
they resolved?

• What kind of language is used?

• What images or symbols are used?

• What themes does the work deal with?

As you read, look
for answers to your questions and jot them down.

READER'S NOTEBOOK

Jonah and the Whale from the Kennicott Bible (1 folio 305), Hebrew,
Spain, 1476. Bodleian Library, Oxford, United Kingdom. Photo © The
Art Archive.

Hebrew Culture
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In the beginning God created the heaven and
the earth. And the earth was without form,

and void; and darkness was upon the face of 
the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the
face of the waters. And God said, “Let there be
light”: and there was light. And God saw the
light, that it was good: and God divided the light
from the darkness. And God called the light Day,
and the darkness he called Night.

And the evening and the morning were the
first day.

And God said, “Let there be a firmament in
the midst of the waters, and let it divide the
waters from the waters.” And God made the 
firmament, and divided the waters which were
under the firmament from the waters which were
above the firmament: and it was so. And God
called the firmament Heaven.

And the evening and the morning were the
second day.

And God said, “Let the waters under the
heaven be gathered together unto one place, and

from Genesis
King James Bible

Creation
A N D  T H E Fall
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The Creation of Adam, Michelangelo Buonarroti. Sistine Chapel, Vatican Palace, Vatican State.
Scala/Art Resource, New York.

HUMANITIES CONNECTION In this detail from Michelangelo’s paintings on the ceiling
of the Sistine Chapel, God and Adam touch each other with extended hands. Through
his act of creation, God is bridging the gap between heaven and earth. Adam also
plays a role in creation: he must actively receive God’s blessing.
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let the dry land appear”: and it was so. And 
God called the dry land Earth; and the gathering
together of the waters called he Seas: and God
saw that it was good. And God said, “Let the
earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed,
and the fruit tree yielding fruit after his kind,
whose seed is in itself, upon the earth”: and it
was so. And the earth brought forth grass, and
herb yielding seed after his kind, and the tree
yielding fruit, whose seed was in itself, after his
kind: and God saw that it was good.

And the evening and the morning were the
third day.

And God said, “Let there be lights in the 
firmament of the heaven to divide the day from
the night; and let them be for signs, and for 
seasons, and for days, and years; and let them be
for lights in the firmament of the heaven to give
light upon the earth.”

And it was so. And God made two great
lights; the greater light to rule the day, and

the lesser light to rule the night: he made the
stars also. And God set them in the firmament of
the heaven to give light upon the earth. And to
rule over the day and over the night, and to
divide the light from the darkness: and God saw
that it was good.

And the evening and the morning were the
fourth day.

And God said, “Let the waters bring forth
abundantly the moving creature that hath life,
and fowl that may fly above the earth in the
open firmament of heaven.” And God created
great whales, and every living creature that
moveth, which the waters brought forth abun-
dantly, after their kind, and every winged fowl
after his kind: and God saw that it was good.
And God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful, and
multiply, and fill the waters in the seas, and let
fowl multiply in the earth.”

And the evening and the morning were the
fifth day.

And God said, “Let the earth bring forth the
living creature after his kind, cattle, and creeping
thing, and beast of the earth after his kind”: and
it was so. And God made the beast of the earth
after his kind, and cattle after their kind, and
every thing that creepeth upon the earth after his
kind: and God saw that it was good.

God said, “Let us make man in our image,
after our likeness: and let them have dominion1

over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the
air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth,
and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon
the earth.” So God created man in his own
image, in the image of God created he him; male
and female created he them. And God blessed
them, and God said unto them, “Be fruitful, and
multiply, and replenish2 the earth, and subdue it:
and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and
over the fowl of the air, and over every living
thing that moveth upon the earth.” And God
said, “Behold, I have given you every herb bear-
ing seed, which is upon the face of all the earth,
and every tree, in the which is the fruit of a tree
yielding seed; to you it shall be for meat. And to
every beast of the earth, and to every fowl of the
air, and to everything that creepeth upon the
earth, wherein there is life, I have given every
green herb for meat.” And it was so. And God
saw every thing that he had made, and, behold,
it was very good.

And the evening and the morning were the
sixth day.

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished,
and all the host of them.

And on the seventh day God ended his work
which he had made; and he rested on the seventh
day from all his work which he had made. And
God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it:
because that in it he had rested from all his work
which God created and made.

1. dominion: authority; control.

2. replenish: fill with people.



In the day that the Lord
God made the earth and the
heavens, and every plant of the
field before it was in the earth,
and every herb of the field
before it grew (for the Lord
God had not caused it to rain
upon the earth, and there was
not a man to till the ground)
there went up a mist from the
earth, and watered the whole
face of the ground. And the Lord God formed
man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into
his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a
living soul.

And the Lord God planted a garden eastward
in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had
formed. And out of the ground made the Lord
God to grow every tree that is pleasant to the
sight, and good for food; the tree of life also in
the midst of the garden, and the tree of knowledge
of good and evil. And a river went out of Eden to
water the garden; and from thence it was parted,
and became into four heads. The name of the first
is Pison:3 that is it which compasseth the whole
land of Havilah,4 where there is gold; and the gold
of that land is good: there is bdellium5 and the
onyx stone. And the name of the second river is
Gihon:6 the same is it that compasseth the whole
land of Ethiopia. And the name of the third river
is Hiddekel:7 that is it which goeth toward the
east of Assyria. And the fourth river is Euphrates.

And the Lord God took the man, and put him
into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it.
And the Lord God commanded the man, saying,
“Of every tree of the garden thou mayest freely
eat: but of the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for in the day that
thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die.”

And the Lord God said,
“It is not good that the man should be alone; I

will make him a help meet for him.” And out of
the ground the Lord God formed every beast of

the field, and every fowl of the air; and brought
them unto Adam to see what he would call
them: and whatsoever Adam called every living
creature, that was the name thereof. And Adam
gave names to all cattle, and to the fowl of the
air, and to every beast of the field; but for Adam
there was not found a help meet for him.

And the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall
upon Adam, and he slept: and he took one of his
ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof; and
the rib, which the Lord God had taken from man,
made he a woman, and brought her unto the man.

And Adam said,

“This is now bone of my bones,
and flesh of my flesh:

She shall be called Woman,
because she was taken out of Man.”

Therefore shall a man leave his father and his
mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they
shall be one flesh. And they were both naked, the
man and his wife, and were not ashamed.

Now the serpent was more subtle than any
beast of the field which the Lord God had made.

And he said unto the woman,
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3. Pison (pC-sInP).

4. Havilah (hBv-C-läP).

5. bdellium (dDlPC-Em): a gum resin obtained from various
shrubs and trees, used as a medicine.

6. Gihon (gC-hInP).

7. Hiddekel (hG-dDkPDl).

“Of every tree in the garden thou
mayest freely eat: but of the tree
of theknowledge of good and evil,
thou shalt not eat of it: for in the
day that thou eatest thereof thou
shalt surely die.”

COMPARING
LITERATURE1
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“Yea, hath God said, ‘Ye shall not eat of every
tree of the garden’?”

And the woman said unto the serpent,
“We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the

garden; but of the fruit of the tree which is in the
midst of the garden, God hath said, ‘Ye shall not
eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.’”

And the serpent said unto the woman,
“Ye shall not surely die: for God doth know

that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes
shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, know-
ing good and evil.”

And when the woman saw that the tree was 
good for food, and that it was pleasant to

the eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one
wise, she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat,
and gave also unto her husband with her; and he
did eat. And the eyes of them both were opened,
and they knew that they were naked; and they
sewed fig leaves together, and made themselves
aprons.

And they heard the voice of the Lord God
walking in the garden in the cool of the day: 
and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the
presence of the Lord God amongst the trees of
the garden.

And the Lord God called unto Adam, and said
unto him,

“Where art thou?”
And he said,
“I heard thy voice in the garden, and I was

afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.”
And he said,
“Who told thee that thou wast naked? Hast

thou eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded
thee that thou shouldest not eat?”

And the man said,
“The woman whom thou gavest to be with

me, she gave me of the tree, and I did eat.”
And the Lord God said unto the woman,
“What is this that thou hast done?”

And the woman said, “The serpent beguiled8

me, and I did eat.”
And the Lord God said unto the serpent,

“Because thou hast done this,
thou art cursed above all cattle,
and above every beast of the field;
upon thy belly shalt thou go,
and dust shalt thou eat
all the days of thy life:
And I will put enmity9 between thee and the

woman,
and between thy seed and her seed;
it shall bruise thy head,
and thou shalt bruise his heel.”

Unto the woman he said,

“I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy 
conception;

in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children;
and thy desire shall be to thy husband,
and he shall rule over thee.”

And unto Adam he said,
“Because thou hast hearkened unto the voice of 
thy wife, and hast eaten of the tree, of which I 
commanded thee, saying, ‘Thou shalt not eat
of it’:

Cursed is the ground for thy sake;
in sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of 

thy life.
Thorns also and thistles shall it bring forth to 

thee;
and thou shalt eat the herb of the field;
in the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread,
till thou return unto the ground;
for out of it wast thou taken:
For dust thou art,
and unto dust shalt thou return.”

8. beguiled (bG-gFldP): deceived; tricked; misled.

9. enmity: hatred; hostility.
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And Adam called his wife’s name Eve; because
she was the mother of all living. Unto Adam also
and to his wife did the Lord God make coats of
skins, and clothed them.

And the Lord God said, “Behold, the man is
become as one of us, to know good and evil: and
now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of
the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever—”
therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the

garden of Eden, to till the ground from whence
he was taken. So he drove out the man; and he
placed at the east of the garden of Eden
Cherubims,10 and a flaming sword which turned
every way, to keep the way of the tree of life.

10. Cherubims (chDrPE-bGmz): angels.

The Judgement of Adam and
Eve: “So Judged He Man”
(1807), William Blake. The
Huntington Library, Art
Collections, and Botanical
Gardens, San Marino,
California/SuperStock.
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