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Preface

This collection of scholarly writings, portraying traditional myths, modern and 
contemporary narratives as well as artistic and architectural depictions of the orig-
ins of the world and of humanity, is the product of an international conference. 
Entitled “Images and Stories of the Origin(s) of the World and of Humankind,” 
the two-day conference was organised jointly by the Department of Asian and Is-
lamic Art History and the Department of English, American and Celtic Studies at 
the University of Bonn and held digitally in November 2022.

Creation stories are among the oldest narratives known in most parts of the 
world. Similarly, many cultures have preserved depictions of this mythical event. 
Whilst not scientifically accurate from the point of view of modern physics or evo-
lution theory, these stories and images of the beginnings of the universe and of 
life on Earth are nevertheless profoundly true ways of perceiving reality for tradi-
tional people. Many of these stories serve to define the relationship which humans 
have with the divine, as well as the position, rights, and obligations of human be-
ings on the planet. Today, images of the origin of Earth may resonate in new ways 
with people becoming increasingly aware of the consequences of climate change 
and the increased introduction of artificial intelligence. The aim of the presenta-
tions and discussions was to examine how the origin of the world and of human-
kind are portrayed in texts as well as in art and architecture. Furthermore, recur-
rent motifs and patterns found across different cultural and religious contexts as 
well as exceptions to these culturally widespread models were identified.

During this international conference, specialists from diverse fields with dif-
fering regional, cultural, religious and disciplinary expertise came together. This 
included scholars from the areas of South Asian history of art and architecture, 
anthropology and languages, from Chinese art history and languages, from com-
parative religious studies focussing on Japanese material, from European Classi-
cal art history, Islamic studies, South and North American anthropology, art and 
literature and from English literary studies. Unfortunately, two scholars were un-
able to submit their contribution for publication and thus the areas of traditional 
Egyptian creation myths and illustrations of the process of creation from Buddhist 
Thai manuscripts are not represented in this volume. On the other side, a further 
chapter on South Asian material and one on contemporary literature were added 
to the original group and supplement these nicely.

Reflecting the standard practices of their respective fields, the scholars have 
adopted various spellings of specialist terms in their chapters. In order to pay trib-
ute to the individuality of the texts and the conventions of distinct disciplines, the 
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X Preface

chapters have been adapted to the Mohr Siebeck house style but have not been 
strictly standardised in other respects. However, as this edition combines chapters 
employing Sanskrit and Hindi terminology, the symbol “r̥” has been used for the 
transliteration of the Sanskrit letter “ऋ [ri]” in order to differentiate it from Hindi 
retroflex “ṛ.” Opinions expressed by the authors in their individual chapters are 
their own personal views and do not necessarily reflect the thoughts of the edi-
tors. The publication concludes with a compendium of short biographical notes 
of all contributors.

The editors would like to take the opportunity to thank a number of people 
who were vital in organising and conducting the conference as well as during 
the process of editing the contributions for publication. First of all, we would of 
course like to express our gratitude to the presenters who actively participated in 
the conference by sharing their material and interpretations and by contributing 
to the animated debates. In alphabetical order, these were (besides ourselves) Julio 
César Cárdenas Arenas, Daniel Grana-Behrens, Satyanad Kichenassamy, Ralf 
Krumeich, Stefan Lampadius, Gerrit Lange, Athira Mohan, Ludwig Morenz, Fritz 
Graf, Samantha Reilly, Sandra Jasmin Schlage, Christine Schirrmacher, Saran 
Suebsantiwongse, Hannah Weber and Claudia Wenzel. We are especially grateful 
to those fifteen speakers who submitted their reworked and extended versions of 
their contributions for publication. We are also obliged to Robert del Bontà and 
Constanze Wessel for submitting further chapters to this volume, and to Klaus 
Scheunemann, who joined Marion Gymnich in co-writing a contribution. We 
would also like to express our gratitude to the very perceptive and engaged au-
dience on the two days of the conference, who actively joined the lively debates. 
Further acknowledgements should be paid to the Internationales Zentrum für 
Philosophie NRW (International Centre for Philosophy, North-Rhine Westpha-
lia) at the University of Bonn and its team. Here particular appreciation is due to 
Markus Gabriel, the speaker of the centre, and to Philip Freytag, the coordinator 
of the network initiative “Wirklichkeit/Fiktion” for kindly supporting the publica-
tion process. Generous financial support, for which we are very grateful, was pro-
vided by the Transdisciplinary Research Area ‘Past Worlds and Modern Questions 
- Cultures Across Time and Space’ (TRA Present Pasts) at the University of Bonn, 
funded as part of the Excellence Strategy of the federal and state governments. For 
support with the publication, enormous gratitude is due to Sabine Haessler, who 
painstakingly checked all of the chapters repeatedly when they were submitted 
and who was a wonderful support during the entire period of editing this volume. 
We would also like to thank the team of Mohr Siebeck Publishers for their support 
during the publication process.

Julia A.B. Hegewald and Marion Gymnich Bonn, July 2023.



Chapter 1

Introduction

Images and Stories of the Origins of the World and of Humankind  
in Traditional and Modern Contexts

Julia A. B. Hegewald/Marion Gymnich

1. Introduction

There are countless traditional and modern images and stories of the origins of the 
world and its human and non-human inhabitants. Today, natural sciences seek to 
provide accounts of the origins of the planet we live on as well as of the manifold 
life forms that exist on it or that existed at some point in the past. These scientific 
narratives force us to think in terms of vast time scales that challenge our imagina-
tion. This is true for attempts to understand human evolution and even more so 
for the geological time scale. Even science has to rely on hypotheses, but there is 
no doubt that momentous events in the distant past, such as the impact of mete-
orites or the emergence of the first life forms can be categorised as ‘real,’ no matter 
how hard it is for the human mind to grasp these.

Modern scientific narratives of evolution continue a long tradition of stories 
and images that are evidence of a preoccupation with the question of how human 
beings and the planet they live on came into existence. In fact, creation myths can 
be found in “virtually all cultures.”1 Myths are more than ordinary stories; they 
are “narrative projection[s] of a given cultural group’s sense of its sacred past and 
its significant relationship with the deeper powers of the surrounding world and 
universe.”2 As instruments of making sense of the world, creation narratives have 
been preserved in holy texts as well as in sacred architecture and art, but they have 
also been transmitted orally, in rituals and performances. Since the nineteenth 
century, secular, fictional and non-fictional creation stories, inspired by new de-
velopments in the natural sciences, have become increasingly popular and have 
widened the range of origin stories. While these secular stories at first sight appear 
to challenge ancient cosmogonic myths, they may turn out to have much in com-
mon with the older stories in some respects. Even though science fiction featuring 

1 Leeming, David/Margaret Leeming, A Dictionary of Creation Myths (New York/Oxford: 
Oxford University Press 1995 [1994]), vii.

2 Ibid., vii.

DOI 10.1628/978_3_16_162737_8_003 © Mohr Siebeck 2024



2 Julia A. B. Hegewald/Marion Gymnich

artificial human beings seems to question that the creation of life is a divine pre-
rogative, this type of narrative tends to reiterate the anthropocentric notions in-
forming, for instance, the biblical creation story. In addition, sacred and secular 
creation stories alike tend to give rise to a sense of wonder, which may also account 
for the lasting popularity of this type of story.

Comparative approaches to creation myths have traditionally loomed large in 
disciplines like anthropology, ethnography, and theology. Several chapters in this 
volume also adopt a comparative approach while being aware that even striking 
parallels cannot necessarily be attributed to direct influence. Moreover, despite 
the existence of recurring images and motifs across different cultures, there is also 
ample evidence that “each creation myth reveals the priorities and concerns of a 
given culture.”3 In other words, creation myths, like all other narratives, are em-
bedded in the reality experienced by individuals and communities that created, 
modified, and retold these stories. Creation myths tend to be “clothed in the ele-
ments of real life experience”4 in manifold ways. Their link to everyday reality 
may, for instance, become tangible in the imagery that is employed to express the 
process of creation. The idea of the creator as a potter who shapes human beings 
from clay, for example, arguably makes it easier to imagine the process of creation. 
Similarly, the significance of water in many creation stories pays tribute to the 
dual, ambivalent role of this element, which is necessary for rendering land fertile, 
but which may also cause large-scale devastation.

2. Beginnings in Different Cultures: The Chapters in this Volume

This edited volume comprises eighteen chapters dealing with various narratives 
and depictions of creation myths found all around the world. The contributions in 
this volume seek to portray creation stories belonging to individual cultures, ran-
ging from ancient myths to the present day as well as stories about possible future 
origins. They also provide a glimpse of the manifold functions that creation myths 
fulfil in communities.

Following this joint Introduction, Chapter 2, entitled “Prevalent Themes and 
Motifs in Traditional Creation Mythology” by Julia A. B. Hegewald represents a 
broad-spectrum analysis of common topics and recurrent motifs in traditional 
world mythology, focussing on the creation of the universe and of mankind. This 
overview shows the many connections and recurring motifs found often across 
vast distances and time periods that indicate that cultures from all around the 
world at different stages in their development independently established at times 
remarkably similar associations when thinking about their origins. However, the 

3 Ibid., viii.
4 David Leeming, “Creation Myths,” in: Charlie T. McCormick/Kim Kennedy White (eds), 

Folklore: An Encyclopedia of Beliefs, Customs, Tales, Music, and Art, 2nd ed., vol. 1: A–D (Santa 
Barbara, Calif. et al.: ABC–Clio 2011), 324.



 Introduction 3

contribution also points out variants of popular stories as well as unusual themes 
and images which express more local or culturally specific approaches.

The subsequent chapters have largely been arranged according to their region-
al focus. The first section deals with examples from South Asia and the second 
with material from China, Japan and the Classical European World. This is fol-
lowed by a group of contributions dealing with ancient Near Eastern and Islamic 
approaches to the topic and then by a section examining creation in the myths and 
depictions of the Americas. The final group of chapters examines various modern 
literary approaches to the topic of creation.

2.1 South Asian Myths of Origin

The first section contains five contributions focussing on South Asian, largely In-
dian creation myths and their visualisations. The first chapter by Robert J. Del 
Bontà, entitled “Cyclic Indic Creations,” examines the topic of cyclic time, a con-
cept which is shared by all indigenous South Asian religions and which plays an 
important role throughout their creation stories. Del Bontà commences by dis-
cussing early Hindu myths of origin from the R̥g Veda, dating from about the sec-
ond millennium BCE, and those coming from a Vaiṣṇava religious context. The 
latter revolve around the god Viṣṇu in his various iconographic forms and his ten 
manifestations, his avatāras. Many of these early stories suggest an aquatic origin 
for creation. This is followed by an overview of Śaiva myths of creation, in which 
the topic of recurrent creations and destructions resurfaces. Although Buddhist 
thought does not share the idea of a creator divinity, the concept of cycles of cre-
ation, which are followed by phases of destruction, are common to Buddhist reli-
gious narratives as well. Even though the Jainas believe that time generally is eter-
nal, in that area of the cosmos where humans live, time is believed to operate in a 
cycle of phases of enhancement and decline as well. Del Bontà shows that particu-
larly the life account of the first of the twenty-four enlightened saintly teachers, the 
Jina R̥ṣabha, can be read as a Jaina creation story. This chapter forms the broad-
est approach to the topic of Indian cosmogonic myths in the present volume and 
many of the topics and motifs discussed by Del Bontà resurface in the following 
contributions in this section, where they are discussed in more detail.

This is the case with Chapter 4 by Satyanad Kichenassamy. In his contribu-
tion, “An Indian Critique of the Notion of Absolute Beginning,” he goes into more 
depth with one of the Śaiva creation stories and their depictions in the form of 
the liṅgodbhavamūrti. This iconographic image shows Śiva in the form of his ab-
stract phallic symbol, the liṅga. In the story, the liṅga is described as a flaming pil-
lar, which has no beginning and no end. The author discusses the original myth 
in Tamil and its absorption by Sanskritic culture throughout India. By doing so, 
Kichenassamy shows first how the concepts of beginning and origin are handled 
in a South Asian context. Subsequently, he provides background information on 
the problem of the origin of the world in Indian texts and summarises the core 
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legend, which originated in Tiruvannamalai (Tiruvaṇṇāmalai) in Tamil Nadu, 
South India. The myth basically describes the rivalry between the three main male 
Hindu gods Viṣṇu and Brahmā as well as Śiva’s alleged victory over them and his 
identification as the ultimate creator. Moreover, the chapter investigates some of 
the discursive features of the legend, especially those relevant to the relation be-
tween gender and the denial of one’s own origin. In the following, Kichenassamy 
describes how the legend was imported into Indian philosophical literature. The 
last section comments on the relationship of the legend with the sciences and 
points out links to other cultures.

Chapter 5 by Sandra Jasmin Schlage returns to the topics of cosmic cycles and 
the dance of Śiva, already briefly mentioned by Del Bontà. Entitled “The Impact of 
Naṭarāja’s Drum: Visualisation of Naṭarāja’s Role as Creator through the Architec-
ture and Iconographic Programme of the Naṭarāja Temple in Chidambaram,” the 
contribution introduces the theme of the cosmic dance of this Hindu god, which 
creates and upholds the universe. Schlage shows that in actual fact, it is the beat-
ing sound of Śiva’s hourglass-shaped drum (ḍamaru) which generates the uni-
verse. In the following, she goes beyond this well-known image and relates it to 
the place where this mythical dance is said to have been performed: the Naṭarāja 
Temple at Chidambaram in Tamil Nadu. Schlage emphasises the cyclical nature 
which is indicated by this dance and explores the historical development of the 
Naṭarāja cult at Chidambaram from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. Sub-
sequently, the special significance of Naṭarāja icons and their creative powers ac-
cording to the Tamiḻ Śaivasiddhānta philosophy are discussed. This is followed by 
a translation of these ideas into the layout of the temple complex at Chidambaram 
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which resembles a maṇḍala, a diagram of 
the cosmos. Schlage shows that the creation symbolism is inherent in the layout 
as well as in the iconographic scheme of the temple, particularly in its sculptural 
programme and the positioning of its gateway towers (gopuras). This argument is 
further supported by similar imagery in Tamil temples elsewhere. Through this, 
the author is able to draw new conclusions with respect to Naṭarāja’s role as cre-
ator of the universe.

The subsequent chapter by Julia A. B. Hegewald shows that not only temples 
but also water architecture can visualise the process as well as the outcome of 
the making of the world. Entitled “Reflections of the Origins of the World in the 
Water Architecture of South Asia,” this chapter draws our attention to the fact that 
creation is a long and drawn-out process. In a South Asian context, but also else-
where, it frequently involves fixing an initial floating piece of earth or the estab-
lishment of a stable centre in some other form. From this, creation can emanate, 
usually first upwards in the form of a pillar, an axis mundi, propping apart heav-
en and earth, and then into the directions of space and the multiplicity of crea-
tion. This can be seen in many water structures throughout India, Sri Lanka and 
Nepal, mainly in the form of large reservoirs or lakes, in tanks or deep stepped 
basins (kuṇḍas). In these, centrally placed lotus platforms, pillars with or without 
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crowning emblems, pavilions and temple structures as well as large numbers of 
small shrines surrounding water monuments relate to these different consecutive 
stages of water-based cosmogonies. Whilst the connection between water monu-
ments and creation literature is closest in a Hindu religious context, also Buddhist, 
Jaina and Sikh structures appear to embody various stages of creation. In an Is-
lamic context, there are fewer immediate literary connections and the similarities 
in form appear to have more to do with a repertoire of architectural forms shared 
in the wider area of South Asia than with underlying collective religious ideas.

The fifth and last contribution in this section, Chapter 7 by Gerrit Lange, bears 
the title “Creating a Landscape through Myths: The Journey of Naiṇī or Nāginī 
Devī, a Nine-fold Western Himalayan Hindu Goddess.” This contribution contin-
ues to stress the prominent position which water holds in myths of origin. In this 
instance, however, the emphasis is more on snakes, which in South Asia are tightly 
connected with the element of water. The myth discussed here tells of nine ser-
pent-shaped Naiṇī or Nāginī goddesses, sisters who are believed to rule over the 
lower Pindar valley of the Garhwal Himalaya region of Uttarakhand in the very 
north of India. These form the centre of an evolved cult of veneration. The myth 
explains not only the original creation of the cosmos but also that of its microcos-
mic equivalent, the Pindar Valley. Part of this local cosmos are the sacred natural 
places, such as rocks, plants and above all its water sources, and their close inter-
relation. All the snake divinities are intimately connected with fresh water springs. 
The significance of these stories becomes obvious when they are not simply told 
and written down but danced and ritually re-enacted at regular intervals. Each 
serpent deity rules as a mother goddess over one part and village of the valley. 
During the ritual re-enactment, which is only repeated two or three times a centu-
ry, the goddesses are represented by five-metre tall bamboo poles, dressed in sāṛīs, 
which are carried by young men in procession through the valley. This illustrates 
the original fashioning of the world, the creation of this particular sacred land-
scape as well as their sporadic recreation.

2.2 Myths of Creation in China, Japan and the Classical European World

With this section, consisting of four chapters, we move east from India and com-
mence with contributions focusing on Chinese and Japanese material. Chapter 8, 
entitled “Visual Modes of Chinese Cosmogonies” by Claudia Wenzel shows that 
for a long time, China was not thought to have any creation myths at all. How-
ever, following a closer examination, such elements can be detected in Chinese 
tradition as well. For instance, there is the narrative of the cosmic giant Pangu, 
who separates heaven and earth and whose body is later carved up to provide the 
physical material for creation. It is even harder to find visual depictions of such 
cosmogonic forces. Yet, as the author shows, there are representations of creation 
on Han pictorial stones from the context of burial and ancestor cults. Although 
not all of the representations are absolutely clear, their cosmogonic significance 
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appears certain. Examining these images, Wenzel groups them into three main 
categories. Representations falling within the first set belong to the figural or icon-
ic mode. This, for instance, contains images of Fuxi und Nüwa, a hybrid couple, 
which is depicted as half-human and half-serpent. Further examples show Taiyi 
and Laozi. Again other cosmogonic forces have not been provided with person-
ified shape and follow an abstract, aniconic or diagrammatical mode. These are 
largely diagrams and sacred charts. The last category comprises the imagery of 
Chinese landscape painting which, as Wenzel argues, represents a special case of 
cosmogonic imagery. In the conclusion, she shows that because the landscape de-
pictions reflect the sacred structure of the universe, they, too, can be read as cos-
mogonic imagery.

With the subsequent chapter by Hannah Weber, we continue our eastward 
journey to Japan. Her contribution is entitled “Creation in the Kojiki and Nihongi 
and Hesiod’s Theogony: Yin and Yang and Divine Parentage.” As the title indicates, 
her chapter does not only focus on Japan but is a comparison of divine parentage 
in the two famous Japanese Shintō texts, the Kojiki and the Nihongi, dating from 
the early eighth century CE, with Hesiod’s Theogony, a cosmogonic poem com-
posed in Greece in the early centuries BCE. Despite the great temporal, regional 
and cultural divergence, the three texts reveal fascinating parallels as well as some 
differences in detail. In all of the literary works, we find descriptions of a sky father 
and an earth mother, representing the dualisms of heaven and earth, father and 
mother. In the Japanese context, the original twin couple of Izanagi and Izanami, 
who are personifications of yin and yang, fix the original floating cosmic piece of 
earth by forcing a spear into it. This turns into a pillar, the axis mundi, centring 
the primordial land. In the following, they give birth to the other islands of Japan 
and to the entire universe. Similarly, also in Hesiod’s Theogony, Gaia and Eros, 
the original gods, are born from cosmic chaos. Gaia, the earth, then separates by 
herself from the heavens, and brings forth Uranos, the sky. As the divine mother, 
she also gives birth to the gods and all the elements. The introduction of the sep-
arate myths is followed by an in-depth comparison of the traditions. Whilst in this 
chapter the emphasis is still more on the Japanese cosmogonic myths, the follow-
ing two chapters focus on the Greek tradition.

Chapter 10, “Succession of Divine Generations and Multiple Creations of 
Human Beings: Conceptions and Images of the Origins of the World and Human-
kind in Ancient Greece” has been contributed by Ralf Krumeich. He focusses on 
early Greek cosmogonies. In contrast to monotheistic faiths, which propose only 
a single creator, ancient Greek religions recognise a succession of three genera-
tions of anthropomorphic deities, all engaged in contributing to a full theophany. 
These divinities range from Gaia and Uranos – already encountered in the pre-
vious chapter –, via Kronos and the Titans to Zeus and the Olympian gods. The 
latter are based on Mount Olympus, in many ways behave like mortals and are 
morally fallible. Although these myths were written down for the first time around 
700 BCE by Homer and Hesiod, they were never collected and arranged in one 
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single sacred scripture. Instead, a variety of alternative versions coexist. Despite 
this multiplicity of narratives, Krumeich summarises the fundamental character-
istics and recurrent themes of early Greek cosmogonic myths, such as the anxi-
ety of being deposed by one’s own offspring. It is especially fascinating that by 
discussing a number of art works in detail, he illustrates that these topics were 
obviously very attractive to Greek artists from the Archaic period till late antiq-
uity, who depicted cosmogonic scenes on painted vases and fashioned relief pan-
els and statues erected in public places and temples. What is likewise fascinating 
with regards to Greek anthropogony is that in ancient Greek mythology, humans 
are believed to have existed from the very beginnings and initially to have dwelled 
amongst the gods in heaven. Only from the fifth to fourth centuries BCE did Plato 
introduce the concept of the divine craftsman and architect, a single demiurge 
fashioning the world and humans made of clay.

The final chapter in this section, entitled “From Ovid to Gregory of Nazianzus: 
A Hermetic Creation Story and Its Tradition” by Fritz Graf continues with the dis-
cussion of classical literature, but focusses on later cosmogonic texts. Neverthe-
less, the author commences by stressing the central position of Hesiod’s epic poem 
Theogony, dating from the seventh century BCE, for all later Roman and Greek 
creation myths. In his chapter, however, he examines the most prominent later 
cosmogonic narrations from the Eastern Mediterranean. Through this, Graf illus-
trates how intensely pre- and early Christian communities speculated about the 
creation of the world. First, he summarises the diakrisis cosmogony composed by 
Ovid around the turn of the millennium. In this, following the chaos of pre-crea-
tion, an unnamed creator, a god, first fashions the universe, which is ethically good 
and ordered, followed by animals and humans, who are in many ways imperfect 
and weak. Graf generally divides cosmogonic myths into type A narratives, which 
feature a divine demiurge, as outlined in the diakrisis, and type B myths, which 
illustrate creation as an autonomous process or random coincidence. A later ex-
ample of a type A myth is the Poimandres, which forms part of the Corpus Hermet-
icum, composed in Egypt in the early second century CE. In these, it is not Poi-
mandres himself, but the Greek god Hermes (originally the Egyptian Thoth), who 
takes on the role of the creator of the universe. As such, this text is a blend of Greek 
and Egyptian thought. In contrast to this, in Plato’s Timaios, a divine craftsman 
uses a model and fashions the world with his own hands. Graf also discusses a text 
fragment by an unnamed author, dating from the fifth century CE. In this, Zeus is 
the creating demiurge, helped by his son Hermes, who yields a golden wand. The 
final example is the poem “Praise of Virginity” by Gregory of Nazianzus, dated to 
the fourth century CE. Here it is Christ who creates the world and who is raised to 
the same level as god as creator. This shows that cosmogonies involving a creator 
god continued for long after the original early antique poetic compositions and 
also influenced areas far afield.
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2.3 Ancient Near Eastern and Islamic Cosmogonies

The three chapters compiled in the following section deal with Near Eastern and 
Islamic traditions. We commence with the discussion of some of the earliest pre-
served myths of origin from Near Eastern cultures, dating back to the time from 
around 3000 BCE to the first century BCE. Chapter 12 by Samantha Reilly is en-
titled “Creatio-Ex-Mud: The Shape of Clay Creation in the Ancient Near East.” 
Whilst in most contributions so far, the fashioning of the world and of gods fig-
ured most strongly, this chapter focusses exclusively on the making of human-
kind. In Ancient Near Eastern mythologies, human beings are fashioned hollow 
out of wet kneadable clay. Reilly analyses three myths. She commences with a dis-
cussion of the ancient Sumerian tale of Enki and Ninmah and their engagement 
in creation. This is followed by an examination of the slightly later story of Atra-
hasis, which evidently had a marked influence on following myths of creation out 
of mud. The clay-creation of humans and animals in Genesis in the Hebrew Bible, 
from Israel, is even later. Through a detailed discussion and juxtaposition of these 
three texts, Reilly shows that even though dynasties, faith systems and different 
versions of creation texts came and went, clay as the source of creation remained a 
constant in the myths of origin of the wider region of the Ancient Near East. Reilly 
also touches on the theoretical concepts of carnality, concavity and aesthetics in 
the production of life from clay.

With the following contribution by Julio César Cárdenas Arenas we take a big 
leap and move to the area of Turkey and the Levant during the thirteenth to four-
teenth centuries. His chapter, entitled “Narratives of Monotheistic Creation be-
tween Islamic Philosophy (Falsafah) and Ibn Taymīyah” engages with a variety 
of different viewpoints expressed by a number of renowned Islamic philosophers 
on creation. It becomes clear that Muslim theologians often modified and adjust-
ed Greek notions of creation. In the following, the chapter focusses in particular 
on an in-depth discussion of a hitherto untranslated Arabic treatise, written by 
the judge and Islamic scholar Ibn Taymīyah, known as the Treatise on the Cre-
ation of the World (Masaʾlah ḥudūth al-ʾālam). It is fascinating that this text dis-
cusses both creation from nothing as well as from something, meaning by Allah 
(al-Aʿlā). In many ways, it rejects Neoplatonic Greek thought. Furthermore, it en-
gages with three main alternative narratives. It commences with the orthodox Is-
lamic narrative of creation, based on the Qurʾān, which presents the creator as 
the first cause. Furthermore, it engages with heterodox theological as well as with 
heterodox philosophical narratives, which were developed though logical argu-
ments, influenced by Greek philosophical thought from outside the Qurʾān. Ibn 
Taymīyah postulates a theological and philosophical system which questions ear-
lier Muslim intellectuals and their acceptance and reworking of Greek philoso-
phies and ontologies. He suggests dismissing non-Islamic ideas and concepts and 
to focus instead on a very literal reading of the Qurʾan as the central source on the 
creation of the world.
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The final chapter in this section by Christine Schirrmacher takes us to debates 
about the origins in the modern and contemporary Islamic world. Chapter 14 is 
entitled “The Creation of the World and the Creation of Man: Apologetic Argu-
ment for the Equality of Women in Feminist Qurʾānic Exegesis.” This chapter 
again focusses more on the creation of humans – and the consequential position 
of women in Muslim society – than on the making of the world, as narrated in 
the Qurʾān. It is fascinating to observe that for progressive feminist interpreters 
the qurʾānic passages prove the fundamental equality of men and women and es-
sentially forbid the legal discrimination of the latter, whilst for traditionalists the 
same text provides the basis for the suppression of female citizens and their stat-
us of reduced rights. The difference between the two standpoints is not only sig-
nificant for feminist exegetes fighting for equal rights for women but for anybody 
interested in some aspect of societal order and structuring. As the creation story 
describes the beginning of mankind, it sets the general tone for all other inter-
actions and regulations in Islamic societies. An important role in the progressive 
exegesis of the Qurʾān’s creation narratives is nowadays played by female scholars, 
offering alternative readings which aim at improving the life of women. Although 
they play an increasingly important role in the debates, their voice has so far not 
significantly changed the reality of women’s life in Islamic societies.

2.4 Creation Stories from the Americas

With the next block, consisting of two contributions, we move to the Americas. In 
Chapter 15, “The Cultural Foundations of the Sixteenth-Century Popol Vuh ‘Pre-
amble’ Addressing the Origin of the World and Humankind, and their Relation to 
the Classic Period of the Maya (300–1000 CE),” Daniel Grana-Behrens examines 
a section of the Popol Vuh, a bilingual Mesoamerican manuscript that juxtaposes 
texts in Kʾiche and their Spanish translations and that is based on an earlier text 
written only three decades after the Spanish conquest, that is in the middle of the 
sixteenth century. What renders the Popol Vuh particularly intriguing is that there 
are only few traces of Christian influence in the manuscript and that it reflects 
concepts of creation that echo the Classical Period (300–1000 CE) and even the 
time before that. The creation story in the Popol Vuh features several divine cre-
ators and three imperfect attempts at creating human beings before the fourth, 
successful one, giving rise to humans whose bodies are shaped from maize and 
water. The Popol Vuh stresses four fundamental principles related to history, orig-
in, space (specifically the creation of the cosmos by measurement) and duality 
with respect to creators/ancestors. These set Indigenous, Kʾiche knowledge apart 
from Western epistemology and specifically from Christian ideas that inform the 
Theologia Indorum. Indigenous concepts can, for instance, be seen in the notion 
of origin as germination, which is closely associated with the image of the maize 
plant, or in the pairs of opposites representing the foundational idea of duality 
that can be seen on many Mesoamerican artefacts.



10 Julia A. B. Hegewald/Marion Gymnich

The contribution by Athira Mohan compares several Indigenous South Asian 
and North American creation stories in terms of their revisionist and political po-
tential in Chapter 16, which is entitled “Creation Myth as a Decolonising Strategy: 
Reading Selected Retellings of Indian and Canadian Indigenous Myths of Cre-
ation.” She argues that creation myths may prove to be highly effective tools for 
challenging those perceptions of the world that have been shaped by (external or 
internal) colonial power structures. In other words, revisiting and retelling crea-
tion myths, and folk literature in general, today can play a crucial part in a process 
of reworlding, of reclaiming the world from an Indigenous perspective. Mohan 
exemplifies these ideas by drawing, for instance, upon Canadian Inuit creation 
myths, which tend to emphasise a principle of equality among all living beings on 
Earth and thus contradict the hierarchical notions embedded in Christian crea-
tion stories. She claims that Indian Indigenous folk tales may likewise challenge 
the hegemony of both Christian and Hindu accounts of creation. Contemporary 
texts that retell, for example, ancient creation myths of the Gond tribe in India, 
which are rooted in animistic notions of the world, and that simultaneously pay 
tribute to the unique forms of art of this tribe may play a vital role in the process of 
strengthening local cultural identities and contesting knowledge regimes that have 
been imposed on Indigenous communities by external and internal colonialisms.

2.5 Modern Anglophone Literary Narratives of Origin

The origins of the world and of humankind continue to fascinate people today. 
Since the nineteenth century, Anglophone literature has demonstrated this on-
going interest especially in the following three genres: prehistoric fiction, science 
fiction and fantasy. The three chapters in this section illustrate that these three 
genres may respond in unique ways to questions that have preoccupied humanity 
for centuries. While fantasy frequently draws upon actual myths as models for its 
world-building, science fiction and prehistoric fiction are more likely to privilege 
science as a source of inspiration, be it in the domain of evolutionary theory or 
artificial intelligence.

In the first chapter of this section, which is entitled “Humanity and its Others: 
(Post-Darwinist) Stories of the Origins of Humankind,” Marion Gymnich and 
Klaus Scheunemann discuss the genre of prehistoric fiction, which emerged in 
the late nineteenth century as a fictional response to the theory of evolution and 
which encompasses shorter narrative texts as well as novels by authors such as 
H. G. Wells, Jack London, William Golding, and Jean M. Auel. These texts often 
imagine what encounters between different evolutionary branches of humankind 
might have looked like and typically suggest that our most immediate ancestors, 
the Cro-Magnon people, were superior to other branches. The idea of the supe-
riority of Cro-Magnon humans in terms of their physique and/or their cognitive 
capacities can be observed in early examples of prehistoric fiction by Wells and 
London (from the late nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth 
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