
Appendix 1

A Sampling of Interpretations

Over the centuries there have been innumerable interpretations of the story of 

Adam and Eve. Many of the most influential interpretations figure in this book. 

But it is impossible to convey the full richness, variety, cunning, and on occasion 

wildness of the vast archive that has accumulated and that continues to grow. 

What follows are a few attempts to conjure up, in modern idiom, some fragmen-

tary pieces of this archive. The language for the most part is my own, but I have 

stitched each of them together from one or more original sources listed in the notes.

When Eve v iolated the proh ibit ion and ate the forbidden 

fruit, Adam was not with her—some say that they had made love and 

that the man was taking a nap; others that he had gone off to conduct a 

survey of the Garden. The first sign he had that something was wrong 

was the fact that Eve had covered her genitals and her buttocks with fig 

leaves. At first Adam could not even understand what she had done—

he thought that the leaves had stuck to her by accident. But then when 

he looked more closely, he realized that she had made small holes and 

threaded the leaves together with vegetable fibers.

[Abba Halfon b. Koriah. Genesis Rabbah (fourth and fifth centu-

ries ce), 19:3; The Book of Jubilees 9c. 100–150 bce[?]), 3:22]
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The f i r st humans were perfectly beautiful and very wise, but 

they lacked one of the five senses on which fallen humanity most 

depends: sight. In their original state Adam and Eve were completely 

blind. They had no need to see, since they were in a world designed to 

meet their every need. If they wanted something to eat or drink, it was 

always there within their grasp. And when God brought the animals 

to Adam for him to name, Adam simply reached out and touched each 

of them, knowing from the touch what name to assign. Perhaps their 

happy blindness—happy, of course, because they did not know that 

they could not see—helps to explain their transgression, since it must 

have been difficult for them to distinguish the forbidden fruit from 

all others, particularly since the Enemy was bent on deceiving them. 

Their condition helps to explain their complete absence of shame, for it 

was only after their Fall that God removed the coating that had blinded 

their eyes. As soon as they could see, in the wake of their disobedi-

ence, they hastened to cover themselves: “And the eyes of the two were 

opened, and they knew they were naked, and they sewed fig leaves and 

made themselves loincloths.”

[Clement of Alexandria (c. 150–c. 215)]

The newly cr eated humans were physically mature—God 

gave them the form and attributes of twenty-year-olds—and in many 

ways they were impressively accomplished. But they were also new-

borns, only beginning to accommodate themselves to the world. It 

was for this reason that God commanded them not to eat of the Tree 

of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. The fruit of that tree was not in 

itself poisonous. On the contrary, for a mature human it was the best 

of all possible nourishment, and God fully intended Adam and Eve 

to eat from it in due time. But as with all the foods we eat, some are 
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appropriate to infant stomachs and some are not. Paradise was unusual 

in having only a single fruit that was decidedly not appropriate, and 

God told the newborn humans that they could eat the fruit of every 

other tree. But Eve and Adam, deceived by the serpent into an act 

of rash impatience, tried to consume the fruit of the forbidden tree 

before they were ready for it. It was like an infant trying to gobble 

down a steak, and it is no surprise at all that the consequence to them 

was fatal.

[Theophilus of Antioch (fl. second century)]

Eve was holding a branch on which there was a ripe, red 

fruit, unmistakably the fruit of the forbidden tree. She said to Adam, 

“Take and eat.” He had some difficulty hearing her, as if her voice were 

coming from some distant place, or as if the voice and the language it 

spoke were not quite hers. He felt confused and baffled and, above all, 

drowsy. He remembered, of course, that God had told him not to eat 

of the fruit of that particular tree, but he could not quite recall why. He 

realized that, since he did not know the meaning of the word “die,” 

he had not really understood at the time what God was talking about. 

He could almost grasp the notion of a commandment—since the com-

mandment to be fruitful and multiply had corresponded to his desire 

for Eve—but the notion of not doing something made no sense to him. 

He reached out languidly, took the fruit, and ate.

[Cappadocian Fathers (fourth century ce)]

Whi le Eve was of f convers ing with the serpent, Adam had 

been staring intensely at the refulgent light of the heavens. Contem-

plating the glory of God—boundless, incomprehensible, and utterly 

overwhelming—was what filled his days and his nights. Everything 

RiseAndFallOfAdamAndEve_txt_final.indd   305 6/14/17   1:31 PM



306    APPENDIx 1

was absorbed in this rapt contemplation, even his hours of sleep, his 

moments of calm sexual coupling with his wife, his simple breathing 

in and out, in and out. God was everywhere and everything. When 

Eve offered him the forbidden fruit, the fruit that God himself had 

warned them not to eat, Adam immediately took it and ate. Why? “I 

am exhausted,” he said to himself. “I want to return now to the clay 

from which I was made. I want to die.”

[Gregory of Nyssa (c. 332–395)]

Hav ing fa i led to f ind a suitable companion for the human among 

the creatures made out of clay, the Lord God decided to build one out of 

bone. He thought the human would find the whole process fascinating, 

so He let him watch as He deftly opened his side, removed a suitable 

bone with which to begin, and closed the wound He had made. He then 

set to work on the project, not modeling the new figure out of clay, as 

He had done with the first human and all the other animals, but rather 

constructing it as an architect might do: a vast network of veins, arteries, 

and nerves; a fabulously complex arrangement of internal organs able 

to interact with the environment, convert food to energy, regulate the 

creature’s metabolism, and excrete waste; a brain whose involuted mate-

rial could perform calculations with dazzling speed; a tongue, larynx, 

and vocal cords suitable for speaking and singing; and finally a graceful 

exterior, quite similar to that of the first human but sufficiently varied 

to excite interest and designed to facilitate sexual reproduction. God 

looked at what He had done and saw that it was very good. But then 

He noticed that the human for whom He had done all this had a look 

of disgust on his face. Adam found the interior of the new creature, the 

tangle of blood and soft tissue and pulsing organs, nauseating. The idea 

of living with this creature, let alone mating with it, was unendurable. 

God had to destroy what He had made and to start again.

[R. Jose. Genesis Rabbah (fourth and fifth centuries ce) 17:7]
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When they had eaten of the forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve real-

ized that, while they were doomed to die, the animals over which they 

held sway were, as things stood, going to live forever. They knew they 

had very little time, and so they began to rush everywhere, with the  

forbidden fruits in their hands, feeding each of the animals so that all 

would be mortal. Could they have explained why they were in such 

a hurry to doom all living creatures? Perhaps they were mindful of 

God’s earlier command and feared that, by failing to hold sway over 

the animals, they would be violating yet another divine edict. Perhaps 

they did not want anyone else, even simple brutes, to enjoy what they 

were condemned to lose. In any case, they succeeded in finding and 

feeding all of the cattle and beasts and birds—an astounding feat—with 

the exception of a single bird. That bird, the phoenix, still lives forever.

[R. Simlai(?) Genesis Rabbah 19:5 (fourth and fifth centuries ce)]

A nd the human sa id,  “The woman whom you gave by me, 

she gave me from the tree, and I ate.” And the Lord God said to the 

woman, “What is this you have done?” And the woman said, “The 

serpent beguiled me and I ate.” And Lord God called the serpent to 

Him, and the serpent uneasily stepped forward. And the Lord God 

took a sharp knife and cut off the serpent’s feet and legs. This is why 

from that day forward serpents crawl on their bellies.

[George Syncellus (fl. eighth century)]

The immediate e f f ect of his disobedience was to introduce into 

Adam for the first time the sensation of gloom. At the very moment 

that he ate the fruit, all his joy vanished and melancholy coagulated in 

his blood, just as radiance disappears when a candle is blown out, leav-

ing the wick, glowing and smoking, to stink. And there was a further 
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striking effect: Adam had once known the songs of the angels, and his 

own voice was sublimely tuneful. After his sin, however, there crept 

into his marrow an ugly wind that is now in every man. This wind 

in the marrow turned his blissful voice into the sounds of loud jeering 

and hooting. After bouts of great shaking laughter, tears would come 

to his eyes, in the same way that the foam of semen is expelled in the 

ardor of carnal pleasure.

[Hildegard of Bingen (1098–1179)]

Be fore the Fall,  Eve did not menstruate. It was only after sin-

ning that all women became animals whose menstrual fluxes must be 

counted among the world’s monstrosities. For seeds touched with them 

will not germinate, trees will lose their fruit, iron will rust, bronze will 

grow black.

[Alexander Neckam (1157–1217)]

Adam saw per f ectly clearly that his wife had been deceived 

and that the serpent had lured her into a trap from which she could not 

now escape. She will have to die, he thought, and God will offer to 

create a new companion for me, either from another one of my ribs or 

from some other source. But I do not want a new companion. I want 

this one and only this one. There is but a single way in which I can 

remain with her, and that is by conjoining my fate to hers. We will 

live—and when the time comes, we will rot—together.

[Duns Scotus (1266–1308)]

A nd God ble ssed h im, and God said to him, “Be fruitful and 

multiply and fill the earth and conquer it.” And the human said to 

God, “How am I supposed to be fruitful and multiply? I am a single 
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creature, made in your image. All the other creatures, the fish of the 

sea and the fowl of the heavens and the cattle and the wild beasts and 

all the crawling things that crawl upon the earth, are in pairs, male and 

female distinct and separate from one another. I see them mate with 

each other, and through that act they are fruitful. But I am one, both 

male and female. How can I fulfill your command?” And God took 

a knife and split the human in half, as an apple is split, making two 

where there was once one. And God drew flesh over the wounds he 

had made and left on the belly of each half the mark called a navel as 

a sign of what he had done. And God said “Now you will be able to 

multiply and to conquer the earth.” After the cut was made, the two 

parts of the human, each desiring his other half, came together, and 

throwing their arms about one another, entwined in mutual embraces. 

The man and the woman were fruitful and multiplied and conquered 

the earth. But they always felt the wound of their original division and 

the impossibility, even in their mutual embraces, of healing the wound 

completely.

[ Judah Abravanel (c. 1464–c. 1523)]

God was everywhere and everyth ing. All the more baf-

fling then that when Eve offered him the forbidden fruit, Adam imme-

diately took it and ate. Why? He could scarcely have put it into words, 

but if compelled, he might have said: An eternity in this condition is 

unendurable. I hate the contemplation of the One who made me. I 

hate the overwhelming debt of gratitude. I hate God.

[Martin Luther (1483–1546)]

God not only knew that Adam and Eve would violate his pro-

hibition; He also actively and deliberately impelled them to do so. 

And if Adam had hesitated before he ate the fatal fruit, if he had dared 
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to question the impulse that God Himself had planted in him, God 

would have rebuked him with these words: “O man, who art thou that 

repliest against God? Shall the thing formed say to him that formed it, 

Why hast thou made me thus? Hath not the potter power over the clay 

of the same lump to make one vessel unto honor, and another unto 

dishonor?”

[ John Calvin (1509–1564)]

The f i r st man was made out of clay, but it was not ordinary clay. 

His body was more pure and transparent than the finest crystal. It was 

lit from within with streams of light that illuminated his internal ves-

sels, vessels containing liquids of all kinds and colors. This iridescent 

creature was larger in stature than humans are now. His dark hair was 

short and curly; a dark mustache adorned his upper lip. He did not 

have a penis. Where his genitals would have been, there was some-

thing with the shape of a face from which emerged delicious odors. 

In his belly there was a vessel that bred small eggs and another vessel 

that contained liquid capable of impregnating these eggs. When the 

man became enflamed with the love of God, desire that there might 

be other creatures to share in this adoration would overwhelm him, 

so that the liquid would boil over and, spreading itself over one of the 

eggs, would cause it in time to hatch into another perfect man. So 

at least it was meant to be, when God told the human to be fruitful 

and multiply. But it happened this way only once: the man that was 

hatched was the Messiah who turned himself into a fetus and awaited 

the time to enter Mary’s womb. All other humans were born in a dif-

ferent way, when Adam and Eve were expelled from Paradise. Driven 

from the sacred precinct, their bodies coarsened and became like ours. 

They lost their crystalline transparency, their inward light dimmed 

and then went out; and their inner vessels became the internal organs 

whose sight only repels us. And in the place of the beautiful faces that 
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once emitted such marvelous perfumes, there were now the ugly geni-

tals that all humans cover in shame.

[Antoinette Bourignon (1616–1680)]

Huynh Sanh Thong, a MacArthur Fellow, has argued that snakes 

were ultimately responsible for the origin of language because moth-

ers needed to warn their children about them. Snakes gave bipedal 

hominins, who were already equipped with a nonhuman primate 

communication system, the evolutionary nudge to begin pointing to 

communicate for the social good, a critical step toward the evolution of 

language and all that followed to make us who we are today.

[Lynne A. Isbell, 2009]
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A Sampling of Origin Stories

Almost every human culture that has been studied has one or more origin stories. 

What follows is a small selection of these stories.

Egypt

When I had come into being, being (itself ) came into being, and all 

beings came into being after I came into being.

I planned in my own heart, and there came into being a multitude 

of forms of beings, the forms of children and the forms of their chil-

dren. I was the one who copulated with my fist, I masturbated with my 

hand. Then I spewed with my own mouth.

They brought to me my Eye with them. After I had joined together 

my members, I wept over them. That is how men came into being 

from the tears which came forth from my Eye.

[Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts]
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Greece

In those days God himself was their shepherd, and ruled over them, 

just as man, who is by comparison a divine being, still rules over the 

lower animals. Under him there were no forms of government or sepa-

rate possession of women and children, for all men rose again from the 

earth, having no memory of the past. And although they had nothing 

of this sort, the earth gave them fruits in abundance, which grew on 

trees and shrubs unbidden, and where not planted by the hand of man. 

And they dwelt naked, and mostly in the open air, for the temperature 

of their seasons was mild, and they had no beds, but lay on soft couches 

of grass, which grew plentifully out of the earth.

[Plato, Statesman]

Greece

In the days of old, the gods distributed the earth among themselves 

and peopled their own districts. And when they had peopled them 

they tended us, their nurselings and possessions, as shepherds tend their 

flocks, excepting only that they did not use blows or bodily force, as 

shepherds do, but governed us like pilots from the stern of the vessel, 

which is an easy way of guiding animals, holding our souls by the rud-

der of persuasion according to their own pleasure.

[Plato, Critias]

Rome

An animal with higher intellect,

more noble, able—one to rule the rest:

such was the living thing the earth still lacked.

Then man was born. Either the Architect
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of All, the author of the universe,

in order to beget a better world,

created man from seed divine—or else

Prometheus, son of Iapetus, made man

by mixing new-made earth with fresh rainwater

(for earth had only recently been set

apart from heaven, and the earth still kept

seeds of the sky—remains of their shared birth);

and when he fashioned man, his mold recalled

the masters of all things, the gods. And while

all other animals are bent, head down,

and fix their gaze upon the ground, to man

he gave a face that is held high; he had

man stand erect, his eyes upon the stars.

So was the earth, which until then had been

so rough and indistinct, transformed: it wore

a thing unknown before—the human form.

[Ovid, Metamorphoses 1]

Rome

. . . from the bronze helmet, he [ Jason] draws out snake’s teeth

and scatters them on the plowed field as seed.

These teeth had first been steeped in potent venom;

earth softens them; they grow, take on new forms.

Just as a fetus gradually takes,

within its mother’s womb, a human shape,

acquiring harmony in all its parts,

and only sees the light that all men share

when it is fully formed, so here, the likeness

of men, perfected in the pregnant earth,
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sprang from the soil; and what is even more

miraculous, each man was armed and clashed

his weapons at his birth.

[Ovid, Metamorphoses 7]

Rome

At long last, borne upon her dragons’ wings,

Medea came to Corinth’s sacred spring.

Here, when the world was born—so we are told

by ancient legends—mortal bodies sprang

from mushrooms risen in the wake of rain.

[Ovid, Metamorphoses 7]

North America (Great Plains)

One day Old Man determined that he would make a woman and a 

child; so he formed them both—the woman and the child, her son—

of clay. After he had moulded the clay in human shape, he said to the 

clay, “You must be people,” and then he covered it up and left it, and 

went away. The next morning he went to the place and took the cov-

ering off, and saw that the clay shapes had changed a little. The second 

morning there was still more change, and the third still more. The 

fourth morning he went to the place, took the covering off, looked 

at the images, and told them to rise and walk; and they did so. They 

walked to the river with their Maker, and then he told them that his 

name was Na’pi, old man.

As they were standing by the river, the woman said to him, “How 

is it? Will we always live, will there be no end to it?” He said: “I have 

never thought of that. We will have to decide it. I will take this buf-

falo chip and throw it in the river. If it floats, when people die, in four 

days they will become alive again; they will die for only four days. 
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But if it sinks, there will be an end to them.” He threw the chip in 

the river, and it floated. The woman turned and picked up a stone, 

and said: “No, I will throw this stone in the river; if it floats, we will 

always live, if it sinks people must die, that they may always be sorry 

for each other.” The woman threw the stone into the water, and it 

sank. “There,” said the Old Man, “you have chosen. There will be an 

end to them.”

[George Bird Grinnell, Blackfoot Lodge Tales]

Melanesia

The one who was first there drew two male figures on the ground, 

scratched open his own skin, and sprinkled the drawings with his 

blood. He plucked two large leaves and covered the figures, which 

became, after a while, two men. The names of the men were To Kabi-

nana and To Karvuvu.

To Kabinana went off alone, climbed a coconut tree that had 

light yellow nuts, picked two that were still unripe, and threw them 

to the ground; they broke and became two handsome women. To 

Karvuvu admired the women and asked how his brother had come 

by them. “Climb a coconut tree,” To Kabinana said, “pick two 

unripe nuts, and throw them to the ground.” But To Karvuvu threw 

the nuts point downward, and the women who came from them had 

flat, ugly noses.

[P. J. Meier, Mythen und Erzählungen der Küstenbewohner der Gazelle-

Halbinsel (Neu-Pommern), in Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand 

Faces]

Siberia

When the demiurge Pajana fashioned the first human beings, he found 

that he was unable to produce a life-giving spirit for them. So he had 
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to go up to heaven and procure souls from Kudai, the High God, leav-

ing meanwhile a naked dog to guard the figures of his manufacture. 

The devil, Erlik, arrived while he was away. And Erlik said to the dog: 

“Thou has no hair. I will give thee golden hair if thou wilt give into 

my hands these soulless people.” The proposal pleased the dog, and he 

gave the people he was guarding to the tempter. Erlik defiled them 

with his spittle, but took flight the moment he saw God approaching 

to give them life. God saw what had been done, and so he turned the 

human bodies inside out. That is why we have spittle and impurity in 

our intestines.

[W. Radloff, Proben der Volksliteratur der türkischen Stämme Süd- 

Siberien, in Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces]

Zimbabwe

Maori (God) made the first man and called him Mwuetsi (moon). He 

put him on the bottom of a Dsivoa (lake) and gave him a ngona horn 

filled with ngona oil. Mwuetsi lived in Dsivoa.

Mwuetsi said to Maori: “I want to go on the earth.” Maori said: 

“You will rue it.” Mwuetsi said: “None the less, I want to go on the 

earth.” Maori said: “Then go on the earth.” Mwuetsi went out of 

Dsivoa and on to the earth.

The earth was cold and empty. There were no grasses, no bushes, 

no trees. There were no animals. Mwuetsi wept and said to Maori: 

“How shall I live here?” Maori said: “I warned you. You have started 

on the path at the end of which you shall die. I will, however, give 

you one of your kind.” Maori gave Mwuetsi a maiden who was called 

Massassi, the morning star. Maori said: “Massassi shall be your wife for 

two years.” Maori gave Massassi a fire maker.

[Leo Frobenius and Douglas C. Fox, African Genesis]
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Togo

Unumbotte (god) made a human being. The Man was Unele (man). 

Then, Unumbotte next made Opel (antelope . . .). Then, Unumbotte 

made Ukow (snake . . .) named Snake. When these three were made 

there were no other trees but one, Bubauw (oil palm . . .). At that time, 

the earth had not yet been pounded (smooth). . . . Unumbotte said 

to the three: “. . . You must pound the ground where you are sit-

ting.” Unumbotte gave them seeds of all kinds, and said: “Plant these.” 

Unumbotte went (away).

Unumbotte came back. He saw that people had not yet pounded 

the ground, but had planted the seeds. One of the seeds had sprouted 

and grown. It was a tree that had grown tall and was bearing fruit. The 

fruits were red. . . . Now, every seven days Unumbotte returned and 

plucked one of the red fruits.

One day Snake said: “We too would like to eat these fruits. Why 

must we be hungry?” Antelope said: “But we don’t know this fruit.” 

Then Man and his wife (. . . who had not been there at first . . .)  

took some of the fruit and ate it. Then, Unumbotte came down from 

Heaven. Unumbotte asked: “Who ate the fruit?” Man and Woman 

answered: “We ate it.” Unumbotte asked: “Who told you that you 

should eat of it?” Man and Woman replied: “Snake told us.”Unum-

botte asked: “Why did you listen to Snake?” Man and Woman said: 

“We were hungry.”

Unumbotte questioned Antelope: “Are you hungry too?” Ante-

lope said: “Yes, I am hungry too; I’d like to eat grass.” Since then 

Antelope has lived in the bush, eating grass.

Unumbotte then gave Idi (. . . sorghum) to Man, . . . yams and . . .  

millet. . . . And since then people have cultivated the land. But Snake 

was given by Unumbotte a medicine (Njojo) so that it would bite people.

[E. J. Michael Witzel, The Origins of the World’s Mythologies]
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Tierra del Fuego

Kenós was alone on the earth. “Someone Up There,” Temaúkel, had 

appointed him to set everything down here in order. He was the son 

of the South and the Heavens. He wandered over the world, came back 

here and looked around, then went to a swampy place, dug out a lump 

of mud mixed with matted roots and grass tufts, shaped a male organ, 

and placed this on the ground. He dug another lump, squeezed the 

water out, shaped a female organ which he placed beside the first, then 

went his way. During the night, the two lumps of earth joined. From 

this arose something like a person: the first Ancestor. The two objects 

separated and, during the following night, joined again. Again some-

one arose who quickly grew. Night after night this occurred, with 

every night a new Ancestor. Thus their number steadily increased.

[ Joseph Campbell, Historical Atlas of World Mythology]
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