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The Why and Wherefore of Creation


“The Well Baked Man” is a recorded creation myth of the Pima in American Indian Myths and Legends. The only note for recording date is that the myth was recorded and put together from various fragments collected in the 1880s (Erdoes 47). The myth is short, telling the story of Earth Medicine Man baking people from clay, and Coyote messing him up three times. First Coyote makes dogs from the clay; next, he tells Earth Medicine Man to take out the clay figures while they are still baking and these become the white man. The third batch is burned, and these become Africans. The story is obviously influenced in some ways. Through research it becomes clear that the recorded myth is actually a re-creation story. Unfortunately, because of the wide disagreements and variety in the Pima and closely related Papago myths, the original story may be lost forever. 

The Pima, or Akimel O’odam, are a primarily agriculturally-based tribe in Arizona. They originated in Mexico and lived on the banks of the Gila River. The river was their most precious resource. In such arid land, the river and the underground water provided the water for their farming activities (Hackenberg 186). The Pima and near by Papago are known primarily by whites for their intricate basket weaving. Their pottery, too, is well known as being similar to that found in the homes of ancient cave-dwellers (Hrdlicka 42). Today their craftsmanship sustains the tribe. Before the settlers came, agriculture and some hunting were the main sources of sustenance.


The area of the Pima and Papago is rich and fertile, despite being desert. Both the underground water and river beds help provide water for not only crops, but many native, wild plants and animals. The area of these two tribes was fruitful. Crops would be harvested in the fall, and hunting and gathering became important during the spring and summer (Hackenberg 188). Similar to other desert tribes, corn was an important crop among the Pima, and yet it is not mentioned in the recorded creation myth. 



The Pima were friendly with their most commons neighbors. “The Pima and Papago are clearly demarked, although friendly and allied peoples” (Beales e). However, their other neighbors, the Apaches, did not share this friendliness. Where the Pima were agriculturalists, the Apache were hunters and often raided the tribe. The Apache, however, are also not noted for originating in the southern location (Beales e).

The most noted significance of the Pima culture, and very being, is their near sameness to other cultures, including the ancient cliff dwellers of Utah and native tribes in the East, most notably the Algonquian (Hrdlicka 39). Their similarities are physical in nature, and while they do share physical attributes with some neighboring tribes, notably the Papago and Tarahumare, they are different from every other culture in Arizona and Mexico (39). In other words, the tribe is of the Uto-Aztecan descendant lines.  

How, then, do Pima myths in American Indian Myths and Legends compare with myths of these other tribes?  The answer is: it depends. As with other mythology, there are bits and pieces which match to other cultures nearby and associated with the Pima. The Hopi myth, “The Emergence,” describes the rise and fall of four different worlds (Sproul 268-84). In some Pima creation stories, there are accounts of three previous worlds, each with its own sin that caused its destruction. The Zuni have a story in which Coyote steals the sun and moon, and their story of the creation of earth involves the creator peeling off some of his flesh (284-87); the Pima held the belief that Coyote was the offspring of the sun and moon. While not the same, they hold a connection between the two, and that is noteworthy. This does not prove or deny any particular version of the myth because the connections between the tribes are flimsy. 

One reason for the apparent shadiness of the Pima mythology, and constant flux, is that the Pima themselves are unclear and divided on their own origins. While physically they strongly resemble the Uto-Aztecan lines and culturally seem to pattern the Papago, there is no clear background for the Pima. Most anthropologists agree that the Pima are descendants of an older tribe, the Hohokam. The Pima, however, cannot seem to agree on an answer: did we wipe them out or did they become us? There are traits and customs that are identical, and then there are those completely opposite. Paul Ezell discussed these traits in American Antiquity: “The correspondence between some traits would be sufficiently close so that the most credible explanation would be a Hohokam-Pima continuum, whereas other traits would negate such a conclusion” (62). Their myths hold no answers, either, apart from the concept of “Elder Brother,” a shared culture hero in both tribes.

American Indian Myths and Legends contains a story about Elder Brother. It is another Pima story labeled as a story about the creation of Earth, in which Elder Brother punishes the people above for their poor treatment of him by raising the dead to repopulate (Ergoes 122-25). The story is violent and gruesome and not unlike some of the Pima re-creation myths. Elder Brother can sometimes be compared to Montezuma in the Papago myths, being a proud culture hero who dies and comes back many times. Both are survivors in great floods. The similarities and differences made re-writing the myth a most tedious challenge.

Two main sources cite and list the various versions of the Pima creation story: The Short, Swift Time of the Gods and “Who Were the Hohokam? The Evidence from Pima-Papago Myths.” Both sources, written by the same professor, provide varying versions of flood and re-creation myths. Donald M. Bahr uses the myths particularly in relating them to the Pima’s view of their possible ancestors in the article. “Some [myths] say the Hohokam were conquered by the ancestors of today’s Pima and Papagos […]”(245). These myths describe the story of Elder Brother bringing people from the underworld to conquer those above ground. All of the myths collected included a flood which wipes out mankind and the subsequent re-creation of man.


I chose to include the original creation, the flood, and the re-creation because the concept of many worlds is often important. This also helps connect the Pima to other cultures in the area: the Zuni, Hopi, and Papago. Trying to combine all versions of the story was more than a challenge; it was impossible. Just as there are countless ways to interpret the Bible, there are countless versions of creation stories around the Pima and Papago, some influenced, some not. Some influences come from other cultures, not just the Spanish or white settlers. I felt that Coyote’s part in the story should be the same, making the enemies of the Pima. Elder Brother, though not a major figure in the initial creation story, does become a major role in later stories, and thus was included. While I would have liked to just copy another story from another source, it would appear that the Pima had no better idea of how to tell their creation story than I did.    
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