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INTRODUCTION
Figure 1, standing 20 centimeters tall could be representative of several things. Literally,
this is a depiction of a woman, seated in a throne with a large feline at either side. She has a
small round head encircled by a coil, perhaps hair or a crown. Small markings indicate eyes and
a nose but there are no other specific facial features. She has broad shoulders and think upper
arms, connected by more coils. Her forearms are thinner and it seems like she once had hands
but they have since been broken off. Her large breasts sag over her belly which rests on her large
thighs. Curved lines resembling a frown are carved into her belly and knees. On either side is a
cat with ears, eyes, nose, and mouth. From behind one sees her back rolling over her large
buttocks. It looks as if the throne once had a back but it has since broken or fallen off. Numerous
art historians, archaeologists, and anthropologists spend their entire careers interpreting this
piece and others like it. I am not one of those scholars. I am not interested in what this means
literally. Instead I am exploring the impact of various interpretations. What do they mean for our
conception of how the world once operated? What do they mean for women today? How do
different interpretations function politically and spiritually?
These images have been used to argue a number of things, including the existence of
cults, matriarchal societies, and veneration of the female body. These ideas have been translated
into contemporary religious movements and political groups, all centered around this image.
How should we use this imagery? Is it really to the benefit of feminist theologians to give the
image so much power? These are the types of questions I hope to explore in this paper. I do not
wish to judge any given interpretation as right or wrong, but rather assess their implications in
both scholarship and society. I cannot say that I will definitively answer all of these questions but
I will try to explore them as best I can.
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How I Will Approach These Questions
The main thealogian, an academic in the study of the divine, that I will be looking at in
this piece is Carol Christ, and it is from her that I draw my approach. In her book, Rebirth of the
Goddess, she spends some time explaining her feminist approach towards scholarship. Christ
sees “objectivity” as a falsely constructed standard that favors white male academics. According
to her, dispassionate and rational thinking ignores the feelings and moods that may have lead the
scholar to study that subject in the first place. She says that by presenting objectivity as true and
correct, it reaffirms the same assumptions created by male scholars during the Enlightenment.
Christ offers an alternative to objective scholarship that she calls “embodied thinking.”
She writes, “Feminists understand that the ethos of scholarly objectivity is in fact mythos. We
know that there is no dispassionate, disinterested scholarship. We admit that our scholarship is
passionate, is interested, is aimed at transforming the world we have inherited.”1 Her scholarship
uses many of the same methods that objective scholarship uses; she collects data in the same
ways, uses careful observation, etc. The big difference is acknowledging that her way of
interpreting the data is probably different that someone else looking at the same points. She
acknowledges her own biases and motivations in her analysis. She does not try to claim her
findings as the sole “Truth” as objective scholars might, but instead explores one of many
possible truths.

1

Carol P. Christ. Rebirth of the Goddess: Finding Meaning in Feminist Spirituality. (Reading, Mass: AddisonWesley, 1997), 34.

3
I will be emulating this type of scholarly methodology within this essay. This does not
mean that I will agree with Carol Christ. Rather, I want to acknowledge what personal
motivations have lead me to my conclusions alongside the data. Since this topic holds personal
meaning for so many people, I find it only fair that I think about my own biases and how they
affect this work. Thus, I begin by explaining my own upbringing and other factors that may
contribute to my point of view.
My religious education includes a Conservative Jewish Day School and a large liberal
Reform Jewish synagogue. At school, gender was definitely a factor in how one interacted with
religion. Although we all learned and prayed together, there were little things that separated the
genders. For example, boys always had to wear kippot and on Fridays girls had to wear either
dresses or skirts. While we all were taught how to lead prayer in school, many of my girl friends
were barred from doing so in their own synagogues.
My synagogue, on the other hand, has always been very liberal and gender inclusive. I
have had many female rabbis lead and teach me. One of my rabbis even uses she/her/hers
pronouns when speaking about God. While this always elicits a low chuckle from the
congregation, I do think it has genuinely influenced my interest in women and religion, and
imagine it has impacted others as well.
I am writing this from an academic perspective; I am not a follower of Goddess worship
myself. This is not a conversion text, nor am I presenting my own theology. Rather I will be
exploring ideas presented in other’s theologies and interpretations, thinking about their
implications for women. Are these “feminist” ideas actually good for women or even just their
adherents? Who do they benefit and who do they exclude? The same goes for archeological and
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art historical readings, which I will explore in relation to these ideas. I am not arguing that one
interpretation is true and the rest are false, but rather thinking about the ways in which these
hypotheses hold meaning for women. How can archaeologists try to combat sexism in their
work?
Definitions and Background
Before delving into the meat of my argument, I find it useful to go over some background
context for the time period that I will be discussing (second-wave feminism) in both art historical
and theological fields. I am also going to define a few terms in order to clarify the ways in which
I use them. The work that I am presenting in my paper is often responding to, or in conversation
with the scholarship presented here, and it will be useful to get a taste of that fuller discussion.
Feminist Art History
In talking about feminist art history, I am referring to the analysis of art with the
consideration of patriarchal influence. In her book, The Creation of the Patriarchy, Gerda Lerner
writes, “Patriarchy is a historic creation formed by men and women in a process which took
nearly 2500 years to its completion. In its earliest form the patriarchy appeared as the archaic
state. The basic unit of its organization was the patriarchal family, which both expressed and
constantly generated its rules and values.”2 Some of the rules and values created by this system
include essentialism, or that genders have fundamental qualities, and determinism, that one’s
biology dictates their social role. These two ideas have been used as a means of keeping the
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status quo, and perpetuate the idea that women hold an inferior place in society. I will try to push
against arguments that use these as motivation or evidence.
One of the first feminist art historians was Linda Nochlin, whose work “Why have there
been no Great Women Artists?” was highly influential.3 I mention Nochlin because she was one
of the first art historians to consider the role of the artist through a lens of sex and gender. In her
piece, she aims to answer the titular question by providing three main viewpoints. The first is
that there were women artists, they have simply been erased by history and feminist art historians
should seek them out. Nochlin argues that while this seems like a good cause to take up, it can be
problematic. First, it perpetuates the idea that women artists are rare gems, and discounts the arts
and crafts that women created in their everyday lives. She also argues that adding some more
pieces to the existing canon will not transform the discipline in the way that a shift in thought
will. The second way of answering this question is that women’s work should not be judged by
male standards. This method is problematic for Nochlin because it enforces an essentialist form
of feminism, and ultimately reinforces patriarchal norms. The final and most correct answer that
Nochlin provides, is that historically women have been denied the means to become great artists.
Patriarchal expectations forced them to value their roles of mothers and wives over artists, and
art education for women was limited. They were also restricted to the types of work they were
allowed to create, particularly still lives, as they were too fragile to tackle more interesting
subject matter.
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There are many other theses on the reception of women’s art and the ways that it is
received in the mainstream,4 but since the selection of work by female artists is limited,
especially work prior to the modern art movement, another way to approach feminist art history
is to consider the ways in which women are portrayed. I will use this method as I think about the
role of the artist in the pieces that I analyze. In 1975, Laura Mulvey’s essay, “Visual Pleasure
and Narrative Cinema” was published, sending waves crashing throughout feminist visual
discourse. Although her argument was about cinema, her analysis has been applied to other
visual art as well. She uses Freudian psychoanalysis to explore the ways in which the female
body is portrayed in cinema. Mulvey argues that it is mainly for the pleasure of the male viewer.
She writes:
In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between
active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze projects its phantasy on to
the female figure which is styled accordingly. In their traditional exhibitionist role
women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for
strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness.
Women displayed as sexual object is the leit-motiff of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to
strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds the look, plays to and signifies
male desire.5
In her subsequent essay, Afterthoughts on ‘Narrative Pleasure and Visual Cinema’ Inspired by
‘Duel in the Sun’, Mulvey replies to two questions.6 First, what about women in the audience?
Second, what about female protagonists? Mulvey continues to use Freudian analysis to answer
these questions. She recognizes that the male perspective is the default in society, and
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subconsciously in her own writing. However, instead of weakening her argument, this fact
strengthens it. The male perspective, and therefore the male gaze, permeates visual culture so
thoroughly that even one who wishes to expose it ends up adopting it. This will be important as I
analyze “feminist” interpretations of goddess imagery. As far as the role of the female
protagonist, Mulvey notices that the character development is surrounded by the lead’s inner
conflict between embodying “masculine” and “feminine” qualities. These films still contain and
evoke the same questions pertaining to the male gaze.
When it comes to visual representations of women, male artists have traditionally held all
the power. Women are purposefully displayed as titillating, erotic, and passive creatures instead
of active players in the narrative. The male gaze informs so much of what we call “great art,”
from Botticelli’s Venus to Manet’s Olympia. It will be interesting to think about the ways the
male gaze shows up in the various readings of the Paleolithic and Neolithic art discussed in this
paper.
In a reflection on her article 40 years later, Mulvey responds to some different readings of
this essay.7 She agrees with the statement that it reads like a manifesto, and while its impact is
long lasting, it is the production of a specific moment in time. She says that it is the product of
pre-70’s Hollywood cinema, feminism, and Freudian theory.8 In this way, it is a commentary on
pre-feminist work, and led the way for subsequent filmmakers and artists, especially those that
identify as female or queer, to create material that explores different gazes. While some work
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like this was already happening in experimental film, Mulvey’s analysis gave language to this
work and encouraged other filmmakers to examine their own pieces and create new ones.
This brings up the notion of authorship. Who is creating? Who is commenting? Mulvey
furthered her work by exploring the alternative gazes of female artists like Frida Kahlo and Tina
Modotti. But even then, it is difficult for women to truly free themselves from the permeation of
the male gaze. In a 2011 interview, Mulvey comments on the feminist movement’s struggle with
talking about representations of the body:
LM: Going back to feminist politics or even the early women’s movement, there was
always a double tendency. In the first instance, the women’s movement made a political
point that women were exploited through the body and through images of the female
body. Thus, if the female body was a site of oppression, questions of representation could
not be ignored, so it was impossible to conceive of liberating the female body without
analyzing oppressive representations of the female body. Which led very quickly into
questions of semiotics.
[Interviewer]: Why is that?
LM: Because the body in everyday life is very different from the body circulated in
images. Because the female image, for instance, in advertising and in movies, didn’t
necessarily refer to actual women, the women of everyday life, but to an image that could
be put into circulation as part of commodity culture, and as part of the general
commodification of society. But women in everyday life, the woman as consumer and the
woman as consumed, had to live these contradictions within the unconscious of the
patriarchal capitalism.”9
In this way, using the language provided by Mulvey, feminism was asking of itself, “how can
one represent the female body in a way that is liberating, not oppressive?” This is an essential
question for this paper. It is difficult to produce something that exists separate from the male
gaze, even as a female artist.

9
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With all of this in mind, I will be approaching the art in this essay considering the roles of
authorship, the male gaze, and their implications for women both then and today. Who made
these pieces, and how does that affect their meaning? Who is interpreting these pieces, and are
they guilty of projecting the male gaze where there is no need? On the other hand, should these
interpreters be more cognizant of the overarching role of the male gaze, as opposed to ignoring
it? How do these various interpretations affect contemporary women, particularly in their
conceptions of womanhood and their own bodies? These questions serve as a jumping off point
for my foray into the literature surrounding this art.
Feminist Theology
Before delving into the meat of my argument, I would like to clarify some definitions.
The first word I would like to define is religion. This of course, is no easy task, and countless
scholars have written on this subject alone. For this paper, I will be using Clifford Geertz’s
definition of religion as a cultural system which reads: “a religion is: (1) a system of symbols
which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men
by (3) formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions
with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.” 10 In
other words, Geertz thinks of religions as collections of abstract ideas and images which aim to
make sense of the universe in some fashion, and are extremely compelling to many people. I am
choosing to use this definition for a few reasons. First, it is sited by a few of the theologians that
I will be talking about, meaning that this is a way in which they would define their own religious

Clifford Geertz. “Religion as a Cultural System.” in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays, Clifford
Geertz (Fontana Press, 1993), 90.
10
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movement. Second, it mentions some of the main themes which I will be talking about, namely
symbols, moods, motivations, and factuality. The only caveat that I would make to this definition
is to change the use of the word “men” to either “women” or “humans.” This is due to the fact
that the Goddess Movement was in part created in opposition to the idea of religion being a
man’s vocation.
The second term that I would like to define is “theology.” Literally translated from the
Greek roots theos- and -logia it means “the study of god.” Throughout the paper, I may also use
the word “thealogy.” Some scholars use this word as opposed to “theology” to emphasize that
they are talking about goddess (thea-) as opposed to god (theo-). Bearing this in mind, not all
feminist scholars of religion subscribe to Goddess worship, so when referencing specific authors,
I will use whichever word they do.
In the 1960’s and 70’s women across the United States and beyond were attempting to
deconstruct all sorts of systems which they deemed patriarchal, or male-ruled. This included, but
was not limited to advocating for equal pay in the workplace, reproductive rights, and changing
laws regarding sexual and domestic abuse. Within the different academic fields, scholars started
looking at their material through the lens of feminism, as we have seen with art history. In
archaeology, Marija Gimbutas fashioned a new way of looking that the world and its history by
placing emphasis on what she considered to be “the feminine.” This also happened with religious
studies, as biblical scholars and theologians attempted to analyze the feminine within their work.
Before delving into the ideas of specific scholars, I would like to provide a disclaimer
about the field of “feminist thealogy.” It was created within a Western sphere of academia and
therefore is a response to Western religion, namely Christianity. This also means that the

11
majority of writings on this matter were written by and for white women. This is not to say that
there aren’t women of color who write about or worship the Goddess, or that there is no feminist
writing about traditions such as Islam and Hinduism. It is just that these writings often were
produced later, and may not be considered to be foundational texts within the Goddess
Movement during the time of its creation. The inherent whiteness of feminist thealogy is
indicative second-wave feminism, where other identities were often not considered, or if they
were, it was in a theoretical as opposed to practical way. In other words, while the space was
designed to be inclusive of everyone, the focus on the woman’s experience left little room for the
discussion of other identities, many of which are as essential to people as gender. It is not until
third-wave feminism, starting in the 80’s and 90’s, that issues of race, class, and sexuality, are
introduced as essential aspects of the feminist movement. All of this is to say, that many of the
authors I will focus on in this chapter are white and come from the Christian tradition. This is not
because there aren’t women of other races and religions with words to say, but simply that in the
time that feminist thealogy was created, there was not much of a platform for them to express
their views. With what resources are available to me, I will be inclusive of a multiplicity of
voices and consider the perspectives of marginalized peoples, and try to think about global
impacts.
Feminist theology started in much the same way that feminist art history did. Scholars
tried to see how they could insert or discover women within the existing canon. In the case of
religion, many theologians have tried to place more value on women’s roles, often in a Christian
context, but within other religions as well. While not all of these scholars stuck with this method,
it is a good jumping off point for our journey into feminist theology.
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Mary Daly can be credited with being one of the first radical feminist theologians. Her
first major work The Church and the Second Sex11 explores how Catholicism, her religion at the
time, is flooded with patriarchy and misogyny. She hoped to lift the women’s roles within the
Church, especially after seeing how women were treated during Vatican II.12 After the
publication of that book, she became even more radical, disassociating herself from Christianity
altogether and participating in her own form of feminist spirituality. She wrote Beyond God the
Father: Toward a Philosophy of Women’s Liberation in 1973 to further condemn organized
religion for its upholding of the patriarchy.13 She then wrote Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of
Radical Feminism in 1978 which proposed a new language to use that was free of misogynist
phrasing and roots.14
Mary Daly holds a huge place in feminist theology; her work is deeply influential even if
not agreed with. In a memorializing piece written by Judith Plaskow, she writes, “[Daly] and I
have chosen different names and different contexts in which to name toward God, but her
influence on my thinking has been so profound that it is difficult for me to imagine what my
work would have looked like without her.”15 Daly was one of the first theologians to question the
organized Church’s patriarchal roots and one of the first to disavow them. It is worth noting
however, that as she became more and more radical, she became more and more divisive for
folks on all sides of the political spectrum. Her work, especially from Gyn/Ecology forward is
imbued with what some might call misandry, as well as blatant transphobia. She seemed only
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interested in the plight and spirituality of cisgender females, as trans identities were not
considered by many scholars of the time. She also received criticism from Black feminist author
Audre Lorde who criticizes Daly’s exclusion of African Goddess mythology from her history,
and use of black examples only in instances of victimization. Lorde writes an open letter,
published May 6, 1979, in which she writes, “Mary, I ask that you be aware of how this serves
the destructive forces of racism and separation between women — the assumption that the
herstory and myth of white women is the legitimate and sole herstory and myth of all women to
call upon for power and background, and that nonwhite women and our herstories are
noteworthy only as decorations, or examples of female victimization. I ask that you be aware of
the effect that this dismissal has upon the community of Black women and other women of
Color, and how it devalues your own words. This dismissal does not essentially differ from the
specialized devaluations that make Black women prey, for instance, to the murders even now
happening in your own city. When patriarchy dismisses us, it encourages our murderers. When
radical lesbian feminist theory dismisses us, it encourages its own demise.”16 Daly responded
saying that in writing Gyn/Ecology she was using “the insights and materials most accessible to
me at the time.”17 It is important to recognize that no theology is perfect, and while Daly’s
certainly is not, one must understand the importance of her work as a catalyst and inspiration for
so many other people in this field.
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Rosemary Radford Ruether is another big name in the feminist theology sphere. She
creates a liberation theology based in Catholicism centered around women’s empowerment. Like
other liberation theologies, she uses the Bible and stories of Jesus helping and caring for the
oppressed to make a case for women’s empowerment within Catholicism today. She is a staunch
advocate of female ordination. Her historical look at the transition from a God/Goddess
partnership in ancient Mesopotamia to the male monotheism of Judaism and Christianity is a
theme picked up by many Goddess Thealogians.18
Judith Plaskow is a Jewish feminist theologian of a slightly later generation than the past
two authors. She advocates for Jewish women to reclaim the words of the Torah from years of
patriarchal influence by inserting their own perspectives into the text. This is done by way of the
Rabbinic tradition of supplementing the original text with other stories and interpretations. She
creates a monotheistic theology that she claims to be free of patriarchal imagery, disavowing
archetypes of God the Father or God the King. She writes, “It is in light of this norm that images
of God as male and as dominating Other have been judged limited and oppressive. And it is in
faithfulness to this norm that a range of new metaphors for God have been elaborated, tried on,
and discarded or preserved.”19 In other words, in order to expunge patriarchal notions from
Judaism one must start with the oppressively masculine metaphors that are used when
conceptualizing God. She continues to say that while ideally, we could go from male to genderneutral, in reality, this is not enough to challenge these patriarchal norms. It does not go far
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enough to shake people out of their engrained theologies. She writes, “For the English speaker, it
is quite possible to avoid pronouns for God and to refer to God as the Eternal or source of life
and still picture that eternal source as male. Only deliberately disruptive—that is, female—
metaphors can break the imaginative hold of male metaphors that have been used for
millennia.”20 She looks to Biblical text to find female metaphors for God, like God the Mother,
to give textual credence to her theology. In this way, her Judaism is not new or reinvented, but it
does have difference emphases, in order to create a more woman-friendly environment.
While Plaskow is certainly not pagan herself, her standing in the community of feminist
religion scholars has led her to work with and befriend many Goddess Worshippers, specifically
Carol Christ, whose thealogy we will be looking at closely. They recently co-authored a book
called Goddess and God in the World: Conversations in Embodied Theology, in which they
compare and contrast their beliefs and divinity systems. In the introduction to this book, they
write, “We began working on this book because—although we agree about many things—we
disagree about the nature of Goddess and God. After working together for decades, we found it
quite a shock to come face-to-face with a difference on such a major theological issue as the
nature of divinity.”21 Still, there are many things that they could agree on, and were willing to go
back and forth and respond to each other in a respectful way. I include this simply to illustrate
that none of these scholars are working in a vacuum and are often in direct communication with
each other.
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Ultimately, the theologies that I will be discussing were created as a response to and in
conversation with the theologies mentioned above. These theologians agree that it was simply
not possible to revise these existing religious structures, and that an overhaul was necessary in
order to practice religion in a feminist way. They created a precedent, a vocabulary, and a
foundation upon which Goddess theologians could build.
Big Questions Moving Forward
Moving forward there are several questions that I will be keeping in mind as I explore
this material. How does one represent the female body in a way that is respectful of women’s
experiences? Due to the fact that bodies come in all shapes and sizes, and that women have very
different relationships with their own bodies, it is important to recognize that a singular or
generic representation can be problematic. Can the female body work as a symbol for feminists?
How does feminism interact with art and divinity in a neo-pagan setting? Tensions between
tradition and progressivism are also brought to the fore. These questions may not fully be
answered but I hope to explore them in a way that challenges patriarchal norms and values the
experiences of a diverse array of people.
The layout for this thesis is as follows: Chapter 1 will look at female figurines from the
Neolithic and Paleolithic periods and discuss possible interpretations, including archaeologist
Marija Gimbutas. It will discuss the various ways that scholars look at the female body. This will
give context for the Goddess worship’s interpretation of these figures as well introduce some of
the arguments against it. Chapter 2 will look at feminist Goddess worship of the 60’s and 70’s
and how it interacts with these images, so that one can understand the character of these
worshippers and why they have a stake in the interpretation of imagery. I will look at various
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critiques of the movement, and offer my own conclusions about how it approaches the female
body. Chapter 3 will discuss two contemporary examples of these issues in conversation, one
being a museum exhibit, and one being a dig site. In examining these discussions as they occur
in person and not just on paper, I will think about who has power and who should have power
over the interpretation of these images.
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CHAPTER 1: FEMININE SYMBOLISM AND IMAGERY
This chapter will analyze the various interpretations of Paleolithic and Neolithic female
figurines with a focus on the work of archaeologist Marija Gimbutas. It will then discuss this
issue in relation to second-wave feminist art history, and explore the different implications that
these various interpretations may have for women.
Paleolithic and Neolithic Imagery: Why is this an Interesting Case Study?
In my mind, there are two main reasons why feminist scholars may be drawn to work
from the Paleolithic and Neolithic time periods. The first is lack of context. The Paleolithic and
Neolithic time periods exist before the invention of the written word. For some scholars, this lack
of historical evidence may be frustrating. There is very little to draw upon outside of the
figurines themselves. This can be limiting to some scholars, but to others it is liberating.
Archeological interpretation is always a creative enterprise but doubly so in this case. There are
so many possibilities and very little chance that you can be proven wrong via the discovery of a
new text or something of that nature. This is not to say that anything goes, or that your
interpretation is free from critique from your peers, but that the realm of interpretation is both
wide and deep. What I mean by this is not only can your imagination run wild with how this
piece might have been used in its own time, but it is also possible to think of the implications
these interpretations have for today. Where do these pieces fit into the timeline of her-story?
What did they mean for women of that time and how can this be brought into contemporary
discourse?
The second reason why these pieces are appealing to feminist scholars is the sheer
quantity of female imagery. At the time that these initial archaeological texts were being written,
vast amounts of these figurines were discovered and they seemed to have be much more popular
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than male images. This fact in and of itself is intriguing. Why were these early civilizations so
fascinated by these forms? What did it mean for the women of that time? These are the questions
that feminist art historians and archeologists ask, and we will explore what this means for women
today.
Marija Gimbutas
Born in Lithuania, Marija Gimbutas became one of the first female professors of
archaeology at Harvard and UCLA. Her brand of archaeology involves the practice of using
comparative mythology and a close examination of symbols to create narratives for the pieces
that she works with. She calls it “archaeomythology,” a field that includes archaeology,
comparative mythology, and folklore, … one that archaeologists have yet to explore,” and
“hope[s] that this work will open avenues to folklore treasures as another source for
reconstructing prehistoric ideology.”22 In her books The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe and
The Language of the Goddess she makes the argument that in prehistoric times, society was
matriarchal and peaceful. Women were revered due to their connections with nature, fertility,
and agriculture. All of this was epitomized in the worship of an all-encompassing mother
Goddess who took several different forms.
Gimbutas sees the evidence for this type of society in the symbols depicted on prehistoric
artifacts. Almost all the symbols that she sees repeated, from wavy lines to spirals, to birds and
pigs, all link back to the Goddess in one way or another. This applies to objects used in both
ritual and everyday life. Veneration of the Goddess was all-encompassing. This hypothesis has
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been called the “matriarchal origin myth.” The main points of this hypothesis are that there was a
time in prehistory in which the patriarchy did not exist, and that “the culture called Old Europe
was characterized by a dominance of woman in society and worship of a Goddess incarnating the
creative principle as Source and Giver of All.”23 As mentioned in the previous chapter, symbols
hold incredible power, and to have feminine symbols the core of a society affects how that
society functions. This myth has been embraced by feminist thinkers of all disciplines who argue
that we must recognize this fact in order to fight the patriarchy as it exists today.24 This is
especially true of contemporary Goddess Worship, which is not surprising when you read some
of Gimbutas’ writing. For example, on the problem of contextual reach, she writes:
It seems more appropriate to view all of these Goddess images as aspects of one Great
Goddess with her core functions—life-giving, death-wielding, regeneration, and renewal.
The obvious analogy would be to Nature itself; through a multiplicity of phenomena and
continuing cycles of which it is made, one recognizes the fundamental and underlying
unity of Nature. The Goddess is immanent rather than transcendent and therefore
physically manifest.”25
So instead of many minor Goddesses with different niches, Gimbutas argues for one great
power with many faces and functions. As will be seen, this is remarkably similar to the Goddess
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theologies explored in Chapter 2. Goddess leaders have produced documentaries, poetry, and
rituals, all dedicated to Gimbutas and her work.
In order to pare down the vast lexicon of Gimbutas, I will explore the figure shown above
through her lens. Her captioning reads, “This majestic enthroned Goddess, flanked by felines, is
giving birth to the child who emerges from between her legs. She was found in a grain bin. Head
reconstructed.”26 This caption perfectly speaks to her archeological and mythological methods.
On one hand, Gimbutas feels the need to mention physical attributes such as location and the
reconstruction of the head. These are facts that a scientist studying this figure would want to
know. Her use of the word “majestic” however speaks to her feelings about this piece. Also, her
interpretation that it is giving birth, or even that it is even a Goddess, are seen by many as
conjectures, not facts.
Gimbutas goes into depth about a lot of symbols, including those concerning the female
body. For example, in her glossary of symbols she interprets breasts as “life and nourishment- or
wealth-giving functions…they represent the regenerative powers of the same Goddess.”27 On the
image of the vulva, she writes, “External female genitalia as the concentrated life-producing part
of the Goddess in her birth-giving functions. Also a generic term for all vulvic shapes: oval, seed
or lens, and triangle. Pars pro toto of the Goddess encountered on rocks from the Upper
Paleolithic.”28 The crescents markings are an “[e]nergy sign, symbol of becoming, denoting the
beginning phase of the lunar cycle.”29 Gimbutas also has generic interpretations for other parts of
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the female body like the buttocks and pregnant belly. These bodily signs are incredibly important
for her hypothesis of an all-encompassing Goddess. Every single detail holds a specific sacred
meaning. Nothing is purely aesthetic, but rather conveys a clear message about the ways in
which people of this time conceptualized the divine. This is precisely the type of symbol system
that Geertz spoke of in his definition of religion.
That being said, she does not make her entire myth about human female sex and
sexuality. She writes, “The pregnancy or the fatness of a woman or animal was considered to be
as holy as the pregnancy of the earth before her flowering in the spring. Each protuberance in
nature, be it a mound, a hill, on a [standing stone] or on a female body—belly, buttocks, breasts,
knees—was sacred…fertility was not sexuality; it was multiplication, growing, flourishing.”30 In
this instance, she uses the female body as a metaphor for the earth and its creatures rather than a
sexual object. This is an important way of thinking about the female body, one that will be
explored and complicated, especially when we turn to feminist theology.
Other Interpretations
These objects have also been interpreted in a variety of other ways. The most closely
related to the matriarchal origin myth is that these figurines are fertility objects, either to be used
for human pregnancy or a fruitful harvest. In some ways, this might be considered a softer
version of the matriarchal interpretation; these pieces are still magical objects with a ritual
function, but are not necessarily evidence of a larger societal worship of the Goddess and a
universal respect for women. One of the main pieces of evidence for this thesis is that it is clear
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that the artists of this time could produce lifelike representations of creatures as is evidenced by
their portrayal of animals.31 Yet, the majority of female figurines have very minimalist faces,
which suggests that they were not created to represent any specific person, but rather a
generalized female form. The lack of detail and preponderance of figures may also be suggestive
of the fact that they were made quickly for the purposes of a specific ritual and discarded shortly
thereafter.32 Matriarchalists and other archaeologists alike may agree with this basic
interpretation, but it is the societal context which is contested. Patriarchal societies have used
fertility figurines as well after all, for the production of children by the female is an important
means of upholding the patriarchal family unit.
However, the fertility figurine interpretation is complicated by the fact that Goddess
worshippers often use the same exact material data to argue a different hypothesis. The fact that
these figures have minimal facial features may also be interpreted by as evidence of an allencompassing Goddess with whom all women can identify. It is not a lack of care or time that
produces these figurines but an attempt to capture a sense of universality. This just goes to show
how little we truly know and how creative interpreters must be.
Another interpretation that arises from modern ethnographic comparison is that they are
dolls or children’s toys. Dolls are often small, nude, and mostly without sex or female.33 While
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this may explain the lack of male figurines, I’m not certain that it explains the vast number of
female figurines. It is certainly an interpretation to consider though.
Another popular interpretation of these figurines is that they are fetish objects or
prehistoric pornography. The voluptuous bodies and accentuated genitalia may well have been
created specifically for the male gaze. Bjorn Kurten writes, “the female figures often appear in
sexually inviting attitudes…there is a straight line from Ice Age art to Rodin, to Zorn’s
Dalecarlian women, and to the Playboy bunnies of later days.”34 The bodies of the female
figurines may have been sculpted in such a way that emphasizes their sexuality. Visual
similarities have been drawn (see Figure 2) and the most famous of these sculptures have even
been re-imagined using today’s Western standards of beauty (Figure 3).
Archaeologist Clive Gamble suggests that they were used as a way for pre-historic
hunter-gatherer tribes to communicate with each other non-verbally, possibly to express the
desire to mate.35 This could explain the vast geography in which these are found. He backs up his
claim by noting that a high percentage of these figurines were created in times of harsh climatic
conditions, positing that there would have been a great need for alliances and procreation.
Catherine H. McCoy and LeRoy McDermott offer another interesting hypothesis.
Noticing that many Paleolithic figurines have little to no facial features, large breasts and bellies,
and either small or no feet, McCoy and McDermott postulate that these are self-portraits created
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by pregnant women. 36 In fact, when one looks at photos of women taken at from the perspective
of the figurine’s “face,” the similarities are striking. It is the visual trick of foreshortening that
causes these bodily discrepancies. This is a particularly powerful hypothesis because it gives
agency back to women, specifically the ones who fashioned these pieces.
I cannot say for certain which one of these explanations is correct. It is also quite possible
that they all are, as the material spans the course of a continent and thousands of years. What
makes these interpretations particularly interesting is that they not only are possible explanations
for the meaning of the figurines, but also allude to the different ways in which female bodies are
regarded in society today. Women are treated as sex objects, toys, and hosts for fetuses by
several people. They may also be regarded as something special and beautiful, or one’s own self.
In many ways, the way that one interprets these images may be more reflective of one’s own
attitude towards women than a nuanced understanding of ancient archaeology. Especially when
it comes to Goddess Worship, the adamancy that these pieces were once sacred ritual objects
may be more due to the fact that practitioners regard them as such today, not because they have
the ancient archeological knowledge. This is something to keep in mind while exploring various
interpretations of these works. I believe that even if a theory is not “true” in a literal sense, it still
has value if one wants to have a nuanced discussion of this material. So, while the matriarchal
origin myth may be historically inaccurate, its existence within the realm of possibility makes it
an important point for reflection, as we shall see in the next chapter.
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How this Affects Women
So how does Gimbutas’ interpretation speak to women, both of its time period and today?
Many women find it encouraging to say the least. Even having a conception of history that puts
women at the center is radical in and of itself. When The Goddesses and Gods of Old Europe
was published, it was right at the height of second wave feminism. Many women saw this as a
great argument for why women should have power and rights today. If women were once at the
center of society, it is only fair that they have basic rights like equal pay and control over their
own bodies today. This interpretation speaks to a different way of relating to the female body.
Instead of it being considered an object or something to be fetishized, it is instead something that
can be held sacred for all people. At the end of her book When God Was a Woman, feminist
artist and art historian Merlin Stone writes:
It is time to bring the facts about the early female religions to light. They have been
hidden away too long. With these facts we will be able to understand the earliest
development of [Abrahamic religions] and their reactions to the female religions and
customs that proceeded them…[and] how these reactions led to the political attitudes and
historical events…that played such a major part in formulating the image of women
during and since those times. With these facts we will be able to clear away the centuries
of confusion, misunderstanding and suppression of information, so that we may gain the
vantage point necessary for examining the image, status and roles still assigned to women
today. With these facts we will gain the historical and political perspective that will
enable us to refute the ideas of ‘natural or divinely ordained roles,’ finally opening a way
for a more realistic recognition of the capabilities and potential of children and adults,
whether female or male, as individual human beings.37
In this way, this interpretation serves as a source of inspiration, a vision of how the world was
and could be again. Women’s equality does not have to be a pipe dream, but rather something
that has already existed.
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This presentation of female imagery also inspired many women artists during the 70’s. I
will delve into this topic more in chapter three, in a discussion on an exhibit at the Brooklyn
Museum showing feminist artist Judy Chicago’s work alongside ancient figurines. Suffice it to
say for now, that Gimbutas’ work greatly impacted feminists of the 1970’s, in all fields and
professions.
Some women have taken this in a different direction, transcending academia, politics, and
art, moving into the religious realm. The matriarchal origin myth, even in the way that it is
named, calls to be the grounds for a genesis story and from there, a theology. The next chapter
will explore Goddess Worship, a contemporary neo-pagan religious movement inspired by the
archaeology of Marija Gimbutas. In this theology, Goddess worshippers use these figurines as
symbols of divinity, making womanhood and the female body holy in a way that connects the
ancient and the modern.
What can Feminist Art Historians do?
As mentioned above, it is worth acknowledging that any of the archaeological
interpretations presented here could be true. It is even likely that many are. The question we
should be asking ourselves is not, “what is accurate?” but rather, “what does this mean for
women today?” If these figurines are indeed fetish objects, how do we reconcile this? I believe
that the answer lies not in leaving the interpretation at face value but by complicating it. We must
differentiate between the ancient treatment of these pieces and the modern treatment of women’s
bodies. We are able to learn lessons from these pieces even if they were created thousands of
years ago. It is also important to remember that the idea of art history being objective or
impartial is a fallacy. The way in which one interprets a work of art speaks to one’s
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understanding of the society from which it was created. Feminist interpretations of art are
important as they push against what Western patriarchal society has deemed beautiful. To find
value in a vision of a female body that would be shunned in our own society is a powerful
statement. The work of Gimbutas and other like-minded scholars gives a voice to these objects
that no one had ever done before, and this is important. But we must also remember to continue
questioning and problematizing these interpretations, and remember that specific context-based
instances and overarching theories do not always work together. We must be careful that our
grand ideas of how the world once was do not erase the distinct lives of individual ancient
peoples and the struggles that women might have faced in ancient communities.
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CHAPTER 2: GODDESS WORSHIP
Figure 4, from the book Rebirth of the Goddess, may look familiar. It is the same figurine
that is presented at the beginning of chapter one. What is interesting to note is the description. It
reads:
Her swollen belly and round knees bear the sign of the moon. Her pendulous breasts
point to the two leopards that flank her, guardians and companions. From between her
legs, life emerges. Birth. Rebirth. Ma, Mama, Giver of Life. Goddess with Leopards of
Catal Huyuk, c. 6500-5600 B.C.E.
This sounds very different from a description one might find in an art history textbook. Instead
of saying “the most recent analysis…” or “more provocative is [this] art historian[‘s] suggestion
that…,”38 this is an active interpretation that makes quite a few assumptions. Following the
symbolism of Gimbutas, Christ interprets marks as moons, leopards as friends, woman as
Goddess. This meditation names her as mother, giving her an explicit identity based on an
assumed function. She writes in a poetic way meant to evoke emotion, not simply state ideas.
What are the implications of this type of interpretation? What does it say about the female body?
This chapter will start with an overview of Goddess Worship generally and the ways in
which it can be flexible. I will then dive into the specific Goddess Thealogy of Carol Christ, a
scholar who leans heavily on the matriarchal origin myth as a source of inspiration, along with
other creative theologies as proposed by theologians of various religious backgrounds. I will then
go into some arguments against Goddess Worship, both non-feminist and feminist, including my
own musings on how the movement’s treatment of the female body can have good and bad
results.
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Goddess Worship Overview
For some women, trying to find new ways of looking at traditional theology was not
enough. There was not enough good material to make religions like Christianity salvageable in
their eyes. This phenomenon is present in Mary Daly’s Beyond God the Father but was taken
even further with the creation of Goddess worship, or Goddess spirituality. Inspired by both the
work of feminist theologians before them, as well as the archeological hypotheses of Marija
Gimbutas, these thealogians used the matriarchal origin myth as a sort of creation narrative. Just
in the way that Bible stories provide a framework through which Christians might decide to live
their lives, this tale provides a more inclusive narrative, and these women found that to be very
meaningful. While there are many different versions of Goddess Worship that exist, we will be
focusing mainly on the writings of Carol Christ, whose essay “Why Women need the Goddess”
articulated for both academic and civilian audiences the reasoning behind Goddess Worship
It is also worth noting that Goddess Worship is fluid and intersects with other
contemporary religious movements. It falls under the umbrella of neo-paganism, a new wave
religious tradition with an emphasis on creating a personal connection with the earth and all
living things. Paganism is pan-theistic and recognizes the power of many deities from ancient
traditions all over the world. Often, practitioners will identify with a specific set of deities or
pantheon, but will also acknowledge the power in other images of the divine. Goddess worship
also has a close connection with witchcraft, a modern reclamation of European women’s magic.
Some of the authors I will mentioned are aligned with these other movements as well as Goddess
Worship, or may consider the two to be one and the same.
Why is it Appealing to Women?
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Goddess Worship may be appealing to women for a number of reasons. The lack of
specific mandates and liturgy gives them a lot of power over their own religious lives, a large
departure from more wide-spread religions such as Catholicism. Goddess Worship specifically
functions as a departure from patriarchal conceptions of God and who can be a good moral
follower. There is no strict hierarchical religious order, which allows freedom of practice.
Sociologist Jon P. Bloch writes, “[Goddess Spirituality is] a relatively unbounded network of
persons who frequently participate in the same spiritual activities, without necessarily belonging
to any one highly-organized group… As has been sociologically predicted, there is a trend
toward the privatization of the religious experience and away from the social institution, whereby
the alternative or countercultural spiritualist considers him/herself to be the ultimate authority as
to what to believe or practice, and feels relatively unconstrained to pick and choose from an
eclectic selection of information sources.”39 In this way, it is a very flexible tradition. And the
myths that do exist, namely Gimbutas’ matriarchal origin myth, are focused around female
power, creating a succinct departure from Western religious movements as we think of them
today.
Differences in the Movement
It is also worth mentioning other leaders in the Goddess and Feminist Spirituality
movement since many Goddess Worshippers, and pagans generally, do not subscribe to the
writings of one leader. I chose to highlight Carol Christ because there are many more direct
academic responses to her work, being that she is a trained academic herself. However, when it
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comes to the actual tangible worship, followers draw from many different sources. As mentioned
above, Goddess Worship exists under the wide umbrella of neo-paganism, but the boundaries
between it and other types of pagan worship are fluid. There is not one good way to be a
practitioner. While Z. Budapest and Starhawk have different ideas of what the Goddess even
means, they are still important leaders in feminist spirituality and paganism, and for this reason I
will briefly mention them. One might think of them as two ends of a spectrum as far as their
opinions on female-centric worship and the role of the female body.
Z. Budapest practices Dianic or women-only witchcraft. She established one of the first
modern covens, the Susan B Anthony Coven in 1971. Her best-known work is the Holy Book of
Women’s Mysteries, actually the work of several women in and outside of her coven.40 It
contains a variety of elements be it information, spells, ritual instruction, and political
manifestos. This is one of the only works that can really be considered a “guide” for worshipers,
the closest thing that Goddess worshippers may have to a bible, although this is still not a very
good comparison.
Her work has been incredibly influential, especially in the way that she has created a
coven structure to add some organization to a naturally unorganized movement. She created the
idea of lineages and an ordination process for priestesses. For the women of the 70’s, Budapest
provided a framework that they could understand, which has resulted in more organized neopagan communities. That being said, she has come under scrutiny in recent years for transphobia.
In 2011 there was an incident at PantheaCon, a pagan convention, in which one of the covens in
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her lineage denied a trans-woman entrance into a women’s only ritual, sparking a large dialogue
on gender within the pagan movement. At the next year’s PantheaCon, Budapest hosted a ritual
for “genetic women only” sparking further outrage.41 It was such a toxic situation that the coven
network that was in part responsible for the original exclusionary ritual retired from Budapest’s
lineage.42 In 2014, she gave a blessing to a male priest, although many thought that she may have
been just trying to save face, with one man saying, “Like many contemporary pagans I feel that
she has been less of an ally the past few years and more like the crazy aunt at the party we all try
to avoid.”43 These incidents highlight a major discussion happening in the Goddess Movement,
as well as other pagan movements.
Starhawk is not only a major voice in the Goddess Movement, but also other earth-based
and activism-oriented spiritualties. One of her most important works is “The Spiral Dance: A
Rebirth of the Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess,” considered to be the other great guide to
Goddess Worship, alongside Budapest’s “Holy Book of Women’s Mysteries.” She also produced
several films about Goddess worship including “Signs Out of Time,” a documentary on the life
of Marija Gimbutas. She frequently writes about politics, and co-founded an activist branch of
Paganism called Reclaiming. Starhawk is generally respected in the pagan community for her
outspoken writing on contemporary events and work in the community.
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These two women practice Goddess worship very differently. One is very focused on the
female body and what it means to be female, while the other suggests a more egalitarian
approach. I will now talk more in depth about the theology of Carol Christ, who I believe
inhabits a middle ground between these two leaders. She emphasizes female-ness while trying to
be as inclusive as possible.
Carol Christ Thealogy
Carol Christ started her journey as a Goddess thealogian while studying at Yale Divinity
School. Her work revolved around understanding the Holocaust, specifically through the work of
Elie Wiesel. In his work, Wiesel often asks how God could be powerful and just, and still let the
Holocaust happen. With these questions as well as the publication of Beyond God the Father by
Mary Daly, Christ started feeling stifled and let down by the Judeo-Christian traditions that she
had studied. She writes, “My questions to God about the holocaust were intensified as I began to
realize that if God were both powerful and just, then he also needed to be questioned about his
role in the oppression of women throughout patriarchal history.”44 She continued this line of
thought and eventually created her own thealogy centered around a female Goddess, with power
that exists in the earth itself. Feeling stifled by the confines and male-ness of traditional
academia, she decided to leave her post and move to Crete, where she now leads Goddess
pilgrimage tours and continues to write books.
To understand the theology of Carol Christ, one must first have a good understanding of
the matriarchal origin myth described in Chapter 1. Christ uses this myth to imagine a new, yet
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in her words, old way of seeing the divine. She extrapolates upon the ideas put forth by Marija
Gimbutas and uses her own experience as a woman to create a Neolithic-inspired Goddess
Religion. Her theology is new yet old, extrapolating on women’s natural bodily experiences and
reframing them in a way devoid of patriarchy. In describing the reasons why Goddess Worship is
important, she uses Geertz’s definition of religion and writes:
The symbol of Goddess has much to offer women who are struggling to be rid of the
‘powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations’ of devaluation of female
power, denigration of the female body, distrust of female will, and denial of the women's
bonds and heritage that have been engendered by patriarchal religion. As women struggle
to create a new culture in which women's power, bodies, will, and bonds are celebrated, it
is natural that the Goddess would reemerge as symbol of the newfound beauty, strength,
and power of women.45
In this way, Goddess Thealogy is presented as a response to patriarchal Western religious
traditions, while at the same time being inspired by ancient customs. She creates her religion
trying to consider all of women’s experience within their own lifetime and also across all of
time. This is no easy task to be sure, but Christ certainly has the training to make this an
incredibly comprehensive and convincing Goddess thealogy. What makes Christ’s work unique
is that she draws from traditional western theological sources like Martin Buber,46 as well as
Native American teachings,47 Black literature,48 and an array of other perspectives. Christ seeks
to be as inclusive of differing theological perspectives as she can while also finding unity in the
Goddess.

45

Carol P. Christ, "Why Women Need the Goddess: Phenomenological, Psychological, and Political Reflections," in
Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion (New York: Harper and Row, 1979), 286.
46
Christ, Rebirth, 1-3.
47
Christ, Rebirth, 165.
48
Christ, Rebirth, 22.

36
Her theology can be explained as follows: The Goddess and Goddesses exist as embodied
intelligent love. One experiences the divine through relationships. She writes, “This intelligent
embodied love undergirds every individual being, including plants, animals, and humans, as we
participate in the physical and spiritual processes of birth, death, and renewal. If intelligent
embodied love is the ground of all being, then intelligence, love, embodiment, relationship, and
interdependence are the "stuff of life" and are "in the nature of things."”49 We can tap into this
love through the Web of Life, a network of relationships between the earth, the Goddess, and all
living things.
Goddess Worship is not monotheistic like the Abrahamic faiths, nor is it pantheistic in
the way that most Wiccan traditions are. Besides the issue of number of deities, (is it one
Goddess or many Goddesses?), this difference can be attributed to the dichotomy of
transcendence versus immanence. A transcendent God is all-powerful and all-knowing. He is
considered to be something wholly other, incomprehensible to humans. It takes a lot of faith and
trust to believe in such a God. Immanence is the exact opposite. It states that the divine has an
extremely intimate relationship with both humanity and the earth. In other words, one can
understand the divine fully, it is something that is natural and experienced at every moment.
Christ does not use either of these models for her thealogy. Instead, she calls her Goddess
Worship pan-en-theistic. This model combines immanence and transcendence to create a deity
who “not omniscient or omnipotent and, most important, not immutable or impassive, not
removed from the world”50 but also is “’more’ than the sum total of all the discrete beings in the
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world.”51 This Goddess speaks to living beings through natural cycles and tries to persuade us to
take care of the earth and each other.
Still, within Goddess worship humans have free will and can ultimately do whatever they
want. However, they must live with the knowledge that their actions have consequences and may
disturb the natural cycle of life, thus hurting and disappointing the Goddess. Christ writes,
“Process theology says that…God’s power is limited by both the laws of nature and the weight
of history…When the word is suffering, God is diminished. When the world is joyous, God is
enhanced.”52 Goddess Worshippers create rituals and literature to remind themselves of this fact,
to feel the Goddess’ love so that they might be persuaded to make good choices. This is an ethics
system that is based on wanting to please the Goddess rather than feeling shame. These ethics
pertain to the way that one treats the earth and animals, as well as other people.
Christ has a lot to say on the topic of women’s bodies. In her essay, “Why Women Need
the Goddess” she writes, “A second important implication of the Goddess symbol for women is
the affirmation of the female body and the life cycle expressed in it. Because of women's unique
position as menstruants, birthgivers, and those who have traditionally cared for the young and the
dying, women's connection to the body, nature, and this world has been obvious.”53 She goes on
to talk about the denigration of women’s bodies, seen as sinful due to the Eve story in JudeoChristian traditions. Sexuality is regarded as evil and menstruation is taboo. Women’s bodies are
even shunned as they age; while an older man may be considered wise or distinguished, older
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women are often thought of as hags. As they age out of traditional beauty standards as defined by
the patriarchy, they are no longer useful to the patriarchal agenda and are therefore ostracized.
The symbol of the Goddess celebrates women’s bodies in their most natural of forms, and
throughout their whole lives including childhood, menstruation, motherhood, menopause, and
finally old age. Rituals have been created to acknowledge and celebrate these moments
throughout a woman’s life. Once again using Geertz’s definition of religion she writes:
“The ‘mood’ created by the symbol of the Goddess in triple aspect is one of positive,
joyful affirmation of the female body and its cycles and acceptance of aging and death as
well as life. The ‘motivations’ are to overcome menstrual taboos, to return the birth
process to the hands of women, and to change cultural attitudes about age and death.
Changing cultural attitudes toward the female body would help to overcome the spiritflesh, mind-body dualisms of Western culture, since, as Ruether has pointed out, the
denigration of the female body is at the heart of these dualisms.”54
In this way, Christ argues that the Goddess can solve the problems inherent in the traditional
view of women’s bodies. Patriarchal norms have been so engrained within the world and
especially religion that it is often hard for scholars to move beyond these conceptions of the
female body. This is especially true considering that the Judeo-Christian God is considered to be
without body or form, but somehow still male. The body, then, is deemed sinful, lesser, and
unholy. Christ writes, “[Scholars] have been taught to view the body and sexuality, especially the
female body and female sexuality, as being ‘lower’ than the rationality that is associated with
divinity and ‘man’s’ ‘higher’ nature. Naked female images must therefore be ‘fertility fetishes’
or ‘sexual objects,’ or if they are called Goddesses, they must be understood to reflect a ‘lower’
or more physical stage in the evolution of religious consciousness.”55 Christ argues that one is
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able to be religious and feel the divine through one’s body not in spite of it. She even goes so far
as to say “our bodies are ourselves,” meaning that everything that we experience in the world is
experienced through our bodies.56 Later in this chapter I will present the idea of essentialism, or
the idea that bodies and social role are closely related, and Christ’s response to those who argue
against her in this way.
Carol Christ thinks her Goddess Theology could be accepted within the confines of
traditional academia, and in many ways, she is correct. There have been many arguments against
the validity of her arguments as we shall see below, some using rationality and empiricism as
their main weapon. Her inclination to draw upon personal experience and anecdote to support
her argument is considered inconsequential in the minds of many scholars.57 I do not agree with
this assessment. This underlies a major issue within the study of religion generally: how does one
understand experiential elements of religion and what value do they bear? This question had
been debated long before Christ used this methodology. John E. Smith explores this idea in his
article, “The Experiential Foundations of Religion.”58 He argues that Enlightenment thinkers
could only rationalize experience in a way that was material or sensual. While some scholars
have pushed back on this idea a bit—Kant and Hegel, to name a few—a broader definition of
experience must be created. Smith uses the term “intensive quality” to describe the feelings of
hurt, courage, and ultimate concern that humans may feel. He writes, “In accordance with the
broader view of experience this intensive quality must be taken as a genuine part of the
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experience because it shows itself to be a pervasive feature in human life and to be identifiable
across cultural boundaries.”59 It is clear that to deny these feelings is to deny the existence of a
major aspect of human experience. Smith uses this to argue merely that the existence of God is
possible under these definitions and not empiricism, but I believe that this has great implications
for specific theologies as well. Christ’s use of her own experience as evidence is perhaps a more
truthful way of explaining her theology. Logic is a complex way of thinking only understandable
by a select slice of the population, often those who are educated. But everyone understands
experience. It is up to scholars to explore further the role of experience in academic work, as a
way of further understanding the lives of adherents.
Ultimately, I bring this struggle up in order to flesh my argument that Carol Christ’s work
is valid in its use of both traditional theological thought and personal reflection. Throughout this
thesis, I am taking her theology and subsequent arguments as seriously as those presented by
other academics. Empiricism is not the only mode of thought. Just because her work may not be
“the Truth” as empiricists are constantly searching for, does not mean that it contains some truth
for her and other adherents. As I did with the work of Gimbutas, this is how I shall approach all
subsequent religious arguments: acknowledging lower-case “truths” or at least the possibilities
thereof.
Arguments Against Goddess Worship
Not everyone agrees that Goddess worship is a viable religious option for women or
people in general. The arguments against Goddess Worship fall into two main categories. The
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first category contains arguments against the legitimacy of it as a religious movement generally.
They discuss the relationships between religion, rationality, and politics. They also in part
depend on how one defines religion. The second category of arguments against Goddess
Worship say that it is not a good option for feminists. This is due in part to ideas of essentialism,
exclusion, and distraction.
Rational, Political, and Organizational Arguments
Many of the arguments against Goddess Worship have to do with the archaeology that
influenced it. In his article, “The False Goddess and Her Lost Paradise,” classicist Bruce
Thornton makes a rational argument against Goddess Worship.60 His main issues are with the
archeological methodology of Marija Gimbutas. According to Thornton, her fabrication of the
matriarchal origin myth discounts the religion of those who believe it. Thornton takes particular
issue with Gimbutas’ assertion that intuition was one of her main methods for creating her
theory. Discussing her book, The Civilization of the Goddess, he writes, “This is a big, lavish
book, crammed with photo graphs, charts, graphs, and technical apparatuses that create the
perception of a mountain of empirical evidence establishing without a doubt the historical truth
of the Goddess. Yet throughout the book, fanciful interpretations and leaps beyond the evidence
are woven into factual scholarly descriptions of artifacts and sites. The result is a shaky edifice of
question-begging, special pleading, unexamined assumptions, and circular reasoning.”61
Thornton then goes into a diatribe as to why all of Gimbutas’ work is empirically unsound.
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It is certainly fair of Thornton to criticize Gimbutas’ interpretation of these Neolithic
figures. Several other archaeologists have done the same thing. But Thornton goes a step further,
saying that due to these empirical faults, Goddess Worship perpetuates a dangerous fallacy. He
criticizes the Romantic influences on the movement, saying that it is irrational and therefore, not
a good religious option.
In response to Thornton, I would ask him, “What religion would you consider to be
rational then, and in line with scientific truth?” I cannot think of any other religion that has solid
archeological evidence backing it up, but why should that matter? Thornton takes a big issue
with the place of intuition and feeling within the movement. But what is religious experience if
not an irrational feeling? Maybe the story of the matriarchal origin myth is not true, but it can
still be used to inspire, as it is with the Christian Bible. His big issue is that, “since it is a
religious myth disguised as scientific fact, it distorts our historical understanding by presenting
fanciful conjectures as empirically verified facts, thus obtaining for the former the authority and
prestige of the latter.”62 In this framework, it would seem that Thornton should have an issue
with all religion, not just Goddess Worship. Yet, in Thornton’s other works, he lauds Christianity
for providing a good ethical framework.63 It is also important to note that all of Thornton’s
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argument assumes that all Goddess Worshippers believe the matriarchal origin myth to be
objectively true, which is not actually the case.64
Another argument against thinking of Goddess Worship as a religion is that it is more of
a political movement than it is a religious one. This is due to its deep connections with both
feminist and ecological movements. In 2007, Helen A. Berger and Douglas Ezzy wrote a book
called “Teenage Witches: Magical Youth and the Search for Self.”65 In the book, they provide an
ethnography of young self-identified witches. They have a whole chapter on the connections that
can be made between witchcraft, feminism, and environmentalism, and the results seem mixed. 66
By this I mean that some witches identify strongly with both political movements and some do
not. There are also varying ways that witches connect politics with religion. For example, witch
Bonnie explains, “I was a feminist before [I became a Witch]. I just happened to find a feminist
religion. Yeah, . . . they fit together quite nicely actually—one had nothing to really do with the
other. It just happened to work out that way.”67 Berger and Ezzy find that for many witches,
gender issues are important, and do inform their relationship with the Goddess. On the other
hand, many would not describe themselves as “feminist” and are also not politically active.68
Similar to feminism, the relationships between witchcraft and environmentalism are
mixed. A 2004 survey of U.S. Pagans, finds that on average, Pagans are more likely to be
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environmentalists than the average U.S. citizen.69 It is understandable that pagan religions would
appeal to people who already care about nature and the earth. Berger and Ezzy find that for many
witches, it was their religion which brought awareness to their environmental impact, causing
them to recycle more, garden, etc. For some, it has completely changed their relationship with
the earth. “Completely. I am Miss Environmentalist, vegan freak,” answers one witch, Cailin,
when asked if witchcraft changed her relationship with the earth.70 That being said, not all
witches feel this strong of a connection between religion and politics. Berger and Ezzy conclude:
“The attitudes of young Witches to environmental activism and politics fall into
three major categories. First, some believe that politics is separate from their
religious beliefs; second, others see environmentalism as related to Paganism but
they are not politically active; or third, they are activists because of their religious
commitment. The group who sees no link between politics and Witchcraft is the
smallest, making up approximately one-tenth of our sample.”71
Ultimately, it is hard to make a single conclusive argument connecting Goddess religions,
and related movements such as witchcraft, to feminism and environmentalism. This creates a
chicken and egg sort of situation; do politics inform religion, or does religion inform politics?
Although, in America we like to think that there is a separation of church and state, it is generally
understood that people use their code of ethics and set values, often provided by religion, to
inform their political views. Berger and Ezzy borrow terminology from sociologist José
Casanova, calling this phenomenon the deprivatization of religion, in which religious values are
considered more seriously in the public sphere.72
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But can it work the other way around? I would argue yes, for a few reasons. The first
being that religion and politics are often influenced by and created through the same
mechanisms. When a natural disaster occurs, where do we look for help? We look to both our
religious and political leaders for guidance and support. At the end of the day, both religion and
politics are sources of power, and they often function in similar ways. The distinction of religion
and politics is a newer distinctly democratic idea, that quite frankly, does not always work. By
no means should religion taught in public schools, but it is important to acknowledge that the
line between religion and politics is often blurred, and that it would be hypocritical to expect a
religion like Goddess Worship to be apolitical when no other religion is.
I would argue that most great religious ruptures and recreations are inherently political.
One of the most well-known is the Protestant Reformation. The split from the Catholic church
not only had to do with the ways that one worships, but the unfairness that Christians saw in the
political hierarchy of the church, and the misuse of funds among other things. It was the abuse of
power, both religious and political, that led to the creation of Protestantism. So why can’t the
unfair balance of male vs. female power lead to the creation of Goddess Worship?
The last big argument against the validity of Goddess Worship as a religion is its lack of
a central doctrine or liturgy. It certainly can be said that there is a lack of unity within the
movement. However, this plurality and looseness is purposeful and meaningful. One of the main
ideas behind the movement is a rejection of the hierarchies that exist within other religions.
Goddess Worship provides all who adhere to it agency over their own decisions and spiritual
lives. That beings said, there are ways in which one can have a little structure should one want it.
The formation of covens and other groups is a way in which Goddess Worshippers may support
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one another and create networks of like-minded individuals. It is also encouraged to create or
adopt rituals and chants which provide a structure for devotion. There are many books published
with chants, etc., however not one is considered to be a central text or prayer book. Rather one is
supposed to see which readings are inspiring and use what one finds most meaningful. The idea
is to avoid reciting empty words and call it worship. One should truly connect with the Goddess
during worship, not just go through the motions.
Feminist Arguments
The arguments in the above section outline ideas that are mostly proposed by people who
are not only outside of the Goddess movement, but also outside of the feminist movement. While
they are worth considering, I believe that a more productive criticism of the movement, one that
may actually help its members, concerns itself less with Goddess worship’s status as a religious
movement, and more with the way it treats its members. Many of the problems with the Goddess
Movement are similar to the problems that today’s feminists find with second-wave feminism,
namely essentialism, exclusion, and distraction.
Essentialism is the idea that there are qualities of life that are inherently male and
qualities of life that are inherently female. The fact that you are sexed a certain way occurs by
chance, but its implications are potent. Women are thought to be nurturing, in touch with the
earth, warm, and soft, while men are aggressive, logical, and tough. This duality is an example of
the perpetuation of patriarchal thought. Some second-wave feminists wanted to flip the hierarchy
of male over female by placing more value on these feminine qualities, emphasizing soft and
nurturing elements. Feminist scholar of religion Cynthia Eller calls this “difference feminism”
which argues that women should embrace the ways in which they are inherently different from
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men.73 This idea may sound good in theory, but in practice it becomes exclusionary in a number
of ways.
Before I go into examples of exclusion by Goddess Worshippers, it is important to note
that not all practitioners follow the mantra of difference feminism to the same extent. To use the
three leaders explored above, Z. Budapest appears to be essentialist to a fault, creating not only
women-only spaces, but having a specific definition of womanhood which excludes trans folks
as well as other women. She writes, “we do give birth, we do issue forth people, just as the
Goddess issues forth the universe… It is not something I am going to be quiet about. It is what
women do, we make people.”74 Carol Christ, I believe, is genuine in her wish to be inclusive, her
worship is open to all genders, but her thealogy falls back on certain essentializing archetypes.
For example, she affirms the idea of the Goddess as the “Giver of Life,” and downplays images
of warrior Goddesses.75 And while she never outwardly calls herself an essentialist, she does
argue against anti-essentialists. It all stems from one of the major tenants of her theology,
embodiment. She writes:
“I suspect that the anti-essentialist view is not fully embodied, that it implicitly accepts
the dominant western view that the self is located in the mind, rather than in the mindbody continuum. Of course women’s minds are just as good as men’s. But if our bodies
are ourselves, then women’s location in the female bodies must shape the way we
experience the world. To keep quiet about the fact that women give birth and nurture
children is to deny the physical realities of most women’s lives in every existing culture
in the world.”76
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So, while Christ acknowledges talks about a woman’s body being an important part of her
experience in the world, she does not try to define womanhood by this and this only, as other
essentialists might.
Starhawk’s thealogy is very egalitarian in practice. In conversation with another
matriarchalist she says, “’feminine principle’ doesn’t mean much—it’s one of many terms that
make us think we know what we’re taking about when we don’t. I think we should declare a
moratorium on its use.”77 Eller continues, “Indeed some feminist matriarchalists claim that
[essentialism] was the key patriarchal innovation that put an end to the matriarchal way of
thinking, which was ‘wholistic’ and ‘deliberately non-dualistic.’”78
Now that it’s been established that essentialism and exclusion occur to various degrees in
different communities, it is important to discuss who is being excluded. The first obvious group
is male identifying and trans individuals. It is unfortunate how many elders of the Goddess
Movement construe and conflate ideas of biology and gender. Cynthia Eller picks out some
especially unfortunate examples writing, “Some feminist matriarchalists have described men as
mutants whose ‘small and twisted Y chromosome’ is ‘a genetic error’ resulting from, perhaps,
‘disease or a radiation bombardment from the sun.’”79 Not only does this exclude cis-males, but
also trans and non-binary folks. This violent language against people of different genders and
sexes is an unfortunate reality within the movement.
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Essentialism can also be harmful to cis-women who do not identify with the female
qualities as identified in this dualism. Is there room for aggressive women who do not want
children within the movement? Perhaps in theory but maybe not in practice. This also has racial
and ethnic implications. The definition of womanhood often espoused by the Goddess
Movement is one that was created in a Western and basically white context. Even the artworks
discussed in the previous chapter conform to this image of a woman. Marija Gimbutas studies
works from “Old Europe.” And while the matriarchal origin myth is geographically located in
what today is considered the middle east, the Western viewpoint often claims Mesopotamia for
itself as the beginning of civilization as we know it. Carol Christ is careful in her discussion of
these images as they pertain to race. She acknowledges that, “the image of a ‘white’ Goddess
sculpted of white marble in classical Greek statues is not necessarily liberating for black
women.”80 Drawing on the words of women of color, Christ advocates for using whatever
images are meaningful for you and help you evoke the Goddess in your own way. Ultimately,
she writes, “Goddess thealogy affirms that we all come from one source while stating that
diversity is the great principle of the earth body… the difference of cultures and ethnic groups
can be affirmed as contributing to the richness of the earth body.”81
This is a nice thought, but does it work in practice? In another 1993 publication of
Cynthia Eller’s, she does a sociological profile of the Goddess Movement. She writes:
The sociological profile of the feminist spirituality movement can be summed up like
this: white, of middle-class origins, fairly well educated (beyond high school), of Jewish
or Christian background (usually, though not always, having had a significant amount of
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religious training), in their thirties or forties, and disproportionately lesbian. There are
many women who are exceptions to one or more (or all) of these rules, but most
approximate this profile.82
Ultimately, the Goddess movement was created by women of a certain type, and therefore is
most appealing to women like them. Some segments of the movement are more diverse or
inclusive than others, be it in principle or practice. There are so many reasons why someone may
choose to join the movement, and also many reasons why it may not be appealing based on
identities. The silver lining is that most Goddess worshippers acknowledge that this is a problem
and are working to fix it. The transphobic events from 2011 and 2012 have sparked a lot of
conversation about gender within the pagan movement, with conferences and events taking place
to specifically address that issue. Hopefully there will be wider conversations about other
identities, specifically race, sometime in the near future.83
The last feminist argument against Goddess worship is that it is distracting. Instead of
arguing about the validity of the matriarchal origin myth, women should focus on the problems
and disadvantages that we face in our day to day lives. Many would even say that religion in
general is not the answer to societal problems and especially issues concerning women.
Feminists should prioritize organizing in other sectors, such as labor or health.
Sexualization and Objectification
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I share many of the same worries as Cynthia Eller when it comes to Goddess worship,
specifically in the ways in which it can be exclusionary. I do however, think it is wrong to
assume that women turn to Goddess worship primarily as a way to advance a secular feminist
agenda, as opposed to spiritual fulfillment. They work hand in hand for many women, but also
Goddess Worship may provide many benefits for women that are individual, not just societal.
That being said, I do think that it’s important for women to always have the patriarchy in the
back of their heads in order to avoid falling into its trap, an easy thing to do.
My main concerns have to deal with the movement’s treatment of the female body. I
think that reclaiming the female body is a very powerful thing and is certainly meaningful for
many; I do not have a problem with this theoretically. I find that reclamation of the female body
treads a fine line with objectification, finding value in bodies over personhood, and I worry that
some women accidentally fall into this patriarchal line of thinking. For example, some women
will keep a reproduction of the Venus of Willendorf around their house as a source of inspiration
and spiritual strength. It is one thing for a woman to look at this figure and see herself and other
strong women in her life within it. She may think about the long line of women from antiquity to
today who have been considered second class citizens simply due to anatomy. But she might also
worship this object simply because it has female anatomy. Reducing all of womanhood to the
presence of breasts and a vagina is not helpful if women want to engage in feminism. For one
thing, not all women have bodies that look like this, but also it plays directly into the patriarchy’s
plan. For centuries, in a variety of religious contexts, what makes a woman a woman has always
been defined by men. Whether it is the appearance of a girl’s first period or the birth of her first
child, men have always deduced the woman’s role to what she can and cannot do given her
anatomy. Women must fight against this. It is one thing to think of your body as a blessing and
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another to define yourself by it. I understand that I am coming from this as someone who is a
part of a tradition that is vehemently against the worship of idols, and perhaps this is clouding
my judgement of how these objects are used. While Plaskow might argue that these images are
useful in the disruption of society’s patriarchal conceptions of God, I also think it’s worth
considering that one of the main goals of feminism is the end of women’s bodies being treated as
objects, and to much of the world, these figurines are objects. To put so much emphasis on this
conception of womanhood is damaging to feminism, for it is one that was created by men.
I am not suggesting that we eliminate the discussion of female bodies from the equation
however. There is a reason why, when someone envisions a male god, they do not automatically
picture a phallus. Male sexuality is physically able to be hidden in a way that the female body is
not. There is a reason why cultures that promote modesty as a main virtue require women to
wear layers of flowing clothing. I am not advocating that Goddess worshippers cover their own
bodies or those of the Goddesses they worship. Rather I just suggest a careful theological
presentation of the female body that does not reduce it to a collection of sexual organs, but entity
connected to mind and spirit.
Conclusion
There are a lot of reasons to not adopt Goddess worship as a religious lifestyle. Maybe
you need a more rational way of looking at the world. Perhaps you do not want your religion and
politics to mix, or conversely, perhaps you want them to align even more. Regardless, the
decision to not become a Goddess worshipper is a valid one. I would argue however, that the
decision to worship the Goddess is equally as valid. Religious choices are personal, and while
theologians and scholars may offer up new approaches to religion and divinity, I do not find it
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fair for them to say that others are deluded in their conceptions of the divine. Agreeing to
disagree is maybe the best that one can do in this situation.
When it comes to Goddess worship and the female body, it is important that feminist
theologians and practitioners keep in mind that everyone relates to their body in a different way
and that to make overarching claims about what female bodies are for is counterintuitive. Many
people join these movements precisely because they are tired of the strict structures inherent in
Judeo-Christian religion. Even though conceptions of the female body might be deemed “more
feminist” within Goddess Worship, it can still be isolating and even dangerous to make
assumptions about how people feel or should feel about their bodies.
It is also important that in the process of making holy the female body, that Goddess
Worshippers do not fall back on patriarchal conceptions of womanhood, namely menstruation
and reproduction. This can be harmful to trans folks, as well as cis-women who are infertile or
simply do not see motherhood as an important aspect of their lives. It is also important that the
body is not praised simply due to these functions, but that a woman is seen as a whole person,
body and spirit. There is a difference between sanctifying and understanding the body, and
objectifying and sexualizing it, and these distinctions are often difficult to parse out. One must be
careful to speak of the body in a way that does not assume anything for anyone else. A good way
to do this is to only draw upon your own experience as a form of understanding, and realizing
that others may have different relationships with their bodies than you do. Even within religious
communities that share many of the same beliefs, moods, and motivations, there will be variety
in experience, and this is important to acknowledge.
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Lastly, it is important to remember that, for much of society, these female figurines are
simply seen as objects. This is not to say that worshippers should rethink their own relationship
with them, but that they should use careful language when describing the figurines so that
outsiders do not misconstrue their meaning. It is important that outsiders do not use Goddess
Worship as an excuse to treat women in a harmful way, especially one that reduces their role to
their biology.
I realize that I am taking a culturally relativist position in my assessment of this thealogy.
I am not setting out to convert anyone, nor am I presenting a theology of my own. I do not wish
to judge anyone’s experience with the divine or lack thereof, for I do not feel like there is an
objective way for me to do so. This is not a defense or dismissal of Goddess Worship, but rather
an exploration of it. What are its benefits and its problems? How can women make religion
better for themselves and others? Overall, with Goddess Worship, as with any religion, the key is
to be open to suggestions and alternate experiences, as well as engaging in asking questions and
self-critique. As the world changes, and as feminism changes, so must religion change to meet
the needs of its practitioners.
In the next chapter, I will try to connect all the different players are in this conversation,
for there are a lot of them. I will be looking at how archaeological and theological discussions
play out in the present day, and how art historians and theologians alike can present female
figurines in a way that does that considers their implications for modern women.
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CHAPTER 3: BRINGING TOGETHER SECULAR AND RELIGIOUS
INTERPRETATION
This chapter will consider ideas presented in the last two chapters, in a way that takes
both archaeological and theological insiders, as well as outsiders into consideration. I will look at
a couple of specific examples of situations in which “Goddess” figurines were presented, a
museum exhibition and an archaeological dig site. I will think about what these sites are doing
well with regards to thinking about women and female bodies, and what they can do to improve.
Case Studies
Now I will explore two examples of this conversation on “Goddess” figurines in action
and the ways in which different players navigated the issue of how to present these figurines.
The first is an exhibition put on by the Brooklyn Museum which displayed several ancient
figurines from across the Near East and Egypt alongside Goddess figures that were sculpted by
Judy Chicago during the 60’s and 70’s. The second is the excavation site of Çatalhöyük, which is
where the figurine shown at the beginning of this paper was found. It is still an active dig site and
visitors from around the world come to see the ancient city in person. The official research team
puts out materials for all knowledge levels and it is interesting to see what information is
included and what is not. In talking about these examples I will explore the decisions the
archaeologists made to see what they did well and what can be problematized, specifically with
regards to the ways they treat the female body and their inclusion or exclusion of Goddess
worshippers as a party that feels like it has a stake in the presentation of these pieces.
Brooklyn Museum
From December 19, 2008 to May 31, 2009 an exhibit entitled The Fertile Goddess was
on display at the Elizabeth A. Sackler Center for Feminist Art at the Brooklyn Museum. The
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concept of the exhibit was to display some works of feminist artist Judy Chicago alongside the
ancient Goddess figurines that were her inspiration. The description of the exhibit provided by
the museum reads:
Who is she? A goddess, a ritual object, a votive offering, a vehicle for working magic or
fulfilling wishes, a talisman for protection, a teaching or initiation device, or simply an
ancient woman’s embodiment of herself? The oldest sculpture in the Brooklyn Museum
represents a woman; it was made by people living in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq) or Syria
in the late fifth millennium B.C.E. She and other ancient female figurines with
exaggerated or highly stylized female forms are small in scale but great in their ineffable
power to capture the imagination of those who confront them.
Nine such ancient figurines from the Museum’s collection are the focus of this third
Herstory Gallery exhibition, which explores them as a source of inspiration for Judy
Chicago’s depiction of The Fertile Goddess at The Dinner Party. The tenth figurine, on
loan from Judy Chicago, is the Ceramic Goddess #3 (1977), a larger version of the
female figurine on the place setting runner for The Fertile Goddess at The Dinner Party.
This contemporary embodiment also evokes the rare and earliest known female forms of
the Paleolithic period, like the iconic Venus of Willendorf, made about 25,000 years ago.
Important to Chicago was the feminist re-examination of ancient female figurines from
the 1960s on, interpreting them as manifestations of Goddess-worshipping societies,
which was at the fore of feminist thought at the time.
Feminism and gender theory have influenced archaeology considerably since Chicago
created The Dinner Party. Indeed, a new wave of archaeologists who excavate and study
these figurines are applying new methods and often challenging earlier interpretations
and nomenclature. For this reason, the curators have consciously chosen the currently
preferred term “female figurine,” as opposed to “idol” or “Goddess,” in order to
acknowledge the many levels of function and meaning that have been ascribed to these
objects over time. Nonetheless, it cannot be denied that, thirty years after the creation of
The Dinner Party, the significance of Goddess images to feminist scholars and artists, as
well as practicing Wiccans and Neo-Pagans, has not diminished but acquired a life and
mythos of its own, apart from the archaeological record.84
Some initial things that stand out from this description are: acknowledgement of the myriad of
interpretations given to these pieces, connections made to the second-wave feminist art
movement, trends in archaeology, and implications beyond their prehistoric context. All of these
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topics are extremely important to my analysis of this exhibit. How does one understand the
treatment of the female body through the lens of these issues? How does the museum address
this in the actual exhibit?
This exhibit is particularly interesting because it is presented as being specifically
feminist. It acknowledges the different ways in which modern women may interpret the figures,
specifically referencing Goddess Worship in its description. It is also interesting that the curators
choose to specifically title these ancient pieces “female figurine” while also referencing the
Goddesses that they have been interpreted as. It is a bit counterproductive to be adamant on
using the most recently acceptable archaeological terminology while still titling the exhibit “The
Fertile Goddess.” For this reason, I think it’s important to mark the differences between the
actual ancient pieces and the pieces that Judy Chicago fashioned. Although they look very
similar, the contexts from which they were created are completely different and this greatly
affects their meanings. It would be irresponsible to treat them as if they were two utterances of
the same thing.
Judy Chicago’s figurines are born from the feminist art movement. After a lot of artistic
self-exploration and inspiration from ancient Goddess figures, she developed an idea called
“central core imagery,” in which a piece’s focus is at its center with other forms radiating out
from it. This results in pieces that are reminiscent of the female body. She and other artists used
the ancient Goddess and her new central core imagery to create painting and sculpture alike,
often combining different media and forms to create performance art, essays, and collections.
Considering a few of Chicago’s works art historian Amelia Jones relates her use of Goddess
figures and central core imagery:
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“Chicago’s Atmospheres,… begun in 1969 and continued into the early 1970s, oscillated
between abstracted conceptual explorations of the interrelationship of ‘flesh and
landscape’ and specifically feminist interventions into the environment through the
inclusion of Goddess figures. She introduced women performers into the Atmospheres as
signs of female power, to actualize her desire for the pieces ‘to transform and soften (i.e.
feminize) the environment.’ Her interest in the Goddess, which she shared with [other]
feminist artists…, extensively informed The Dinner Party—not only in its inclusion of a
number of Goddess place settings but also in its overall revisionist impulse towards
history. Chicago’s belief in a prepatriarchal, utopian matriarchal culture, explicitly
outlined in her first Dinner Party book and concretized in idealizing, abstract
representations of the Goddess plates and runners, has been criticized as naïve. But the
idea of the mythical Goddess was clearly powerfully enabling for these artists, serving as
a site of projection that allowed them to actualize their own attempts to attain the kind of
transcendence conventionally reserved for men (the ‘central core’ image played the same
empowering role).”85
One such piece is displayed in this exhibit, along with nine ancient pieces. The figurines
are presented in individual glass jewel cases, allowing each piece to be viewed from every angle.
The introductory text is written on the wall along with a large map showing the geographic
origins of the ancient pieces presented as well as others (Figure 7). While information is
provided in text below the pieces, it is not evident upon first glance what is ancient and what is
created by Judy Chicago. One must do a lot of work to decipher their contexts.
This presents a couple of problems which the curators must think through. How does one
acknowledge both the artwork’s ancient near eastern context and its contemporary relevance?
The text is good, but is it possible to present these distinctions visually? What should get the
most attention? I think it is evident by the description that the curators of this exhibit did try to
balance these issues, but did they succeed? I will now look at materials put out by the museum as
well as reviews of the exhibit from outside scholars.
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The Brooklyn Museum put out a packet for educators in conjunction with the exhibit. It is
meant for a teen audience, so the activities and viewing questions are created for that age. Most
of the viewing questions ask the visitors to compare and contrast the pieces visually. Only a
couple of questions imply larger ideas related to the depiction of female bodies. They are “Why
do you think these figures are depicted nude? Why do you think the body parts have been
exaggerated?” and “How does the theme of fertility relate to these objects? Is fertility connected
to or separate from the theme of motherhood?”86 While these questions might be interesting
jumping off points, I feel like they do not go far enough. Leaving the conversation focused on
the female body as it related to motherhood and fertility limits any conversation to this specific
interpretation, and this may have consequences. First, it does not consider the other possible
functions of these figures beyond that of mother Goddess/fertility objects. Secondly, equating the
female body so concretely with motherhood can imply that this is the only or at least primary
role of women. I would not be surprised if other museum displays did this, but for an explicitly
feminist exhibit to reduce the female form to this is inexcusable. I understand that these
questions stem from the title of the exhibit, but it is important to remember that only Judy
Chicago’s pieces can really be called, “the Fertile Goddess.” All others are referred to as female
figurines and this should be reflected in the viewing questions as well as the display text. It is
also worth noting that this may portray a false conception of Goddess worship as a religion
focused on fertility. Other possible questions might have been: how do these figurines compare
to depictions of women in popular media today? What audience is most affected by these pieces?
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How does one determine the meaning of a piece? These questions at once are more general but
also deeper than the questions provided. They ask the visitor to reflect on these pieces in relation
to female bodies today and to think critically about the ways in which these bodies are
represented and interpreted.
On March 14th, 2009, the Brooklyn Museum hosted a panel discussion on these figurines.
The panel included scholars of Halaf (Neolithic Mesopotamia) figurines, and Egyptian art, and
was moderated by one of the curators, Madeleine Cody.87 Cody started the panel by saying
“What we talk about today may not provide any answers.” This was an apt way of introducing
the panel and the exhibition. The first panelist, Ellen Belcher, is a scholar of Ancient Near
Eastern art and had a lot of wonderful things to say about feminist archaeology and
interpretation. She started her discussion by saying that we will never truly know what these
figurines are but they can give us a clue as to how women were thought of back then and today.
She says, “They are…social constructs, recording a cultural view of the body that in places
seems more rooted in shared ideology than in biological reality.” This is an extremely important
point to bring up. Any generalized depiction of a woman is a representation of what society
thinks as its ideal form, as opposed to a realistic depiction of someone. She drew an interesting
parallel between Venus of Willendorf and Barbie, saying that each represent an inaccurate
portrayal of the female body. Neither is realistic and, “most of our bodies are somewhere in the
vast space between these two.”88 Just as Barbie was modeled after an adult novelty toy created
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for male excitement,89 male archaeologists may be convinced that these ancient female figurines
must have been created for male sexual arousal. She says, “I think we should… consider how the
interpretations of ancient objects are rooted in colonialism, the male gaze, and colored by
observations of the social status of women among modern times.”90 What feminists can do is
push back against these Western patriarchal notions of what depictions of female bodies are for.
If Barbie can be a doctor or an astronaut, then why can’t Venus of Willendorf be a Goddess? We
can reclaim these figures from the male gaze. In other words, while it’s possible that these
figurines were indeed sex objects, Belcher argues that it is worth considering how this
interpretation came about and who is making these claims.
Another interesting point that Belcher made is that while the functionality of these pieces
is unknown, there is one sure thing that connects them: “I suggest that we only have to look
down and around the room to know what at least one mutually shared function was: to represent
the human body.”91 It is important to note that because they come from a variety of social and
geographic contexts, this is the only thing that we can say for certain about them as a whole.
Belcher notes that one cannot even say that they are all necessarily female, as males can have
breasts and it’s also possible that traditions of body manipulation like waist binding may have
existed in some of these cultures. All sorts of other ethnic or cultural signifiers may be present on
these pieces as well, but we will likely never know due to lack of written records and also lack of
provenance information. While it is safe to say that most of these pieces are female bodied
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figures, there is a lot of unknown information that must be uncovered to determine the meaning
of any given piece.
The last point that I found interesting from this talk was the impact of putting these pieces
in individual jewel cases so that you could view them from all sides. A typical display of these
pieces would place them in a case of a variety of artifacts all jumbled together, usually with their
backs facing the wall. Belcher argues that displaying them in a way that emphasizes their
individuality and recognizes their whole bodies makes them subjects rather than objects. I would
like to think this is true, and certainly appreciate that the curators chose to organize the exhibit in
this way. But I think that Belcher negates this idea at the end of her talk, when she invites the
visitors to imagine the pieces differently: “While I presented to you what might be considered
dryly intellectual discussion of cultural contexts of figurines… there’s no reason you need to
retain that when you go back to the exhibit. I encourage you to interact with the figurines in any
way you want.”92 In this way, instead of the pieces telling us something about themselves, we
can project whatever meaning we want onto their bodies. In my opinion, this completely negates
the idea of these figurines having any agency. This is one of the problems that I have with the
way that the Goddess Movement treats these figurines, and I find it irresponsible of the museum
to encourage this line of thinking in an environment that should be dedicated to providing both
history and provenance as best as it can. There must be a better way to encourage visitors to
develop a personal resonance with these pieces without appropriating another culture’s materials
to lift your own aesthetic sense of self.
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Overall, Ellen Belcher used a specifically feminist and post-colonialist approach to the
exhibit which was a necessary supplement to the exhibit. I wish she had asked the audience to
keep these questions in mind when viewing the exhibit instead of telling them to disregard her
entire talk. It is also worth noting that while this panel was put on by the Brooklyn Museum, not
all visitors would have heard this talk. Therefore, we must also think about how a visitor without
exposure to these ideas would react to the exhibit.
In their review “The Fertile Goddess at the Brooklyn Museum of Art: Excavating the
Western Feminist Art Movement and Recontextualizing New Heritages,” authors Uzma Rizvi
and Murtaza Vali point out some of the exhibits shortcomings with regards to acknowledging the
prehistoric context. 93 By focusing so much on identifying these bodies as female and grouping
them together, the curators are simply practicing bad practices, according to the authors. They
write, “Linked to various distinct geographic locales, spanning over 3,500 years and made from a
variety of materials…, what links these figurines is their identification as sexed female, based on
what the curators have called, ‘highly stylized female forms that either emphasize or reduce to
abstraction the breasts, bellies, and thighs.’ In this context, these figurines are read as (sexed)
female over and beyond anything else, thus reducing the histories of the contexts within which
they were found, the complexity of gender and politics of representation, and the continued
development of contemporary theory in archaeology, to nothing more than a footnote.”94 Once
again, this goes back to the idea of essentialism and defining what it means to be a woman. The
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authors continue in saying that the display runs counter to postcolonial archeological trends
towards contextualizing place, time, and politics. This is also important for third wave feminist
scholarship, thinking specifically about the social conditions of any given example as essential to
forming a feminist analysis. What the authors conclude is that this is better thought of as an
exhibition dedicated to 1970’s second-wave feminist art and its inspirations, as opposed to an
exhibit about the ancient pieces themselves.
Overall, I like Rizvi and Vali’s argument and agree with it for the most part. There are
however a few things that must be kept in mind. The authors criticize the exhibit’s erasure of
socio-political context when it comes to the ancient pieces. They describe the map (Figure 7) that
places the pieces geographically as a flattening of the issue, saying that it isn’t enough to point
out geography and say that you have context. I agree with this sentiment in general, but what
makes this impossible in this situation is that we do not know the socio-political or gender-role
contexts of these pieces. In fact, this is precisely what Gimbutas and other archaeologists are
discussing. I think that the curators touch upon this issue within the first words of the exhibit
description “Who is she?” Perhaps they could have done a more thourough job of explaining the
debates among archaeologists, and why they cannot provide more information beyond place. I do
agree that placing them all on a map is visually reductive. It alludes to the idea of an essential
womanhood that spans the length of the entire globe. This could be resolved by a geographically
color coded timeline, or perhaps a digital interactive wall display.
If political implications of the female body were not relevant, I would find this to be a
very interesting visual exersize; it is certainly cool to see like forms, perhaps, pyramids, obelisks,
or domes, from across the globe and parse out their commonalities and differences. To compare

65
and contrast visual elements of pieces from different contexts is a valid art historical excersize,
one that any art history student has had to do numerous times in papers and exams. But in this
case, the differences are always more telling than the commonalities. Why did someone from this
culture choose to represent a woman in this way, as opposed to that representation from that
culture? If you look at the map long enough, you may start to ask yourself those questions. But a
quick glance, which is all that one can expect from the average museum visitor, presents a much
more essentialist interpretation of some collective conception of womanhood. This idea can be
dangerous for all of the reasons fleshed out in previous chapters, including essentialization and
objectification. Even a solution as simple as writing some large accompanying text with viewing
questions could help push back agaisnt this idea.
I find that Rizvi and Vali’s suggestion of reframing the exhibit provides a good solution
to this issue. They write, “By shifting the gaze and positionality from a global archaeological
past to a more specific heritage, that of the Western feminist art movement, the choice of these
nine images is premised upon the value of their antiquity…, iconic female imagery…, and, as the
curators importantly note, their donation by female patrons to history… it would seem that such
an exhibition can only be understood within a specific herstory leading to a particular heritage,
that of the early feminist art movement.”95 By thinking about these pieces specifically as
inspiration and forerunners of the 1970’s feminist art movement, then one is able to see these
pieces through the eyes of these artists, namely as Goddess-women and female forms, rather than
culturally specific artifacts. If one is going to use this framework, I would suggest also taking
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some time to contextualize and problematize that movement. There are many ways in which this
exhibit can be incredibly thought provoking if one asks the right questions. What sort of impact
did Judy Chicago have on women’s history? Who was included and left out of this movement?
What is the difference between bringing women together and lumping women together? Chicago
was absolutely a trailblazer for the feminist art movement, creating work about womanhood and
supporting other female artists. That being said, it was her upbringing by politically active and
artistic parents, and a stellar education that allowed her to do this. Not every woman had that
privilege. I do believe that Chicago’s art is first and foremost drawn from her own experience,
but one should be careful not to conflate that into something more. I believe that the artists of the
feminist movement used these pieces as a way of exporing themselves. Their work is best
interpreted as creating a conversation and thinking about one’s own relationship to the pieces and
the issues they explore, as opposed to projecting a specific meaning onto someone else’s work.
This brings the exhibit beyond the realm of wonderment at the female body into the
different ways that these issues resonate in the lives of women every day. We may not know the
answer to “Who is she?” but we can start to answer “Who am I?” These ancient figurines do not
have the ability to speak out and control the ways in which they are defined but women today do.
Following in the footsteps of 60’s and 70’s feminist artists and thinkers, it is important that we
make the most of our voices, so that we are not reduced to female visual forms in the way that
these pieces are.
Overall, I believe that there are some things that this exhibit did well, and some things
that it did not do well. I think that conceptually, displaying female figurines from around the
world and across time is very interesting and an excellent spark for discussion on the role and
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treament of the female body. I also like that they are displayed individually with a 360 degree
view, so that they each get the individual attention they deserve. One is subsequently able to
notice the differences between pieces, and think about what they might indicate (cultural beauty
standards, function, etc.) That being said, the framing, description, and emphases should have
considered more deeply the problems inherent with essentialisizing the female body and equating
it with the female experience, specifically that of motherhood.
Çatalhöyük
Çatalhöyük, or Catalhuyuk, is a Neolithic age settlement that has been an important
archaeological excavation site since the 1960’s. It is where Marija Gimbutas did much of her
work, and it continues to be excavated today. Archaeologists are constantly finding new things,
and it is a draw for tourists as well, many being Goddess Worshippers who experience the visit
as a pilgrimage of sorts. The site however, does little to cater to these visitors, instead presenting
itself as a place where the archaeological practices are more scientific than interpretive. Overall,
the workers at Çatalhöyük seem to be more interested in finding and carefully cataloguing
pieces, with any how or why questions being asked later. For example, when looking through the
site’s massive collection of pictures, they are grouped according to object type (e.g., axes, burial,
figurines, oven, pottery, and textile) but are otherwise identified only by number and location.96
This prioritizing of scientific excavation over interpretive archaeology has not always
been the case. The official visitor site guide gives a brief summary of the excavation history:
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Although the local community has long known of Çatalhöyük, archaeologists learned
about it only in the late 1950s when James Mellaart, David French and colleagues went
searching for evidence of farming and major settlement in central Anatolia. With a large
team of Turkish labourers and some Turkish and international scholars, Mellaart
excavated about 160 buildings between 1961 and 1965. At the same time, he widely
publicised the findings, thus launching Çatalhöyük’s world-wide renown.
After the 1960s excavations ended, work was resumed by Professor Ian Hodder in 1993.
He recruited an international group of specialists to continue investigating the details of
human life at Çatalhöyük. These experts now visit the site each year from Turkey and
dozens of other countries around the world. Hodder’s team aims to advance knowledge
not only of the site itself, but of scientific technique, conservation, and the public
presentation of archaeology. The excavation is internationally famous due to its large
scale and the wealth of information it provides about life in the Neolithic period.97
This statement alludes to the great change not only in technique but also the conception of what
life at Çatalhöyük was like. In his work, James Mellaart argues that in ancient Catal Hoyuk there
presided a cult dedicated to the Goddess. While male deities also existed, the focus was certainly
on the female. He writes:
In an early Neolithic society like that of Catal Huyuk one might biologically expect a
greater proportion of women than men and this is indeed reflected in the burials.
Moreover, in the new economy a great number of tasks were undertaken by the women, a
pattern that has not changed in Anatolian villages to this day, and this probably accounts
for her social pre-eminence. As the only source of life she became associated with the
processes of agriculture, with the taming and nourishing of domesticated animals, with
the ideas of increase, abundance, and fertility. Hence a religion which aimed at exactly
the same conservation of life in all its forms, its propagation and the mysteries of its rites
connected with life and death, birth and resurrection, were evidently part of her sphere
rather than that of man. It seems extremely likely that the cult of the Goddess was
administered mainly by women, even if the presence of male priests is by no means
excluded.98
Mellaart’s naming of figurines as Goddesses is what led to Gimbutas’ work. Now, the sentiment
around the excavation site has changed drastically. While the official interpretation still claims
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Çatalhöyük as an egalitarian society, the unearthing of other figurines has brought the cult of the
Goddess into question. The official site guide reads, “Many small figurines have been uncovered
at Çatalhöyük in a striking variety of styles and forms, including human, animal, and other types.
This diversity in form challenges previous interpretations of the figurines as being
representations of a ‘Mother Goddess’ or specifically religious or cult objects. There is no
evidence of their purposeful burying or caching, and most were probably made very quickly in
domestic environments. Although some may relate to ritual behaviour, the majority of figurines
were likely linked to everyday use.”99 This suggests that ritual and everyday use are two distinct
things, that religious objects can only be created for special ceremonies or events. This is a point
that many anthropologists and archaeologists, including Marija Gimbutas, might argue against.
The website also alludes to the matri-focal theory and then discredits it: “Today, many people
believe that a mother Goddess was worshipped at Çatalhöyük based on the discovery of
numerous female figurines. However recent reinterpretations of the data have suggested that
male and animal figurines were just as common as their female counterparts, if not more so.
Equality in all senses appears to have been of primary importance for the people of
Çatalhöyük.”100 In other words, the site’s official way of thinking about gender is to promote
egalitarianism, in relation to both humans and deities, as opposed to matri-focalism.
This is at the dismay of some Goddess Worshippers. In scientific and archaeological
journalist Michael Balter’s account of the atmosphere at the Çatalhöyük site, he writes, “Some of
the Goddess pilgrims who visited Çatalhöyük have been openly angry with Ian Hodder and the
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other archaeologists for their doubts about Neolithic matriarchies and Goddess worship, as
indicated by hostile comments they have left in the visitor’s book. ‘Shockingly biased
presentation. For shame,’ wrote one leading Goddess leader after a visit in 2000. ‘Is it not more
than possible that Mellaart presented a more accurate interpretation?’ another visitor asked.”101 It
is understandable that the lack in diversity in interpretation would be upsetting. After all, for
these pilgrims, this is more than a collection of artifacts, it is a holy space.
I would argue that this is a fine way of presenting the material, especially since the site’s
archaeological focus might be considered more oriented towards science than anthropology. It is
certainly not the job of the archaeologists to be experts in Goddess Worship, especially as it
exists today. There is one remaining issue, however. When people do visit with the intention of
seeking out and experiencing the Goddess, how are they treated? Are they respected, ignored, or
admonished? While I do not think that these pilgrims must be catered to above other visitors, I
do think they need to be listened to and respected. This does not mean agreeing with them per se,
just acknowledging the gaps in the archaeological record and not judging them solely due to their
religious beliefs.
It is hard to say how the relationship is today, for when one looks at the website one is
unable to find any mention of the Goddess community. This however, was not always the case.
Looking at cached versions of the official Çatalhöyük website, one sees that a page called
“Discussions with the Goddess community” was published and disappeared from the website
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sometime between December 8, 2015 and March 8, 2016.102 This webpage shows an email
exchange between head archaeologist Ian Hodder and Goddess Spirituality leader, Anita Louise.
Their exchange seems civil, and the conclusion seems to be that they agreed to disagree. Hodder
speaks to the need for all discussion of the site to be based in the archaeological data. At the time
that this exchange happened, they were in the process of putting more of the raw data on the
website for people around the world to see. He writes:
“But [our current scholarship] certainly has not satisfied some of the Goddess groups that
have visited the site. Some have said 'but we are not interested in YOUR interpretations;
they are already biased; we want to make our own interpretations'. This is an important
challenge to archaeologists. WE cannot assume that the provision of 'raw data' is enough.
This is because the data are never 'raw'. The data are immediately interpreted by the
archaeologist. And it is quite possible that someone from the Goddess community would
interpret the 'primary, raw data' differently.
This is an extremely self-aware point on behalf of an archaeologist, one who claims to be
scientifically focused. To note that interpretation is automatic and inevitable is important. As I
mentioned in the very beginning of this paper, all scholarship is biased. Hodder continues:
We therefore need to include people from the Goddess community in the whole process
of understanding the site. They, you, may have very different perspectives regarding all
aspects of data collection. And these different perspectives may add a lot to the
understanding of the site. Archaeologists tend to look at the data from a fairly narrow
perspective, based on ethnographic or other archaeological research. The Goddess
community will often have a very different point of view from which archaeologists can
learn.”103
This is a powerful statement. Hodder acknowledges the Goddess community’s voice in the
interpretation of this material. What is interesting to note, is that the website today is completely
proliferated with “raw” data. There are lengthy meticulous reports on the findings, writing in a
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way that can only truly be understood by someone with archaeological training. Part one of
Hodder’s solution to the Goddess community was fulfilled, but the discussion and interplay has
been excluded. There is no forum for an interchange of ideas, and therefore only one view is
presented. This is certainly problematic.
But what about the atmosphere at the site itself? At the end of the correspondence,
Hodder offers Louise a solution along with some considerations. He writes:
I am very concerned that we do what we can to mediate and negotiate between the
different local, national and international interests in the site. We are asking the local
community to produce their own exhibit in our on-site museum, and it may be that
members of the Goddess community would like to do the same. My concern is that we all
remain sensitive to the different currents of interest and recognise that they can conflict
with each other. Ultimately and most importantly the site belongs to the Turkish state,
and our efforts have to correspond to their decisions and policies.104
This brings up a few interesting points. First, it alludes to the idea of many voices being present
at the site, both in person and in writing. It also mentions the role of the Turkish government,
which is certainly of utmost concern to the archaeologists, for without the government’s
permission, they are out of jobs.
In 2003, social anthropologist Kathryn Rountree was invited to create this Goddess
display mentioned by Hodder. She writes about her experience in an article entitled,
“Archaeologists and Goddess Feminists at Çatalhöyük: An Experiment in Multivocality.”105 In
the article she commends Hodder’s dedication towards the idea of multivocality, but realizes that
this is not always practiced as much as it is preached. She says that the Goddess narrative is very
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much regarded as the dissenting opinion and carries little to no power.106 This is especially
disappointing to worshippers precisely because Hodder has publicly said that he wants their
voices to be heard and included, as shown above. Overall the relationship between the
archaeological team and visiting Goddess worshippers has been tense.107
For her display, Rountree drafted the text and had to have it approved by both the
archaeological team and Turkish authorities, despite the fact that their literature never would
have needed approval from Goddess Worshippers.108 Nevertheless, no one had any complaints
and the display moved forward. There was even a Goddess Conference in 2005 which yielded
incredibly positive feedback, with many Goddess Worshippers finally feeling as if their voices
were heard. She did sense however that the different parties were “talking past each other.”109 By
this she means that the groups hadn’t clarified even the simplest of terms, like “Goddess” to each
other. This led to a lot of miscommunication, especially since the archaeologists were caught
between the ideas of acknowledging the possible worship of a female deity thousands of years
ago, and the presence of an all-powerful Goddess today.
Rountree does end her article on a positive note however. One day while she was at the
camp, a new female figurine was unearthed.
“This find caused much excitement at the site, and everyone who told me about it
exclaimed, ‘Have you seen the Mother Goddess?!’ Not one of these archaeologists asked,
"Have you seen the new female figurine?" Later, when some of us were looking at her
under the microscope in order to see the delicate markings better, one woman scientist
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asked if she could touch the figurine. Doing so, she exclaimed, without a detectable hint
of irony, ‘I have touched the Goddess!’”110
So even though the situation could be better, the Goddess community has undoubtedly exerted at
least some influence on the archaeologists. The fact that the Goddess Worshippers have some
power over the default terminology, whether this is conscious or not, shows that their voices are
being heard.
Rountree does an excellent job of identifying the issues that contribute to this situation.
The first issue is that the archaeological team has publicly said that they value multivocality,
without clarifying what that means. This leads to different interpretations of that policy, which
leaves folks with the “lesser” voice upset. Rountree notes that at other Goddess pilgrimage sites
with no such policy, relations are actually much better. My interpretation of this is that Goddess
worshippers are just happy to be let into the space at all. There is also no expectation that the
archaeologists will listen to them, and therefore it makes for a pleasant surprise when they do. I
am not suggesting that the Çatalhöyük archaeological team reverse their policy of multivocality,
as this will probably lead to even more problems. Rather, the team should work with the Goddess
community to create a working definition of multivocality so that all the various interests are
represented. Along with this conversation needs to be another conversation in which multiple
people from each party can simply present what they believe without interruption. Even if it is
impossible to agree, at least each party will have a sense of clarity about each other’s thoughts. It
is also possible that different members of the same “side” might have slightly different thoughts,
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which is worth noting as well. I expect that a basic conversation such as this might clear up a lot
of misconceptions.
It is also worth mentioning that Goddess worshippers should also think about the ways in
which they are silencing other voices. Besides the scientists, the voices of the locals should also
be considered. The complicated nature of religious tourism is a topic for another thesis, but
suffice it to say that for a group of mostly white women, who are wealthy enough to afford a trip
to Turkey to tread upon the land of locals and claim it as their own, can be incredibly
problematic. In another article by Kathryn Rountree, she writes:
“I have discussed with [practitioners] Tanya Luhrmann's charge that the movement
‘poach[es] from the past in the interests of the present and plunder[s] the world's
mythology for [its] symbolic goods.’ They have replied that they recognize a universal
wisdom and value in a great diversity of spiritual traditions which offer insights and
benefits desperately needed by today's world beyond the confines of their cultures of
origin. In these women's view, religions are bigger than cultures and are not the property
of specific cultures. Answering the accusation that they could be seen as appropriating
other cultures' religious traditions and sacred sites, even as perpetuating a colonialist or
imperialist impulse, women have stressed that they treat sacred sites with reverence and
indigenous societies with respect, and are deeply concerned about the sites' preservation,
indeed sometimes more concerned than the host communities themselves. They would
see themselves as learning respectfully, rather than poaching, from other cultures.”111
The Turks however, have reason to be suspicious of outsiders and their treatment of
Çatalhöyük. In her book, Porcelain Moon and Pomegranates: A Woman's Trek Through Turkey,
Turkish-Canadian author Üstün Bilgen-Reinart writes, “[James Mellaart discovered Seated
Woman,] travel agents began to organize ‘Goddess Tours of Anatolia.’ The summit of the
mound at Çatalhöyük became a sacred spot… ‘They tie ribbons on this low fence, they hold
hands, they even chant in unison,’ [the excavation director] informs us…There are also reports
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that Mellaart was expelled from Turkey for alleged involvement in a scandal concerning lost
Bronze Age artifacts. A committee of archaeologists later proved his innocence, but he never
came back to the site.”112 It is fair to say that the Turkish authorities have a complicated
relationship with Western outsiders at Çatalhöyük, both in the past and today. In this way, it
makes a bit more sense that Ian Hodder wants to be extra careful not to upset them. Since he has
less control over the Goddess groups that visit, he may want to limit their influence.
The notion that these outside worshippers know what is best for a site more than the
home culture is also problematic. There is a fine line between appreciation and appropriation.
Considering the colonial history of the Middle East, this is something that Goddess Worshippers
should be cognizant of. Just as it should be up to women to present their own bodies, the Turks
have the right to present their own heritage. If the Goddess Movement wants to be an inclusive
feminist movement, it must recognize this fact and adjust their attitudes accordingly.
Conclusion
If nothing else is gleaned from this chapter, it is that the conversations surrounding the
presentation of “Goddess” figurines are hard and complicated. So many people feel strongly
about this work. At the Brooklyn Museum, one sees how 1970’s artists, art historians, and
typical museum visitors all hold different conceptions of the pieces presented. At Çatalhöyük,
archaeologists, worshippers, and state authorities are all invested in the treatment of the land and
the figures unearthed from it. In trying to parse out these different relationships and conflicts, the
biggest thing to keep in mind is to listen, be open to criticism, and in many cases, agree to
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disagree. This is not easy to do, but will lead to richer and more inclusive presentations.
Multivocality is hard, but it is necessary, both within and outside of the Goddess community.
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CONCLUSION
As promised in the beginning of this thesis, I offer no definitive answers to the
correctness of any archeological or theological interpretations of the female body. I do not wish
to convert anyone to a mode of thought or worship. Rather, I focused on the different ways the
female body is viewed in this situation. It is worth looking at all of the theories not only in terms
of accuracy, but also the way in which they implicate views of the female body today. All
theories have their issues, so one must celebrate the ways in which they are radical and turn the
tables on patriarchal norms, while also pointing out the ways in which they can be improved.
The Value of Gimbutas and Christ
Despite receiving harsh criticisms from academics in their own fields, one cannot deny
the great impact that the scholarship of Gimbutas and Christ has had on the lives of women left
unsatisfied with traditional patriarchal modes of thinking about and viewing the world. It cannot
be denied that they thought about the female body and the role of women in society in new and
radical ways. A few things may be gleaned from both of their works: 1) One must love and care
for women. 2) One must rethink the ways in which one views the female body. 3) History has
been written from the eyes of men, and the proposal of alternate herstories is a valid enterprise.
In the dedication to the reference book “Goddesses in World Mythology” it reads:
To all the women in the world who were unaware of their heritage.
You are descended from a long line of sacred females
who have been respected and honored for thousands of years.
Remember and make it so.113
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This is a nice sentiment held by many Goddess worshippers. By looking inwards one can feel a
connection to millions of women, a connection that has existed for thousands of years. The
concept is similar to Christ’s Web of Life. Christ herself often cites a different poem however,
one that might be seen as more honest. She quotes feminist radical lesbian author Monique
Wittig:
There was a time when you were not a slave, remember that. You walked alone, full of
laughter, you bathed bare-bellied. You say you have lost all recollection of it,
remember... You say there are not words to describe it, you say it does not exist. But
remember. Make an effort to remember. Or, failing that, invent.114
All histories, theologies, origin myths and legacies are created and constructed by
specific people for a specific purpose. Christ certainly never claims to be fully objective in her
work, she is constructing her theology with a specific goal in mind. Whether the work of these
women is “True” in a literal sense doesn’t matter. Simply by putting this out into the world, they
are asking us to rethink our conceptions of the world and push back against patriarchal norms. I
believe that this sentiment alone is enough for us to regard their work as valuable and
meaningful. Whether we use their conceptions of the world, or create our own, we must continue
their precedent of questioning the status quo and raising up women’s narratives and images.
Moving Forward
One of the largest lessons we can learn from the critiques of Gimbutas and Christ’s work
is that there is a fine line between respecting and revering the female body and objectifying it.
This paper has discussed this phenomenon within a very specific context, ancient figurines and
their contemporary archeological and religious interpretations. Moving forward, one might take
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this lesson and use it to explore the presentation of female bodies in a variety of contexts. This
can certainly be done with the way we view art of other times, or the worship of Goddesses in a
non-western context, but can also be applied to fashion advertisements, new burlesque, and selfie
culture. What makes these subjects different is that the uncertainty of authorship is eliminated,
but it brings up other interesting questions. When does one’s image stop being a subject and start
being an object in the eyes of the beholder? Can one ever truly eliminate the presence of the male
gaze? These are tough questions to answer, but an exploration of these topics will surely lead to
new revelations and truths. It is important that we do this, for as Adrienne Rich writes, “When a
woman tells the truth she is creating the possibility for more truth around her.”115
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FIGURES

Figure 1: Seated Woman with Leopards, Catalhuyuk, C. 7500 BCE

Figure 2: Comparison Drawings by Hubert Pepper
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Figure 3: Playboy Venus of Willendorf

Figure 4: Seated Woman of Çatalhöyük as Presented by Carol Christ
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Figure 5: Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1974-9, Brooklyn Museum of Art

Figure 6: View of Fertile Goddess Gallery
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Figure 7: Map and Explanatory Text from Brooklyn Museum Fertile Goddess Exhibition
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