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Ned. Nedarim

Neg. Nega‘im

Neb. Nehemiah
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Nid. Niddah
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Nor. Norwegian
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OHG Old High German

OlIr. Old Irish
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OPers. Old Persian
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0.S.B. Ordo Sancti Benedicti, Order
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Pa. Pennsylvania

Pahl. Pahlavi
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Pers. Persian
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Ph.D. Philosophiae Doctor, Doctor
of Philosophy
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Phim. Philemon

Phoen. Phoenician
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Pol. Polish
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Port. Portuguese

Prv. Proverbs

Ps. Psalms

Ps. 151 Psalm 151

Ps. Sol. Psalms of Solomon
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1Pt. 1 Peter

2 Pt. 2 Peter

Pth. Parthian

Q hypothetical source of the synoptic
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Rab. Rabbah

rev. revised

R. ha-Sh. Rosh ha-shanah

R.I. Rhode Island

Rom. Romanian

Rom. Romans
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RSV Revised Standard Version of the
Bible

Ru. Ruth

Rus. Russian
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Rv. Ezr. Revelation of Ezra

San. Sanhedrin

S.C. South Carolina

Scot. Gael. Scottish Gaelic
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Sem. Semitic

ser. series

sg. singular

Sg. Song of Songs

Sg. of 3 Prayer of Azariah and the
Song of the Three Young Men

Shab. Shabbat

Shav. Shavu ot

Sheq. Sheqalim

Sib. Or. Sibylline Oracles

Sind. Sindhi

Sinh. Sinhala

Sir. Ben Sira

S.J. Societas Jesu, Society of Jesus
(Jesuits)

Skt. Sanskrit

1 Sm. 1 Samuel

2 Sm. 2 Samuel

Sogd. Sogdian

Sot. Sotah
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Span. Spanish

$q. square

S.S.R. Soviet Socialist Republic

st. stanza (pl., ss.)

S.T.M. Sacrae Theologiae Magister,
Master of Sacred Theology

Suk. Sukkah

Sum. Sumerian

supp. supplement; supplementary

Sus. Susanna

s.v. sub verbo, under the word (pl.,
S.V.V.)

Swed. Swedish

Syr. Syriac

Syr. Men. Syriac Menander

Ta“ an. 1a anit

Tam. Tamil

Tam. Tamid

Tb. Tobit

T.D. Taisho shinshii daizokyo, edited
by Takakusu Junjir6 et al.
(Tokyo,1922-1934)

Tem. Temurah

Tenn. Tennessee

Ter. Terumot

Tev. Y. Tevul yom

Tex. Texas

Th.D. Theologicae Doctor, Doctor of
Theology

1 Thes. 1 Thessalonians

2 Thes. 2 Thessalonians

Thrac. Thracian

Ti. Titus

Tib. Tibetan

1 Tim. 1 Timothy

2 Tim. 2 Timothy

T. of 12 Testaments of the Twelve
Patriarchs

Toh. rohorot

Tong. Tongan

trans. translator, translators; translated
by; translation

Turk. Turkish

Ukr. Ukrainian

Upan. Upanisad

U.S. United States

U.S.S.R. Union of Soviet Socialist
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Ugqts. Ugtsin

v. verse (pl., vv.)

Va. Virginia

var. variant; variation

Viet. Vietnamese
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viz. videlicet, namely
vol. volume (pl., vols.)
Vt. Vermont

Wash. Washington
Wel. Welsh

Wis. Wisconsin

Wis. Wisdom of Solomon
W.Va. West Virginia

Wyo. Wyoming

Yad. Yadayim
Yev. Yevamor
Yi. Yiddish
Yor. Yoruba
Zav. Zavim
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* hypothetical

? uncertain; possibly; perhaps
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volume six

COMMUNITY

Images and the visual practices that put them to work contrib-
ute significantly to the experience of those social and cultural
groupings that structure human life. Clan, tribe, ancestors, congregation, family,
ethnic group, race, and nation are only some of the many shared orders of social life.
These forms of association configure the loyalties, obligations, and affiliations, as well
as the aversions and oppositions, that shape individual and collective identity. The
creation, display, gifting, veneration, ritual observation, and destruction of images all
can help perform group solidarity and signal individual status within the group.

In the manner of open-ended advertisements, some images broadcast identity
in a way that situates an individual or family within a larger public setting, such as
a domicile in central Ethiopia (a), which displays murals painted by the Protestant

owner of the home. In this instance, the

murals announce the particular nature of
the homeowner’s faith. Images are also used
to promote the interests of a particular
clan and its social intentions. The Shinto
figure of a goddess (b), which also repre-
sents a court figure, belonged to a shrine
ensemble that was typically installed by a
clan with the aim of elevating its standing
and even as a way of serving its political
ambitions. Royal and noble patronage
of the visual arts accounts for much of
the world’s finest art, and much of this
was created to broadcast status or curry

(a) Zukul (thatched hut) in Hossana, Ethiopia,
with murals painted by the Protestant owner.
[Photograph by David Morgan] (b) INSET. A tenth-
century carved and painted wood statue of the

e Shintd goddess Nakatsu Hime Zo, wearing the

robes of a court lady, from the Hachimangu Shrine
in Nara, Japan. /©Werner Forman/Art Resource, N.Y.]
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COMMUNITY

(c) ABOVE. Masks (kavat sowelmot) worn by young Uramot

Baining men moving to a higher level of social status, bark
cloth, wood, fiber, pigment, Gazelle Peninsula, New Britain.
[©Waolfgang Kaehler/Corbis]

support of the priestly or monastic classes, the devout
laity, or the gods themselves.

Images are often what members of a group physi-
cally share with each other as members. Some objects and
images orchestrate people’s relationship to one another.
The Uramot Baining people of Melanesia initiate young
men into higher grade levels of age by using masks, such
as the animated tree fork shown here (c), which represents
a natural configuration used in dwellings, and therefore is
something whose power consists of its operation in two
domains—nature and culture—which power the mask
can deploy to disrupt the cultural order, dislodging a
youth to move him to another social status. An ancestor
figure (d) from Papua New Guinea represents an impor-
tant predecessor who is accompanied by animals that are

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



the clan totems associated with the ancestor. This carving
was displayed among a group of such ancestor figures in
a cult house where the figures were consulted as oracles
before a battle or hunt. The tattoos a man received while
in prison in Mexico (e) indicate his identity as a Chicano,
his machismo, and his long-suffering prison stays; they
even mark the individual years spent in prison. Another
sort of display common among gangs in Los Angeles is
graffiti (f), which is used to mark territory belonging to
gangs, display pride in the gang’s symbols and presence,
and, in the case of the illustration reproduced here, to
commemorate members of the Eighteenth Street gang in
Los Angeles. The image of Our Lady of Guadalupe and
Christ above the cross clearly signal the religious nature of
the commemoration, as well as the importance of Catholi-
cism for Chicanos.

(e) RiGHT. Tattoos on a Latino man in Los Angeles indicate

his cultural identity and the years he spent in prison. /©Susan A.
Phillips] (f) BELow. A graffiti memorial for deceased members of
the Eighteenth Street gang, near MacArthur Park in Los Angeles,
1990. [©Susan A. Phillips]
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COMMUNITY

A Vodou initiation ceremony (g), is organized around
a candlelit altar and chalk diagram, in which properly
costumed participants take part in a structured liturgy.
Whether Vodou or Christianity, Hinduism or Shinta,
visually elaborate, theatrically complex ceremonies liter-
ally perform group identity, assigning particular roles to
participants, even calling upon them to perform a reperto-
ry of actions or utterances. Such events may be restricted
to small, semiprivate groups, such as the women’s societies
in African secret associations (h), in which the masks and
costumes of society members cloak their identities as they
assume the identities of spirits or ancestors. Or the events
may be vast, highly orchestrated affairs, as in the annual

(g) Tor. Participants in a Vodou ritual in Haiti kneel around a

candlelit altar and chalk diagram, while onlookers sit outside of
the ritual circle. /©Morton Beebe/Corbis] (h) LEFT. Sande women
costumed as spirits and ancestors at a ceremony in Sierra Leone.
[Photograph by Ruth B. Phillips]
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Ganesa festival in Mumbai (i), where, during the culmina-
tion of the festival, thousands of participants accompany
large sculpted figures of the elephant-headed “remover
of obstacles,” made of unfired clay, to the sea, where the
image is submerged and dissolved. The ritual destruction
of the image brings the festival to a single, dramatic end in

the public witness of an entire city’s inhabitants.

Memorials and monuments enact collective identity
in powerful, though distinct, ways in modern urban set-
tings. The Marine Corps War Memorial (j), though called
a memorial, is much better described as a monument if by

that term one intends a heroic celebration of a great deed

(i) RiguT. Hindus in Mumbai, India, carry a sculpture of
Ganesa to the Arabian Sea. /©Amit Bhargava/Corbis] (j) BELOW.
Felix de Weldon, Marine Corps War Memorial, near Arlington

National Cemetery, across the Potomac River from Washington,

D.C., dedicated in 1954. [©Alan Schein Photography/Corbis]

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

COMMUNITY




COMMUNITY

(k) A tribute in light over the site of the World Trade Center in
New York City in spring 2002. /©Mark E. Gibson/Corbis]

that is erected for the sake of public affirmation as consti-

tutive of the nation’s well-being. Monuments are intended
to gather the group—in this case, the nation—around
a figure or event that totemically represents the whole.
Memorials, on the other hand, are constructed as com-
memorations of loss. The towering beams of light that
marked the site of the World Trade Center Towers (k)
destroyed on September 11, 2001, did not aggrandize
anyone or glorify the city or nation, but acted as a colos-
sal form of mourning and remembrance. As a city and
nation, New Yorkers and Americans regarded the dra-
matic memorial as not only an elegiac and all too ephem-
eral reminder of what was taken from them, but also
what might register that loss within the larger gesture of
a luminous connection with the night sky over Manhat-
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tan. Both memorials and monuments seek to materialize
a larger self, whether national or even divine. Both declare
in different ways and possibly to different ends that each
person is incomplete in him or herself and only more fully
alive and purposeful as part of a larger self.

Images are often charged with the task of encourag-
ing the submission of individual interest to the interest of
the community. Clearly, this is the message of the Maoist
poster (l) in which Chairman Mao Zedong radiates light
like a solar deity above a smiling crowd of China’s many
ethnic peoples, several of whom conspicuously display
copies of Mao’s Little Red Book. Self-effacing obedi-
ence was part of Chinese Confucian tradition. Obliga-
tion to ancestors, parents, and superiors is the focus of
Confucianism, but, in contrast to Mao’s dictatorship,
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() A Chinese propaganda poster portrays Mao Zedong as the

sun, with representatives of China’s various ethnic groups hold-
ing Mao’s Little Red Book. The text declares “Chairman Mao is
the everlasting red sun in our hearts.” /©Ric Ergenbright/Corbis]
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(m) Remonstration before the Emperor, handscroll, ink on silk,
China, from Li Kung-lin, The Classic of Filial Piety, chapter

15, 1085 ce. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Ex coll.: C. C.
Wang Family, from the P. Y. and Kinmay W. Tang Family
Collection, Gift of Oscar L. Tang Family, 1996 (1996.479a-c).
Photograph by Malcolm Varon. [Photograph ©1991 The
Metropolitan Museum of Art]

authority was not unchecked. In the Chinese illustrated
scroll entitled The Classic of Filial Piety (m) a minister
remonstrates with his sovereign, but while doing so he

bows very low and avoids the sovereign’s superior gaze. All
spectators avert their eyes from the ruler out of respect for
his authority, but also perhaps to absent themselves from
his wrath or embarrassment as he is called delicately to
task. Authority is a socially enacted reality, bestowed by all
members of a society, even though not equally, nor with
the same benefit, to everyone.
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GODDESS WORSHIP
This entry consists of the following articles:
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GODDESS WORSHIP IN THE HELLENISTIC WORLD
THE HINDU GODDESS

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

GODDESS WORSHIP: AN OVERVIEW

The scope and antiquity of goddess worship are remarkable. Female sacred images are
associated with some of the oldest archacological evidence for religious expression and
they still have efficacy in the contemporary world. Goddess images are depicted in a wide
range of forms, from aniconic representations, such as abstract organs of reproduction,
to fully elaborated icons decorated with the finery of monarchy. They are linked to all
major aspects of life, including birth, initiation, marriage, reproduction, and death. They
display the elaborate variegation of religious experiences in different cultural contexts. A
historical survey reveals goddess worship to be a continuous phenomenon, despite period-
ic ebbs and tides during certain critical epochs.

GODDESS WORSHIP IN UPPER PALEOLITHIC CULTURES. Some of the earliest archaeologi-
cal evidence for the human religious impulse consists of sculptured images and cave paint-
ings of female figures excavated in hundreds of Upper Paleolithic sites throughout Europe
and northern Asia, including France, Spain, Italy, Germany, Austria, the Ukraine, and
Siberia. These images, carved in bone, stone, antler and mammoth tusks, outnumber
those of male figures ten to one. They have been identified sometimes as part of an elabo-
rate and pervasive worship of goddesses; they are commonly known as “Venuses,” after
the Roman goddess of love and beauty. The interpretation of these artifacts remains con-
troversial today.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT CORNER. The Court of the Lions in the Alhambra in Granada, Spain.
[©E.O. Hoppé/Corbis}; Sixth-century BCE marble relief of Aphrodite, Artemis, and Apollo from
the east frieze of the Siphnian Treasury at Delphi, Greece. Archaeological Museum, Delphi.
[©Erich LessinglArt Resource, N.Y.J; Eleventh-century Byzantine mosaic of the Madonna and
Child at Hosios Loukas Monastery in Boeotia, Greece. [The Art Archive/Dagli OrtiJ; Ganesa,
twelfth to thirteenth century, from Mysore, India. De Young Memorial Museum, San
Francisco. [©Werner Forman/Art Resource, N.Y.J; The Parthenon on the Acropolis in Athens,
Greece. [©Bettmann/Corbis] .
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Some Venuses have been discovered in Aurignacian de-
posits as old as thirty to forty thousand years. However, they
appear more frequently about 25,000 years ago. Remarkably,
these same goddess figurines have been unearthed from sites
dated as late as the early Neolithic period. One of the earliest
of these figurines, found in the Dordogne region of France,
was estimated to be thirty-two thousand years old, roughly
the age of the famous cave art of that period and situated one
level above Neanderthal artifacts associated with what are be-
lieved to be ceremonial burials. This “pregnant” figure was
carved from reindeer antler and is marked by a series of small
notches that do not appear to be purely decorative. One can-
not be sure how to interpret this figurine, though it might
be part of an elaborate cult associated with later discoveries

of the same type.

The Venuses have been widely interpreted as evidence
of a single phenomenon, fertility symbolism. Some scholars
have lumped these prehistoric figurines together with a later
so-called Great Goddess complex and the emergence of agri-
culture. Most archaeologists, however, hestitate to treat all
these female images as fertility symbols, because they are the
product of a wide variety of peoples with different economic
systems, cultural traditions, and languages. Perhaps the Ve-
nuses had a great variety of meanings, both within the differ-
ent cultural contexts in which they were found and depend-
ing on the time period. Each of these images must be read
in the context of its archaeological provenience. Thus, theo-
ries that the Venuses represent an ancient, widespread cult
of “fertility magic” are oversimplifications. Current research
suggests that the Venuses may be associated with a wide
range of phenomena involving women, such as maturation,
menstruation, copulation, pregnancy, birth, and lactation.
They are not to be treated separately or isolated in any way
from other artifacts of the same period that represent some
type of “storied event.”

The Neolithic goddess figurines take different forms.
Some are thin and geometric, representing snake and bird
goddesses. These water and air deities were likely cosmic
symbols of the regeneration of life. Other figurines are face-
less, unclothed, and corpulent. Still others appear to be con-
spicuously pregnant, with exaggerated breasts and large but-
tocks. The most famous of these figurines, the Venus of
Willendorf (Austria), is often taken to be typical of Upper
Paleolithic mother-goddess figures. This image is four and
three-eighths inches high, made of soft stone, faceless, fat,
but not apparently pregnant; it appears to have been painted
with red ocher. However, the diversity of female images is
marked; not all are full iconic representations. There is a vari-
ety of images of female body parts such as sculptured breasts
(from sites in Czechoslovakia) marked with curious notches
that may have been either notational or decorative—some of
these were worn as a string of beads, others as a single pen-
dant. Abstracted images of vulvas have also been unearthed
in France, Spain, and Italy. Some are forked images, others
are shaped like disks, and all have clear, finely marked notch-

es, which may be connected in some way with the menstrual
cycle.

Other permutations include the various female images
painted on cave walls that have some association with ani-
mals and a variety of different symbols and markings of prob-
able notational significance. A number of abstracted images
of female buttocks have been found in various sites, some-
times with breasts and torsos. In one Italian grave site, for
instance, a decorated bone pendant in the shape of female
buttocks was found. The image is well worn, and it seems
to have been used for some purpose during the life of its
wearer and then placed among various other ceremonial
burial objects, including two other crudely carved goddess
images made especially for the burial.

There is a great range of evidence for goddess worship
in the Upper Paleolithic era. The character of this worship
is largely uncertain, and no single interpretation is adequate.
The figurines may have been associated with pregnancy,
birth, burial, fertility, initiation, hunting, and the menstrual
cycle; they may even have had some erotic function. Al-
though they represent a prominent element in the religious
life of this period, it is erroneous to isolate these female figu-
rines from other important and associated imagery, such as
animals, male images, and undeciphered markings. Nor can
one make the further leap of suggesting that this rich collec-
tion of sacred female images constitutes proof of an early
stage of matriarchy; the symbolism of these images tells noth-
ing clear about male or female roles in the social organization
of Upper Paleolithic cultures.

NEOLITHIC EARTH GODDESSES AND THE EMERGENCE OF
AGRICULTURE. The most noteworthy fact about Neolithic
goddess worship is its strong continuity with earlier Upper
Paleolithic configurations. Gradually Paleolithic goddess
symbolism was transformed to fit into the complex of human
needs generated by increasingly agricultural and urbanized
forms of social organization. Most sources date the Neolithic
era around ten thousand to four thousand years ago; it was
marked by the appearance of ground stone tools and the do-
mestication of plants and animals in Europe, North Africa,
the Middle East, and throughout various parts of Asia. The
female images found in Neolithic sites represent the continu-
ity of traditions from earlier Mesolithic and Upper Paleolith-
ic cultures. Chevrons, meanders, serpentine and spiral de-
signs associated with Neolithic goddesses are all familiar
motifs prefigured in Paleolithic female images. Also, it ap-
pears that the Neolithic goddesses who were linked to lunar
mythology are derived from earlier roots. Many of the Neo-
lithic goddess figurines are corpulent, like their Upper Paleo-
lithic predecessors; they are connected also to the supply of
wild animals, but by this time with the addition of domesti-
cated animals such as the dog, bull, and male goat as well.
Some of these Neolithic figurines are pregnant, seated on a
throne, representing goddesses of vegetation. In general, they
are composite images, sharing the traits of both preagricul-
tural and agricultural societies. Also noteworthy is a comple-
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mentarity between male and female images—one is not sub-
ordinate to the other.

The complex imagery of the Neolithic era was centered
around females and animals, as illustrated by evidence from
the famous Anatolian site of Catal Hiiyiik, excavated by
James Mellaart in 1961-1963. This Neolithic settlement lo-
cated in southern Turkey is dated from the seventh to sixth
millennium BCE. Its more than forty shrines, distributed
through nine building levels, have yielded a wealth of infor-
mation about Neolithic religion. The evidence displays a
clear cultic continuity associated with a mother goddess and
accompanying male deities. In some shrines at Catal Hiiyiik
the goddess is depicted as being supported by leopards or giv-
ing birth to a bull, which was a male deity. This association
of goddesses with male deities is unusual at Neolithic sites;
they usually appear without a male counterpart.

The statuettes at Catal Hiiyiik suggest that goddesses
were connected variously with pregnancy, birth, ritual mar-
riage, and command over wild animals. Images of stylized fe-
male breasts similar to Upper Paleolithic figurines have also
been found here. The principal deity of this Neolithic site
is a goddess represented in three forms, as a young woman,
a mother giving birth, and an old woman. There are also sev-
eral images of twin goddesses, with one of the two portrayed
in the process of giving birth.

In other Neolithic shrines, goddesses appear as bird and
snake deities connected to rain and water. Further recent evi-
dence of Neolithic goddess worship comes from a village site
presently being excavated outside of Amman, Jordan. Here
an international team of archaeologists has unearthed a series
of plaster figurines three feet tall with startled expressions on
their faces, along with fifty animal figurines, two adorned
plaster skulls, and three Venuses. One of the statues is of a
nude female standing and pushing up her breasts with her
hand. This image may foreshadow the later cult of the god-
dess Astarte, who was widely worshiped in the area.

The question has to be raised as to whether these Neo-
lithic goddesses were part of a single cult complex spread
across Europe and the Middle East or whether they represent
different traditions entirely. In some places they are associat-
ed with ancestor worship, death, and the afterlife; in others
they are related to the emergence of agriculture and the fertil-
ity of crops. In still others, they represent developmental
functions, as they had in the Upper Paleolithic era. Whatever
the answer may be to this question, one thing is clear. God-
dess worship is not, as some scholars have suggested, an inno-
vation that appeared suddenly in the Neolithic period with
the emergence of agriculture, which these scholars then see
as a woman-controlled form of subsistence.

GODDESS WORSHIP IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF CIVILIZA-
TIONS. Goddess worship has played a central role in the
worldwide transition from small-scale social organization to
the emergence of civilizations in India, the ancient Near
East, Greece, Rome, China, and Japan. In these complex ag-
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ricultural societies female deities have been variously linked
to the fertility of crops, the sovereignty of kingship, the pro-
tection of urban ceremonial centers, and the waging of war-
fare against enemies.

India. No civilization in the world developed goddess
worship so elaborately as did India. Terra-cotta figurines of
mother goddesses have been found in the Indus Valley, dated
at 2500 to 1500 BCE, along with abstract stone rings repre-
senting the yoni and lingam, prototypes for the later god Siva
and his female consort. Goddesses rarely functioned sepa-
rately from male divinities in ancient India. Nor was goddess
worship the central theme in the development of Indian civi-
lization except during periodic episodes of florescence. In-
deed, the goddess does not appear as a major focus in Indian
literature until 600 BCE, in a legend recorded in the Kena
Upanisad. Not until much later, probably the seventh centu-
ry CE, did goddess worship emerge as a somewhat separate
cult in Hinduism and eventually in Tibetan Buddhism. This
Tantric expression of goddess worship was particularly
strong in eastern India where it continues to flourish today,
though somewhat less intensely than formerly.

At no point in the development of Indian civilization
was goddess worship completely separate from devotion to
male deities. The Hindu rajas wielded power through the
manipulation of icons of major male deities such as Strya,
Visnu, or Siva. While these gods had female consorts who
were worshiped alongside them, goddesses usually played a
secondary though by no means unimportant role as images
of cultural identity. No doubt at the village level there has
been a long, relatively unbroken continuity of goddess wor-
ship extending back to Neolithic times. Local village god-
desses were besought (as they continue to be today) to in-
crease human fertility, to cause or cure diseases, to bring
about good fortune, to enhance the productivity of crops, or
to destroy demons. Yet, at the more exalted level of courts
and kings, these female deities played a less prominent role.
Up until the early part of this century many rajas incorporat-
ed tribal peoples into their spheres of influence by worship-
ing local goddesses, but this royal patronage of goddess wor-
ship was usually accompanied by an even stronger devotion
on the part of the raja to the sect of a male deity. Thus, it
would be erroneous to conceive of Indian goddess worship
as a distinct component in the development of Indian civili-
zation. The widely known Hindu goddesses such as
Sarasvati, Laksmi, and Parvati rarely stand alone. Only Kali
and Candi, the more ferocious aspects of female divinity, be-
come focal points for separate worship. Even in these cases
the goddess rarely acts as a primary source for establishing
the legitimacy of kingship.

The ancient Near East. In the ancient Near East the
phenomenon of goddess worship displayed an even more
elaborate and subtle set of nuances. Here are encountered
several distinct civilizations, some having borrowed heavily
from each other. A number of goddesses were prominent in
ancient Egypt: Nut, goddess of the sky and consort of the
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earth god, Geb; the goddess Neith, patroness of victorious
weapons and the art of weaving; Isis, goddess of wisdom; and
Hathor, another sky goddess who assumed various forms.
Some of these goddesses were deeply entwined in the devel-
opment and continuity of divine kingship. The name s, for
instance, is related linguistically to the term for “chair” or
“throne.” The throne or “holy seat” of the pharaoh was the
“mother of the king.” The pharaohs thought themselves to
be sons of Isis. Later Isis became linked to the god Osiris.
The heroic story depicts Isis’s famous search for her mur-
dered husband’s corpse, her discovery of it, and his resurrec-
tion. Eventually Isis became universalized as a benevolent
goddess of the harvest. Her cult spread from Egypt to Greece
and throughout the Roman Empire. By 300 BCE the cult of
Isis had become a popular mystery religion, with secret initia-
tion rites promising salvation and rebirth.

Another stream in the ancient Near Eastern tradition of
goddess worship flows from the Mesopotamian civilization
located on the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. In that area the
goddess Inanna was worshiped; she was the queen of heaven
and earth and the goddess of love, and she was profoundly
involved in the rise of Sumerian state-level social organiza-
tion. Although she was one of many goddesses of ancient
Sumer, Inanna outlasted and overshadowed them all. Also
known as Ishtar and later worshiped by different Semitic
peoples, Inanna had very ancient roots. She was part of an
amalgamation of Sumerian and Akkadian religious and po-
litical beliefs, extending back to 3000 BCE or possibly further,
and she is connected to the fertility of crops, the emergence
of increasing sedentary patterns of social organization, and
the development of the first urban centers.

In the late nineteenth century the world’s oldest texts
on cuneiform clay tablets were unearthed after having been
buried for at least four thousand years. Some of these texts
tell the life story of Inanna from adolescence through wom-
anhood and her eventual apotheosis. The texts are extremely
rich; they reveal the sexual fears and desires of the goddess,
an elaborate history of kinship among various deities in her
family tree, her power as queen of Sumer, and her responsi-
bilities for the redistribution of resources and fertility of the
earth. Inanna’s cult was centered at the ancient temple city
of Uruk. Here archaeologists have provided evidence for the
earliest known urban civilization, dated 3900-3500 BCE and
characterized by monumental temple architecture and the
first writing. The oldest shrine of Uruk was dedicated to In-
anna, as were numerous later temples. She was the supreme
patroness of the city. Though related to other deities, she re-
tained a certain degree of independence. Inanna’s shrine was
the focus of considerable economic activity and the redistri-
bution of resources characteristic of urban life.

Unlike the female divinities of India and Egypt, the
goddess Inanna, who was most likely derived from Neolithic
and possibly even earlier Paleolithic roots, played the princi-
pal role in the religious tradition of an urban society. She was
considered to have equal status with the sky god, An, head

of the Sumerian pantheon. In this urban context, Inanna be-
came a focal point for the full emergence of life in city-states,
and she assumed the regal responsibility for victory in war
and the redistribution of resources among urban peoples.
Often these functions have been allotted to male deities in
other traditions, as in the case of the Hindu gods Siva and
Jagannatha.

Inanna is identified with the Semitic goddess Ishtar and
the West Semitic goddess Astarte. These deities, along with
the Canaanite goddesses Asherah and Anat (a wrathful war-
like deity), were worshiped by the early Hebrew people. It
is certain that the early Israelites worshiped the Canaanite
goddess Asherah; even Solomon praised the pillars represent-
ing this deity, and his son Rehoboam erected an image of her
in the temple at Jerusalem. Probably the female deities of the
early monarchic period did not disppear but were changed
into different forms, despite repeated efforts to reestablish a
strong monotheism in Judaism in the biblical period. Rapha-
el Patai (1967) has argued that various disguises are assumed
by the goddess in later Judaism: she appeared in the form of
the cherubim (depicted as man and woman in an erotic em-
brace); in images of Yahveh’s wife Astarte; as the one and
only God having two aspects, male and female; and in the
form of the Shekhinah (the personified presence of God on
carth). In this latter form, the Shekhinah argues with God
in defense of man; she is sometimes manifested as Wisdom
and at other times as the Holy Spirit. The feminine element
played an important role in qabbalistic thought, especially
in the thirteenth-century Zohar, which stressed the
Shekhinah as female divine entity; she was also referred to
there as Matronit (“divine matron”). The Shekhinah was
seen as an intermediary between God and the scattered peo-
ples of Israel and was widely accepted in Jewish communities
in the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries, when Qabbalah had
widely felt influence. According to Patai, the complex con-
cept in Qabbalah that the Shekhinah and God are one, fil-
tered down to the Jewish masses, led to the simplified belief
in her as a goddess.

Although the early Israclites engaged in the worship of
female deities, at some point goddess worship was removed
from the religious tradition. Whether one places this purge
of the goddess early in Judaism or posits a disguised form of
goddess worship that was retained for centuries and then fi-
nally removed, the really important question is why the phe-
nomenon was eliminated from the tradition at all. Some
feminist scholars have argued that this purge of the feminine
represents a repression of women. However, the phenome-
non can be explained also by the purely theological argument
that monotheism requires the loss of all “extraneous” deities,
no matter what gender. This raises yet another question.
Why has none of the monotheistic religions worshiped a
feminine deity as its centerpiece? Could there be some truth
to the often asserted position that monotheism represents a
final ideological phase in the evolution of complex state-level
civilizations? If this were true, how then does one explain In-
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dian civilization, which is clearly a state-level form of social
organization, but is neither monotheistic nor associated with
an exclusively dominant male divinity? Perhaps the gender
of deities has little, if anything, to do with the social structure
in which they are manifested. Such questions require further
research from different theoretical perspectives.

Greece. In Greece, the rebirth theme is found in the El-
eusinian mystery cult associated with the earth goddess, De-
meter. However, instead of the rebirth of a male deity, a fe-
male deity is reborn: Demeter’s daughter, Persephone, is
resurrected after her abduction by Hades, lord of the under-
wortld. The pre-Olympian goddesses of Greece were usually
connected to vegetation rituals. A prime example was Gaia,
earth mother and chthonic mother of the gods. This deity
was associated with the oracle at Delphi before the oracle be-
came exclusively Apollo’s. Her rituals included animal sacri-
fices, offerings of grain and fruit, and ecstatic possession
trance. Many of the later Greek goddesses emerged from pre-
Hellenic earth goddesses like Gaia. The famous twelve deities
of Olympus included the goddesses Hera, Athena, Aphrodi-
te, Hestia, Artemis, and Demeter. These Olympian goddess-
es were each given distinct roles to play in accordance with
their earlier spheres of influence. The original chthonic as-
pects of these goddesses were diminished as they became sub-
ordinated in the Olympian hierarchy ruled by Zeus. No lon-
ger was each goddess an organic link to the generative forces
of life and death. Instead, she became highly compartmental-
ized in her new role in the male-dominated Olympian pan-
theon. This compartmentalization demarcates a transforma-
tion in the role of goddess worship in the development of
Greek civilization.

Rome. There was a strong identification of Greek dei-
ties with Roman deities. Most Greek goddesses had their
Roman counterparts. In 204 BCE Roman aristocrats officially
adopted the foreign cult of the Anatolian goddess Cybele,
later to be known as the Magna Mater (Great Mother). On
April 4 of that year the image of the goddess was carried into
the city by Roman matrons, a temple was erected, and she
was installed as a national Roman deity. Only self-castrated
foreign priests were allowed to serve in the temples dedicated
to Cybele, because Roman citizens were forbidden to be
priests until the reign of Emperor Claudius (41-54 CE).
Driven by Cybele, his angry mother, Attis died of self-
castration and then returned to life in response to his moth-
er’s intense mourning. This death and rebirth theme was cel-
ebrated during a series of holidays at the beginning of spring;
the rituals included a procession carrying a pine tree (repre-
senting the dead Attis) into the temple of the Magna Mater,
violent ritual mourning, a celebration of the rebirth of Attis,

and the bathing of Cybele’s statue.

China and Japan. The Vajrayana tradition of Tantric
Buddhism in Tibet and Mongolia is widely associated with
goddess worship. Male and female manifestations of the di-
vine power are depicted as opposite but complementary as-
pects of each other. This dynamic tension of male and female
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principles, derived from Tantric Hinduism, has resulted in
a large number of goddesses who are intimately related to
their male counterparts as consorts. Some goddesses, howev-
er, retain a certain degree of autonomy and represent inde-
pendent deities. This is the case of the goddess Tara, a female
bodbisattva who became a universal protectress. In Chinese
Pure Land Buddhism, Guanyin, goddess of mercy, is also
considered to be a bodhisattva. She is a principal teacher, a
savior who can give her devotees assurance of enlightenment
and carry believers to the western paradise of O-mi-t'o-fo’s
Pure Land. This goddess continues to be worshiped through-
out China and in Japanese Buddhism.

The tradition of goddess worship is well established in
Japan, not only in Buddhism, but also in Japanese Shinto,
where many male and female nature deities are propitiated.
In Shinté the world was created by a divine creator couple,
the god Izanagi and the goddess Izanami. They gave birth
to the sun goddess Amaterasu and her brother Susano-o no
Mikoto, god of storms, along with other nature deities. Ama-
terasu eventually became the cult deity of the Japanese royal
family, retaining both her Shintd function as sun goddess
and a new role as Shining Buddha of Heaven. Until this cen-
tury the emperor of Japan was considered to be the descen-
dant on earth of Amaterasu. He was charged to keep peace
in the world and to support her major pilgrimage shrine, lo-
cated at Ise.

This survey of archaic goddess worship points to the di-
versity of the roles goddess worship has played in the devel-
opment of civilizations. In some parts of the world goddesses
were central in the emergence of urbanism and kingship.
Elsewhere they were secondary consorts of male divinities or
vestiges of mystery cults associated with earlier shamanistic
religion. Sometimes they represented a continuity with Neo-
lithic and Paleolithic traditions or were transposed and re-
conceived as the bearers of complex social organization—
waging warfare, presiding over the collection of taxes and
controlling the redistribution of resources. The emergence
of virtually every major civilization was associated in some
way with goddess worship. While there may not be a single
“Great Goddess” worshiped universally, the ubiquity of the
phenomenon remains unbroken from Paleolithic times.

CONTEMPORARY PATTERNS OF GODDESS WORSHIP. The
worship of female sacred images is found in some form or
other throughout the world, except in those societies domi-
nated by Islam or certain branches of Protestantism. Even in
cultures heavily influenced by iconoclastic secular move-
ments vestiges of goddess worship remain. For instance,
Joanna Hubbs (in Preston, 1982, pp. 123-144) traces im-
ages of a divine feminine in contemporary Russian folk art,
film, and literature, noting strong national themes that con-
tinued to thrive in the Soviet era.

Goddess worship is represented widely in the Hindu,
Buddhist, and Shinté countries of Asia. Catholic Europe is
replete with pilgrimage shrines devoted to the Virgin Mary;
some of these are associated with earlier pagan goddesses,
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while others represent a postindustrial flourishing of Marian-
ism during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Even in North America, where Protestantism predominates,
sacred female imagery is venerated in Catholic enclaves, like
the large pilgrimage shrine devoted to Saint Anne de Beaupré
in Quebec, Canada. In the United States a quarter of a mil-
lion pilgrims a year visit the Shrine of the North American
Martyrs (in Auriesville, New York), a composite pilgrimage
site devoted to the Jesuit martyrs along with the American
Indian Kateri Tekakwitha, “Lily of the Mohawks,” who is
a candidate for canonization. Ake Hultkrantz (in Olson,
1983, p. 202) notes an extensive pattern of goddess worship
among American Indians despite the widespread misconcep-
tion that these religions are mostly oriented around male dei-
ties. Native American goddesses are often earth mothers
linked to the cultivation of corn. Goddess worship played an
important role in ancient Aztec, Maya, and Inca civilizations,
traces of which continue to thrive in descendant Mesoameri-
can populations. The goddess Tonantsi remains today a vi-
brant focus of worship among the Nahuatl of Mexico (rem-
nants of the great Toltec and Aztec civilizations). Here
goddess worship expresses its typical syncretic pattern; im-
ages of Tonantsi are displayed on altars alongside Christian
sacred images, like the statue of Joseph, who is considered
by the Nahuatl to be a son of the goddess.

Throughout Latin America and the Caribbean a pattern
of syncretism involving goddess worship is evident. Particu-
larly widespread is the transformation of local Indian god-
desses into Marian images. The best-known example of this
syncretic expression is the famous Roman Catholic pilgrim-
age icon of the dark-skinned Virgin of Guadalupe, whose
shrine was built on the site of a temple once dedicated to the
Aztec goddess Tonantsi. Goddesses are prominent in some
African tribal religions. Daniel F. McCall (in Preston, 1982,
pp- 304-322) traces the diffusion of Neolithic goddesses
from Southwest Asia to West Africa, where they became vari-
ously syncretized with local deities and were absorbed into
Akan, Yoruba, and Igbo religious traditions.

PATTERNS AND THEMES OF CONTEMPORARY GODDESS
‘WORSHIP. A comparative study of this vast array of types of
goddess worship reveals certain common themes and distinct
differences in the ways female deities are experienced. They
are worshiped as nurturant or punishing mothers, protectors
of community, images of national identity, sources for the
resolution of human problems, symbols of virginity and pu-
rity, the origins of the fertility of crops and human beings,
mediators between humans and male divinities, and sources
for healing. None of these attributes is assigned to every god-
dess, although they frequently recapitulate one another and
cluster together. The nurturing power, for instance, is associ-
ated often with the fertility of crops and conceived to be the
source of community identity, but this pattern is not found
everywhere. The following is a survey of common features
identifiable with goddess worship throughout the world.
While they are not universal characteristics of the phenome-
non, these common features demonstrate how deeply rooted

goddess worship is within human experience. They each de-
serve special attention.

Virginity. In some parts of the world female deities are
associated with virginity, purity, and perfect piety. This tra-
dition is strongly represented in several religions. In Hindu-
ism, Kannagi, goddess of chastity, symbolizes the sacredness
of motherhood, which is linked to pure Tamil ethnic identi-
ty, language, justice, and politics. The Tamil concept of
chastity connotes not asexuality but sacred power. Another
example of the Hindu virginity theme is found in Nepal and
India where Kumar p#ja, the worship of a premenstrual girl
as the embodiment of a goddess, has been a tradition of some
frequency until recent years. The combination of two seem-
ingly contradictory themes—virginity and motherhood—
was evident among ancient Near Eastern goddesses such as
Inanna, Ishtar, and Anat. These goddesses were simulta-
neously chaste, promiscuous, nurturant, and warlike. While
the Virgin Mary is never portrayed as being promiscuous, she
sometimes embodies and exhibits a continuity with the attri-
butes of these earlier goddesses; she is pious, intercedes, pro-
tects the community, bears children, is virginal, and enters
from time to time into the world to do battle against the
forces of evil. The apparent contradiction in the juxtaposi-
tion of virginity and motherhood dissolves if the doctrine of
the Immaculate Conception is taken to “reinforce the dogma
that the Virgin’s child is the son of God” (Leach, 1966,
p. 42). The divine mother is not a mere projection of human
motherhood; female divinities give birth, but, unlike human
mothers, they are rarely considered to be polluted by the
event because of their supernatural status.

Motherhood. Another dimension of goddess worship
that enjoys widespread representation is the role of nurturant
female divinities as god bearers and sources of both carnal
and spiritual life. Deities of the ancient Greek and Roman
world gave birth to gods, occasionally by having intercourse
with humans. The earlier pagan role of god bearer finds con-
tinuity in Mary’s capacity as theorokos, mother of the incar-
nate divinity; here Mary becomes a human partner in the un-
folding nature of God. Consequently she is the supreme
intercessor with God on behalf of individuals who seek her
assistance. The nurturing power of the divine feminine has
very ancient manifestations, extending back to Neolithic
goddesses, whose theriomorphic form was the cow. The nur-
turing goddess is often associated with mother’s milk, which
gives life and has strong curative powers. A. J. Weeramunda
(in Preston, 1982, pp. 251-262) describes the milk-
overflowing ceremony in Sri Lanka, which is a ritual means
for bringing health, both to individuals and the Sinhala com-
munity. Here the goddess, symbolized by milk, stands for
matrilineal kinship, mother’s blood, bodily health, and inte-
gration of community. This ancient theme is recapitulated
in Roman, Greek, and Coptic tales of miracles worked by
the Virgin Mary that refer to the milk from her breasts and
the power of her tears to cure diseases.

Wifehood. Goddesses are depicted frequently as wives
and consorts. Sometimes as consort she is subservient to her
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partner. However, the goddess may be raised to the powerful
position of queen and protectress. In India, each year
Jagannatha is said to argue with his jealous wife Laksmi after
he has returned from a visit to other deities in the neighbor-
hood. Here Laksmi is portrayed as a nagging wife. However,
the role of consort to a male deity may be only secondary
for a goddess. Inanna, the supreme goddess of ancient
Sumer, was queen of heaven and earth foremost; her role as
wife to Dumuzi, the shepherd king, was less important. In-
anna’s power was evident in the prolonged Sumerian New
Year celebration that culminated in the sacred marriage rite
of the goddess Inanna to the reigning monarch, a rite de-
signed to ensure the fertility of soil and womb.

Protection. One of the most widespread and significant
roles of female deities is the tripartite function of protectress,
monarch, and emblematic symbol. This pattern contrasts
with gentler, more nurturant motifs like fertility and healing.
The Chinese Buddhist goddess Guanyin is a popular domes-
tic deity who is considered also to be a bodhisattva and celes-
tial bureaucrat. The Virgin of Gaudalupe provides a famous
example of the emblematic, integrative, and protective role
of the sacred female image. During the fight for Mexican in-
dependence, loyalists carried the banner of the Virgin of Re-
medios while their opponents marched into battle with the
banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe; soldiers polarized be-
tween the two shot at the banner of the “enemy” virgin. In
many parts of the world female sacred images assume highly
specialized protective qualities; the Daoist goddess Mazu is
protectress of fishermen and sailors who face the dangerous
storm-ridden Taiwanese Straits; in Spain Our Lady of Ma-
carena is protectress of bullfighters; the goddess Amaterasu
was the supreme national guardian deity of Japan. The Black
Madonna of Czestochowa continues to be considered queen
of Poland, her image is worn on badges by members of the
Solidarity movement, and she is highly revered as a focus of
pilgrimage by millions of Polish Catholics, including Pope
John Paul II.

Earth goddess. Some scholars have attempted to link
the gender of deities with natural phenomena, typically asso-
ciating female deities with the earth and male deities with the
sun. Although this pattern is widespread, there are several
noteworthy exceptions. For instance, the ancient Egyptian
goddess Nut was conceived to be a sky deity whose partner,
Geb, was an earth god. According to C. Jouco Bleeker (in
Olson, 1983, p. 31) Egyptian goddesses were not believed
to be intrinsically earth mothers. The Japanese Shinté god-
dess Amaterasu, who is identified with the sun rather than
earth, is another example. Thus, the general rule that god-
desses are earth mothers is clearly not without exception.
There is considerable evidence from ancient times that god-
desses were associated with various natural phenomena, par-
ticularly the sea, the earth, and the phases of the moon. The
many pithas associated with goddesses in India are linked to
the earth. Each of these pilgrimage sites devoted to goddesses
is considered to be a fragment of Sati’s body (the dead wife
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of Siva) that fell to earth when her corpse was divided up by
the gods to prevent Siva from going mad with grief. In Oris-
sa, in eastern India, women behave as though they are men-
struating during the three days when the earth mother men-
struates; nor is it uncommon in India for men to avoid tilling
the fields when the goddess is menstruating.

Fertility. This leads to another widespread characteris-
tic of goddesses; namely, their power over the fertility of soil,
the fecundity of women, and a plentiful food supply. The
ancient Neolithic city of Catal Hiiyiik offers evidence for
goddesses of the hunt and the abundance of crops. Alexander
Marshack (1972, p. 355) speculates that the Neolithic god-
dess, as mistress of animals, is prefigured in female images
from the Upper Paleolithic era where goddesses are displayed
holding animal horns that have been stained with red ocher.
Goddesses remain associated with the abundance of food
even today. The Inuit (Eskimo) goddess Sedna is an example;
if angered by sins committed in the community she with-
holds the supply of sea animals. According to Hultkrantz, the
American Indian conception of the mother goddess as mis-
tress of animals was changed by the introduction of horticul-
ture about 2000 BCE, when she began to be identified with
the cultivation of maize, beans, squash, gourds, and other
crops. In Europe corn-mother images have been placed in
fields by peasants for hundreds of years. This concern with
the fertility of the earth is repeated in the widespread associa-
tion of goddess worship with human fertility. Barren women
in Europe, India, Africa, and many other parts of the world
turn to female divinities to ask for aid in pregnancy. Here
goddesses become a source of life so that the human commu-
nity may be sustained. The ability to bear a large number of
children is often a sign of status in agricultural societies
where abundant human labor enhances the wealth of a fami-
ly unit. Thus, some form of goddess worship for the purpose
of bearing children is often widespread in these societies.

Healing. If goddesses can give life they can also take it
away. They are frequently supplicated for curing diseases.
The Indian goddess Sitald not only cures smallpox, she is
considered to be its source and requires elaborate rituals to
cool her anger, which causes the disease. Thus, Hindu people
both fear and adore her. The healing of wounds, prayers for
health, and the quest for wholeness are so universally associ-
ated with goddess worship that this aspect requires special
scholarly attention.

Why are female deities more frequently invoked than
male deities for purposes of healing? The obvious answer is
that goddesses tend to be attributed more often with overall
nurturant qualities. They are the primary and original
sources of life, like human mothers, and they consequently
represent a reprieve from the more painful realities of death,
decay, and disease. Yet, as been already observed, goddesses
are linked also to the darker experiences in the human condi-
tion. There must be an even more subtle reason for the ubig-
uity of the healing function attributed to female deities. In
traditions where the female is subordinate to the male (and
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this is quite widespread), the worship of female sacred imag-
ery represents an embracing of the whole field of symbolic
potentials and the bringing together of opposites. While
male deities are approached during the course of everyday life
for the favors required to sustain a worldly existence, female
divinities become the focus for ongoing sustenance of the in-
dividual or local family.

It is no accident that female deities are strongly repre-
sented in home rituals, in roadside shrines, and at local pil-
grimage sites in many parts of the world. Surinder M. Bhard-
waj (1973) has demonstrated this point for Hinduism,
noting how pilgrimage shrines devoted to goddesses are visit-
ed by pilgrims more on a subregional basis for the purpose
of curing diseases and asking for small favors, while pilgrim-
age to the shrines of male deities is almost always at the re-
gional or national level and for the purpose of darshan (Skt.,
darsana; “sight of the deity”) rather than a quest for cures.
Not only is the mother more accessible and nurturant than
the more distant father, she is the completion of a process
by which the individual embraces the whole religious field,
including both gods and goddesses who constitute not sepa-
rate but complementary parts of a unified whole.

Violence and anger. The ambivalence associated with
certain types of goddess worship is characteristic of another
major theme in this survey. Because female divinities can
take away life, they sometimes display a vengeful, angry, and
terrifying aspect. Such goddesses are identified with dark oc-
cult powers, sacrifice, and death. Usually the darker aspects
of goddesses are consonant with nurturing qualities. The Ba-
linese Hindu goddess Rangda, the witch, is an exception to
this rule. She is linked to the terrible and fearful powers of
divine origin. Rangda, whose name means “widow,” is asso-
ciated with her husband’s death. She is constantly doing bat-
tle with her archenemy Barong the dragon. Elaborate ritual
battles between Rangda and Barong are acted out in the fa-
mous trance dances that have attracted so many tourists to
Bali.

Rangda is associated with evil and death, unlike her
Hindu counterpart, Kali, who has a more nurturant side.
Kali grants boons to those who respect her, but she is easily
angered and must not be crossed. Her major role is to battle
demons, whose skulls she wears in a garland around her neck.
Like Rangda, Kali is linked to death by her association with
widowhood and graveyards. In a brilliant essay on the god-
dess Kali, C. Mackenzie Brown (in Olson, 1983,
pp- 110-123) notes that her bloody intoxication with rage
and violence is not an indication that she is evil. Kali is
“mother of us all”’—she gives birth, dazzles with her splen-
dor, and consumes in the game of life. Both beneficient and
terrible qualities are combined in the image of Kali. Just as
Hindu disease goddesses become angry and cause epidemics
because people have neglected to worship them, Kali rises
up from time to time, bringing about a reign of chaos in the
realm of human order. Thus, she evokes enormous fear and
ambivalence among devotees. Such violent expressions of

goddess worship are found in many of the world’s religions.
Artemis and Medusa evoked similar responses among the an-
cient Greeks. Also, the Middle Eastern goddesses Ishtar and
Isis were considered to have a terrible aspect associated with
the cosmic dark forces. The Aztec goddess Ilamatecuhtli was
one of several deities associated with death.

The theme of ambivalence is further elaborated in the
concept of vagina dentata (“vagina with teeth”) where the
womb of the earth goddess appears to have a devouring
mouth. For example, when the goddess is angty, she who is
the source of life can take it away as slayer of life. The vessel
of procreation becomes a tomb. Death by absorption into
the vagina dentata is not always a punishment for wrongdo-
ing. Sometimes the devouring womb represents the necessary
death of the old order to establish a new social and religious
organization. In these cases, entry into the vagina dentata is
arite of initiation leading through a dangerous passage along
a path toward new birth. The violent act of being swallowed
by an earth deity is a tradition found in many American Indi-
an religions, among the Australian Aborigines, in Hinduism,
and in various parts of Africa and Polynesia.

One of the most interesting rites associated with god-
dess worship is the widespread but not universal practice of
blood sacrifice, which is found in some form or other in most
religious traditions. While sacrifice is not confined to the
veneration of female deities, it is represented widely in god-
dess worship traditions. The sacrifice of blood, whether of
human or animal origin, has been linked to goddess worship
from ancient times. Sacrifice is widely celebrated in that
brand of goddess worship where female deities are portrayed
as angry, vengeful, or punishing. Kali and Durga in the
Hindu pantheon are deities of this kind. In contemporary
India large numbers of goats, buffalo, chickens, and other
animals are offered to these deities to satisfy their thirst for
blood and to display community allegiance. Even human
sacrifice is reported to have been practiced as an expression
of goddess worship. It is not difficult to understand why
blood sacrifices should be associated with goddesses.
Through sacrifice human beings create bonds between them-
selves and deities. Because people turn to goddesses to fulfill
their needs, it is logical for sacrificial offerings to be made
as expressions of thanksgiving. Despite the fact that blood
sacrifice has been outlawed in many parts of the world, this
custom continues to thrive, often underground. Sometimes
various types of sacrificial substitutions are made in place of
blood offerings, like the sacrifice of cucumbers, pumpkins,
or money.

The many patterns of goddess worship evident through-
out the world extend deep into antiquity and continue to
thrive in many of the world’s religions even today. Goddesses
played a prominent role in prehistoric cultures, throughout
the development of agriculture, and in the emergence of
urban life associated with the great traditional civilizations.
They continue to be a fertile source of religious experience
within the contemporary world. Goddesses are multivalent
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sacred images best understood within their separate historical
and cultural contexts.

SEE ALsO Agriculture; Feminine Sacrality; Lady of the Ani-
mals; Neolithic Religion; Paleolithic Religions; Prehistoric
Religions; Shekhinah; Virgin Goddess.
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GODDESS WORSHIP: GODDESS WORSHIP IN
THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

The diversity of female divinities within ancient Near East-
ern societies makes it impossible to arrange them into neat
categories, and any attempt to do so would inevitably involve
a great deal of simplification. There are two main reasons for
this: the complexity of the religious systems, and the long pe-
riod over which they developed.

One could and should ask, with some legitimacy, why
female deities are singled out for separate analysis. The an-
swer to this lies, to a large degree, in the history of the discus-
sions on goddesses. The topic has sometimes been covered
with academic rigor, sometimes with highly charged ideolog-
ical arguments. In the cultures investigated in this article,
goddesses were inseparably integrated into a complex divine
world. No single fundamental pattern universally repeats it-
self even in the cultures of the ancient Near East. The gen-
ders of the deities are culturally determined. For example, the
sun was gendered male in Mesopotamia, while it was gen-
dered female in the Levant and Anatolia. The “fickle” moon,
universally assumed to be female, was gendered male
throughout the ancient Near East. In Egypt the sky goddess
belies the “Earth Goddess” stereotype. Thus, the goal of this
article will be to identify the range of goddesses in particular
societies and to comprehend their symbolic significance,
rather than to delineate a rigid code that holds for all con-
texts. Unfortunately, the limited space allows only an intro-
duction to the subject.

THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE. Reconstructions of ancient
Near Eastern theologies are based on texts and artifacts, un-
evenly distributed in time and space. Data on goddesses can
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be compiled from personal and place names, god lists and
offering lists, seal inscriptions and votive dedications, mytho-
logical literary compositions and liturgical hymns, petition-
ary prayers and exorcistic incantations.

The literary and visual evidence are neither complemen-
tary nor comparable. Unfortunately, the texts have no pic-
tures and the pictures rarely bear texts. In Mesopotamia, im-
ages of goddesses were clearly differentiated from mortal
women by their divine horned headdresses. In other cultures,
non-human features such as wings and animal attributes are
indicators of divinity.

The most problematic artifactual material are figurines
of nude women known from the Neolithic through all later
periods and in all areas of the Near East, from Egypt to Iran.
In prehistory, there are no written records to explain these
mute figurines, but they are commonly assumed to be images
of the goddess and/or images for fertility magic. Their exag-
gerated hips and breasts could also be understood as stylized
conventions for rendering ideal feminine beauty. No evi-
dence exists to identify the typical figurine with any major
goddess. On the rare occasions that goddesses were depicted
naked, they can be distinguished by context, stance, or at-
tribute.

The meaning of figurines is not something enshrined in
them but something that people confer on them, changing
with time and context. Figurines can be considered both as
“images of” human form and as “images for” important
human concerns. Written records and anthropological evi-
dence suggest numerous possible functions and meanings for
these minjature human representations. Magical ritual texts
specify how the figurines of a sick person are to be used dur-
ing healing rituals. In Tanzania, adolescent boys are shown
figurines of pregnant women during rites of initiation into
adulthood. Had such images been found out of context, this
type of figurine could easily have been identified as a “god-
dess” rather than as a symbolic device that plays a role in the
formation of male identity.

There is an immense range of possible uses for figurines.
They may have been cult figures, focal points of veneration
in a private household shrine or public chapel. Conversely,
figurines found in temples may well have been votive offer-
ings given by worshippers to the deity, expressing their do-
nors’ fervent piety, heartfelt thankfulness, or heartfelt en-
treaty. Figurines discovered in temple depositories may have
been images created as part of a temple ritual.

Outside the temple, figurines were used in magic ricuals
to prevent or produce certain situations or states, such as en-
suring fertility or good luck, warding off evil, curing illness,
or causing harm to others. In these situations, the figurines
might serve as talismans, amulets, fetishes, or therapeutic ob-
jects. These varied functions are known from many texts re-
cording charms, incantations, and descriptive rituals.

On a more personal level, figurines might be markers
of special times such as birthing or rebirthing, or periods of
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transition or of other time-based processes such as female
menstrual cycles. Figurines were employed as educational
aids and teaching figures, used in initiation or puberty rites
to illustrate sexual topics for adolescents of both sexes. Di-
minutive anthropomorphic images were also undoubtedly
put to use as toys, in particular as dolls. They could also be
adapted to illustrate songs, epics, or myths.

Figurines may have been placed in graves as part of buri-
al rites to counteract the harmful effects of the ghost of the
dead, as substitutes for the dead person’s body in the next
world, as images of a protective deity who guided the de-
ceased to the underworld, or perhaps as favorite possessions
to be enjoyed by the dead in the afterlife.

The functions listed above cover only part of the spec-
trum of possibilities, and a single figurine may have served
more than one of these functions. Given the range of types,
sizes, and potential uses of figurines, it is clear that no single
explanation could ever account for them all.

PREHISTORIC EVIDENCE OF FEMALE DIVINITIES (10,000—
4000 BCE). Female figurines with large stomachs and pendu-
lous breasts from the European Upper Paleolithic and Neo-
lithic periods (c. 40,000 to 5,000 years ago) are claimed to
provide evidence of a homogeneous European prehistoric re-
ligion centered on the “Great Goddess,” whose image is re-
flected in these figurines. Many scholars have interpreted
these figurines as depicting pregnant and/or breast-feeding
women, and thus signifying fertility. This speculative inter-
pretation was subsequently applied to the ancient Near East,
where the first stone figures known were found in the Jordan
Valley, on the shores of the Dead Sea, and around Mount
Carmel (c. 10,000 BCE). In the ensuing period, crude female
figurines of clay and stone appear at Mureybet, on the upper
Euphrates (8000-7600 BCE). Anthropomorphic and zoo-
morphic examples occur in central Anatolia (80007000
BCE) and in the Valley of the Yarmuk River (late 7000—early
6000 BCE). Yarmukian anthropomorphic representations in-
clude those made of clay and of river pebbles, both detailed
and schematic, some with cowry-like eyes and massive thighs
but minimal breasts. On the Tigris in Mesopotamia, 6000
BCE graves (especially those of infants) have yielded female
alabaster statuettes while ordinary settlement debris con-
tained clay figurines, both human and animal. The alabaster
statuettes are carved schematically with no accentuation of
any female anatomical sexual parts. Disparate clay figurines
are found at 6000 BCE sites in Mesopotamia and on some-
what earlier Zagros sites such as Jarmo. Farther east, from
the Bakhtaran region in Iran, female figurines with tall necks,
no facial features, and bulging breasts and thighs were uncov-
ered in the excavations of Ganj Dareh and Tepe Sarab. Hala-
fian sites in northern Syria and northern Mesopotamia (5000
BCE) produced a variety of figurines, of which the most fa-
mous are the painted terra-cottas of seated women with
pinched heads, long necks, arms encircling large breasts, and
fat, bent legs lacking feet. The significance of these figurines
is difficult to explain because their remarkable diversity and
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varied places of discovery precludes any single explanation
of their purpose. Some seem to be site-specific, reflecting
local religious customs, such as the alabaster statuettes from
Tell es-Sawwan.

One particular site (and its interpretation) has provided
the basis for the belief in the worship of a universal monolith-
ic “Mother Goddess”—the site of Early Neolithic Catal
Hiiyiik in south-central Anatolia, where certain female figu-
rines are portrayed with large stomachs and pendulous
breasts similar to the European prehistoric examples. In
1993, excavations began again at the site, now seen not as
distinctive but within the context of a range of settlements
from Early Neolithic Cayonii in southeastern Anatolia to
Late Neolithic Hacilar in western central Anatolia.

GODDESSES OF MESOPOTAMIA. For over three millennia, the
religious life of Mesopotamia was presided over by thousands
of deities worshipped by a mixed population of Sumerians,
Akkadians, Amorites, Kassites, and Arameans. A continual
process of reinterpretation and syncretism, mutation and fos-
silization, fusion and fission generated a Mesopotamian reli-
gion that was a complex, multilayered accumulation.

It has often been remarked that female deities dominat-
ed carly Mesopotamian religion. Major cities dedicated to
goddesses were: Uruk and Zabalam, dedicated to Inanna
(goddess of love, war, and sexuality), Eresh, dedicated to Ni-
daba (goddess of grain and writing), Shuruppak, dedicated
to Sud (daughter of Nidaba, perhaps related to water and pu-
rification), Kesh and Nutur, dedicated to Ninhursaga (god-
dess of birthing), and Lagash, dedicated to Gatumdug
(Mother of Lagash). However, other cities of equal rank had
male tutelary deities.

In the second millennium, previously important cities
in the lower stretches of southern Mesopotamia were aban-
doned for political, demographic, and perhaps ecological rea-
sons. As the earlier cult centers began to lose their priority,
the religious center of Nippur gained by their loss. In Nip-
pur, Ninlil assumed the prerogatives of many of the other
goddesses. This process was mythologized: Sud of Shurup-
pak was equated with Ninlil of Nippur through marriage
with the god Enlil. When Sud became the bride of Enlil, she
was renamed Ninlil. Once she was identified with Ninlil, she
disappeared for all practical purposes from the Mesopota-
mian religious scene. Thus, the decline in the number of
goddesses as city patrons between the third and second mil-
lennia has been explained as due to the decline of the cities
of lower Mesopotamia. Similarly, the rise of northern cities
brought their gods into prominence, such as Babylon and its

god Marduk.

Other elements of nature, such as the earth, played a
minor role in ancient Near East mythology. The primal fe-
male elemental at the beginning of time was water—the min-
gling of the waters was considered the source of life. The god-
dess of subterranean waters, Namma, was the engenderess of
all—the heaven, the earth, and the gods.
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The “mother goddesses” in Mesopotamia were birthing
mother figures. The emblem of the “mother goddess” was
the omega-shaped uterus rather than a child in her arms. The
interchange of Ninhursaga (Lady of the Foothills), Nintur
(Lady Birth-hut), Ninmah (Great Lady), and other “mother-
goddess” figures becomes increasingly common as time
passes.

The expected functions of “mother goddesses” regard-
ing other aspects of human and animal life were in the hands
of diverse goddesses and gods. The fish and water-fowl god-
dess Nanshe was better known for her association with divi-
nation, dreams, and oracles. She was also an administrator,
responsible for checking weights and measures, protecting
the weak, meting out justice, and punishing immoral acts.
While Ninurta (the god of agriculture) was responsible for
the fertility of the land, grain goddesses (of which Nidaba
was the most prominent) were accountable for the growth
of the grain. She was also in charge of the scribal arts, includ-
ing accounting and surveying.

Goddesses occupied the same sex roles in the divine
family as in the human family: mothers, wives, brides, sisters,
and daughters. Pronounced complementarity existed be-
tween the divine genders, especially in a brother-sister rela-
tionship. The archetypical sister was Geshtinanna (Grape-
vine of Heaven), a paragon of sisterly devotion. She
sheltered, mourned, and substituted for her brother Dumuzi
in the netherworld. She played a prominent role as a singer
of dirges and was associated with singing and music in gener-
al, and she became the recorder of the gods, particularly of
the netherworld in the second and first millennia.

Goddesses were also responsible for clothing manufac-
ture, beer brewing, the education of children, and doctoring
the sick. Healing was always in the hands of the goddesses
of medicine throughout the millennia, while pestilence and
destruction were in the hands of the gods.

Inanna (in Sumerian, Ishtar in Akkadian) was the most
revered and popular goddess of ancient Mesopotamia, and
she has consequently served as a focus for persons seeking to
revive “goddess” worship. Inanna first appears in the late
fourth millennium as the patron deity of the city of Uruk,
where she represented the numen of the central storehouse.

Even at this period, Inanna appears in various manifes-
tations, each of which has a separate temple and cult. Two
of her manifestations, “Morning” and “Evening,” describe
the goddess as the planet Venus, in the morning and in the
evening sky. In later texts, as Morning Star, Venus was fe-
male; as Evening Star, male. The two aspects corresponded
to the double character of Inanna/Ishtar as goddess of love
and war. She was viewed as a beautiful goddess of love who
ruled the day and as a bearded goddess of war who ruled the
night. Even in her male role, she never becomes fully male,
but seems to be a female with male gender characteristics,
thus providing a powerful symbol of the ambiguities of pure
sexuality.

Despite her masculine gender roles, she was conceived
as the epitome of femininity. She was the youthful goddess
of love, and literary compositions relate the romance of Inan-
na and Dumuzi. Paradoxically, some compositions extol her
as a timid virgin while others exalt her as a licentious harlot.
In love poetry, she manifests her eroticism and celebrates
sensuality.

In the late fourth millennium, there existed a pan-
Mesopotamian league centered on Uruk and its deity Inan-
na. The importation of Inanna into every community, and
her absorption of local female divinities of various character,
resulted in one mega-female divinity. In addition to this pro-
cess of syncretism, her character became more ambiguous as
the result of further fusion and fission. Inanna and her Se-
mitic counterpart Ishtar had partly merged by the mid-third
millennium. Simultaneously with this fusion, different god-
desses split off from this amalgam. At the end of the third
millennium, the goddess Nanaya appeared in Uruk as the
goddess of love. Inanna shared her aspect as Venus with Nin-
sianna, the “red lady of heaven,” who executed divine judge-
ments.

The Canonical Temple List assigns the largest number
of temples to various manifestations of Ishtar. These god-
desses were understood as both one goddess and as many.
They were hypostases of a single divine archetype, a situation
similar to the proliferation of the various Zeus figures of clas-
sical antiquity or the local manifestations of the Virgin in

Catholic belief.

The second millennium brought changes in the theo-
logical system. Gradual reduction of the roles played by fe-
male divinities, as well as domination by divine male spouses,
curtailed their power of independent action. They therefore
assumed an increasingly mediatory function between the
human world and the masculinized divine world. Most of
the goddesses popular in the third millennium continued to
be worshipped but commonly under the names of their Ak-
kadian counterparts.

With the rise of Babylon and its god Marduk to su-
preme dominion of the divine and human worlds, Sumerian
and Akkadian divinities, both male and female, were relegat-
ed to lower positions in the hierarchy.

GODDESSES OF IRAN. Iran’s vast terrain is divided into areas
of relatively isolated local cultures. The best known is Elam,
in southwestern Iran. Yet, it is difficult to say anything cer-
tain about Elamite deities since little is known about Elamite
mythology and the only sources of information are royal in-
scriptions.

The major goddesses were: Pinengir, Kiririsha,
Narunde, and Manzat. In a treaty from the third millennium
invoking the gods of Elam, the goddess Pinengir appears in
first place as the highest deity of the Elamite pantheon. De-
spite assumptions concerning her being a mother goddess,
nothing is known about her character until the Middle

Elamite period (latter part of the second millennium) when
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not only a temple but also an “inn” was dedicated to her. The
latter suggests that Pinengir was responsible for love and sex
life. During the second millennium on the coast of the Per-
sian Gulf, another goddess, Kiririsha (Great Lady), occurs.
Apparently, from Middle Elamite times, two separate deities
existed, both designated “mistress of the sky,” “mother of the
gods,” and “great consort.” Kiririsha seems also to have been
responsible for combat and battle, judging by her votive of-
ferings of battle axes.

Narunde, the sister of the seven good demons, is found
only in the third millennium. She was a goddess of victory,
who fought against the seven evil demons. Manzat (Rain-
bow) was the wife of Simut, god of Elam, and her function
may have been to protect women as votive offerings of female
figurines were found in her temple.

In the latter part of the second millennium, Medes and
Persians migrated from the Asian steppes onto the Iranian
plateau. Among the Iranian deities, one goddess alone is
prominent: Ardvi Sura Anahita. She was the goddess of all
the waters upon the earth and the source of the cosmic ocean.
She was regarded as the source of life, purifying the seed of
all males and the wombs of all females. Because of her con-
nection with life, warriors in battle prayed to her for survival
and victory.

GODDESSES OF ANATOLIA. In Anatolia, peoples of different
languages and cultures coexisted producing a heterogeneous
polytheistic system—an amalgam of Hattic, Hittite, Luwian,
and Hurrian traditions with Syrian and Mesopotamian in-
fluences. It is difficult to determine the original character of
the gods of the Hattic people, who preceded the Hittites on
the central Anatolian plain, since knowledge of these gods
has been transmitted through Hittite traditions. The Hittites
were an Indo-European people who have left numerous texts
dealing with religious practice and theology. Another Indo-
European group, the Luwians, resided in southwestern Ana-
tolia. The Hurrians were speakers of a Caucasoid language
whose influence expanded throughout Syria and Anatolia in
the mid-second millennium.

As the Hittite kingdom expanded, the cults of the vari-
ous peoples of Anarolia, all of whom had their own religious
traditions and local gods, were incorporated into the Hittite
system. Interference between these theological systems re-
sulted at times in gender change: the male Hattic/Hittite
ruler of the underworld Lelwani became female under Hurri-
an influence and was identified with the Hurrian goddess of
the underworld, Allani. The Hattic goddess Kait, the deity
of vegetation, became the Hittite god Halki (Grain).

Important goddesses of the Hattic pantheon were the
two sun-goddesses, the sun-goddess of the sky, Wurunshe-
mu, the consort of storm-god, and the sun-goddess of the
earth (or the netherworld). The name of the sun-goddess of
the earth in both Hattic and Hittite is unknown while in late
Hittite texts she was referred to by the Hurrian designation
Allani. Next in importance was Inar (Hittite: Inara), a young
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warlike goddess, the protective deity of the land. In addition
to being a goddess of the wild animals, she was said to have
power over fields and floods.

At the head of the Hittite pantheon were the storm-god
and the sun-goddess of Arinna, identified with Hattic
Wurunshemu. A mother goddess, Hannahanna (Grand-
mother), was a wise old woman, skilled in healing and child-
birth, whose advice was regularly sought by other gods in the
old Hittite vanishing god myths. Two important groups of
goddesses were the Gulsh(esh) goddesses of fate and the
mother goddesses. Kamrushepa, the Luwian goddess of heal-
ing, was responsible for the curing of earthly and heavenly
diseases and illnesses.

Deities of Hurrian origin were mostly worshipped in
Kizzuwatna (southern Anatolia) during the Hittite Empire
period. In the sanctuary at Yazilikaya, a procession of the
chief divinities of the Hurrianized Hittite pantheon was
carved on its walls: one procession of gods on the western
wall and another procession of goddesses on the eastern, with
the principal deities meeting in the center. This monument
provides an affirmation of the symmetry and equal impor-
tance of the gods and goddesses. Leading the goddesses was
Hepat, the spouse of the storm-god Teshup, with their son,
Sharruma, and daughter, Allanzu. From her images together
with her son, she is thought to be a mother goddess and gen-
erally bears the title “the Lady, Queen of Heaven.” Shaushka,
the bellicose and beautiful sister of the storm-god Teshup,
appears twice, among both the gods and the goddesses. It is
assumed that she had a bisexual nature, with both male and
female characteristics and attributes.

GODDESSES OF THE LEVANT. Deities from a variety of back-
grounds were venerated in the Levant: Syrian, West Semitic
(Amorite, Canaanite), Hurrian, Akkadian, and Sumerian. In
the second half of the second millennium, mythological and
ritual compositions found at the site of Ugarit (modern Ras
Shamra) on the Levantine coast provide a window into Ca-

naanite theology. The principal Ugaritic goddesses were:
Athirat (Ashratu, Asherah), Anat, and Athtart (Ashtart[e]).

The goddess Athirat appears for the first time as Ashrata
in Amorite personal names in Mesopotamia during the first
half of the second millennium BCE and sporadically in later
Mesopotamian sources. In the latter half of the millennium,
this goddess occurs in texts from Ugarit, Akhetaten (modern
Amarna) in middle Egypt, and Taanach in northern Israel
while in the first millennium her worship was limited to sites
in southern Judah, Philistia, and northern Sinai, and to writ-
ten references from the Bible. Nevertheless, she was invoked
in one Phoenician magical plaque found in the Aramean city
of Hadatu (modern Arslan Tash).

In Ugarit, this goddess appears as “atrt (or Athirat). In
the mythological texts, she was the wife to the god El and
mother to his seventy sons. She held the title “progenitress
of the gods” and was associated with the fecund sea.

In the Bible, Asherah occurs most frequently as a cultic
symbol of the divinity (wooden pole or tree), as in Deuteron-
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omy 16:21, and occasionally as the goddess herself. She was
often associated with Baal, as in 7 Kings 18:19, when Elijah
rails against four hundred and fifty prophets of Baal and four
hundred prophets of Asherah.

Evidence of the importance of Asherah in the popular
religion of the region of southern Judah is found in the con-
troversial inscriptions on the pithoi vessels at Kuntillet
Ajrud. One inscription reads: “I bless you by YHWH of Sa-

maria and his asherah.”

The two deities Anat (‘nt) and Ashtart (Strt, Greek
form: Astarte) share similar characteristics. Both were beauti-
ful maidens and doughty warriors, and both were depicted
as smiting goddesses, brandishing weapons above their heads
and holding a shield and spear. After their first appearance
in Syria, the worship of these two goddesses spread through-
out Egypt and the Levant. Both goddesses were venerated in
Egypt: at Deir el-Medineh, the craftsmen’s village in Upper
Egypt, the workers set up reliefs in their honor, while an Ash-
tart sanctuary was discovered at Pi-Ramesses, the northern
capital in Lower Egypt. Both Anat and Ashtart survive in for-
mal lists of Egyptian gods well into Roman times. In the first
millennium BCE, Ashtart was the chief deity of the Phoeni-
cian city of Tyre (in modern Lebanon) and took precedence
over Anat, although the latter continued to appear sporadi-
cally in dedications from as far afield as Lower Egypt. Both
goddesses were invoked in the treaty made by the Assyrian
king Esarhaddon with the king of Tyre.

Although these two goddesses were similar in character,
they had different origins. The name Anat goes back to
Hanat, the theos eponymous of the Amorite Hanean tribes-
men in Syria, in the early second millennium. The cult of
Anat was first attested in Egypt in the late Middle Kingdom
(eighteenth century BCE). As the daughter of the sun-god Re
and the wife of the war-god Seth, Anat acted as a mediator
between the two. In late second-millennium Ugaritic myths,
she was the sister of the storm god Baal, and again a mediator
between him and the great god El. She was the mistress of
animals, both protectress and huntress, as well as midwife at
both animal and human births. She was pictured as a young
maiden without children, swift as a bird and fierce as a lion-
ess. Her proficiency in battle was legendary. The Baal myth
tells of her bellicose attacks on men and divinities, as well
as her help in placatory mediation for the building of Baal’s
palace. Anat searches for Baal in the realm of Mot (Death),
and with the help of the sun-goddess Shapsu she finds and
buries him and finally revives him by vanquishing Mot.

Ashtart epitomized the fury of battle and probably had
astral associations with the planet Venus. In Emar (on the
bend of the Euphrates River), one of her manifestations was
Ashtart-of-Battle. In Egypt, she was addressed as “Lady of
the Battle, goddess of the Asians.” In the Phoenician cities
of Tyre and Sidon during the first millennium, she was the
leading goddess. In the Bible, Ashtart appears both in singu-
lar and plural forms: “ashtoret and “ashtorot. The Bible cites
her worship as widespread among the original inhabitants of

Canaan and associates her with fertility and love rather than
warfare.

From this review, it can be seen clearly that none of

these major goddesses were “fertility” goddesses and that
there were no “fertility” cults in ancient Canaan. The deities
responsible for fertility were male. Baal was responsible for
the fertility of the land and El for the fertility of human
beings.
GODDESSES OF EGYPT. As in the other regions of the ancient
Near East, the goddesses of Egypt can be described as local
deities, although several local deities were worshipped
throughout Egypt, from the beginning of the historical peri-
od onward.

According to the Heliopolitan cosmogony, the creator
god Atum (He who makes/is complete), appears spontane-
ously in the waters of the god Nun. He engendered from
himself the next generation of deities: the male Shu, the pre-
serving force of dry air, and the female Tefnut, the corrosive
force of moisture. Atum was said to have produced the pair
by masturbation, by his personified feminine hand, or by a
female complement, Iusaas (“She comes and grows great”).
Shu and Tefnut bore the earth god Geb and the sky goddess
Nut. Geb and Nut produced two more pairs of gods and
goddesses: the gods Osiris and Seth and their respective wives
and sisters Isis and Nephthys. One myth tells of the conflict
between the two brothers Osiris and Seth. It describes how
Seth, envious of his brother Osiris, drowned him and cut his
body into pieces. However, Isis and Nephthys managed to
collect the parts of Osiris’ dismembered body. With her ex-
traordinary magical powers, Isis then revived her husband-
brother, was impregnated by him, and later gave birth to
Horus.

The three goddesses Nut, Isis, and Nephthys were wor-
shipped as the most important goddesses of Egypt. The sky-
goddess Nut was the regenerative mother, the mother of the
deceased king (and thus a mortuary goddess). She was also
the mother of the solar deity Re who traveled by boat
through the night sky within the body of the goddess. At
dawn the god was reborn from between the thighs of the
goddess in the East.

Isis was the primary symbol of the devoted mother and
wife; she was referred to as “the Savior” and “Great of
Magic,” and she was entreated for protection, particularly on
behalf of women and children. Representations of Isis suck-
ling the infant Horus in her arms illustrate her role as the
protective goddess-mother.

Although Nephthys (Mistress of the House) was the
wife-sister of the god Seth, her loyalty to Osiris, her hus-
band’s opponent, earned her a similar position in the funer-
ary cult to that of her sister Isis. Like Isis, she was regarded
as the savior and protector of Osiris, and consequently of
every dead person. Nephthys also played the role of wet
nurse, despite not being able to give birth to children of her
own.
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Two other notable goddesses were Neith and Hathor.
The history of Neith begins with the earliest history of
Egypt, when she had a close, protective relationship with the
king and queens. Her emblems, the double bow and crossed
arrows, indicate her role as huntress. Once the most promi-
nent goddess, her cult faded until the Late Period of ancient
Egypt. In the Greco-Roman period she came to be portrayed
as a primordial creator deity.

In the latter part of the Egyptian Old Kingdom, the
goddess Hathor of Dendera came to the fore. Her complex
nature is reflected in her numerous and diverse roles, her dif-
ferent forms, and her many cult centers. Hathor appeared as
a woman, a cow, a falcon, “Lady of the Sycamore Tree,” a
fiery uraeus (the cobra), and a savage lioness. Her name,
which means “House of Horus,” identifies her as the mother
of the king (who was identified with Horus), and is associat-
ed with her ancient role as the celestial cow and mother of
the sun. Hathor was also the beautiful and sensual goddess
of love, sexuality, joy, dance, and music.

Taweret (the Great One) was one of the most popular
deities, associated with pregnancy and childbirth. She was
usually represented as a composite being, with the body and
head of a hippopotamus, the paws of a lion, and the tail of
a crocodile, or a complete crocodile on her back. She was
shown standing on her hind legs; her swollen abdomen and
pendulous breasts indicate her association with pregnancy
and nursing. The goddess Maat represents the perfect, stable
order of existence which governs every aspect of the world
from the laws of nature to the rules of human social life.

Clearly, there is no one gender role incorporated by
these goddesses, each of whom exhibit an amazing amount

of individuality.
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JoAN GOODNICK WESTENHOLZ (2005)

GODDESS WORSHIP: GODDESS WORSHIP IN
THE HELLENISTIC WORLD

After Johann G. Droysen’s famous Geschichte des Hellenismus
(1833-1843; 1877-1878), the term Hellenism was increas-
ingly used to qualify a crucial period in the history of the an-
cient Mediterranean world. Droysen considered the exploits
of Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE) as a crucial turning
point in the politico-cultural history of the vast geographical
area around the Mediterranean and saw the year of his death
as the beginning of a new historical cycle. This cycle started
with the progressive fragmentation of the supranational em-
pire set up by the Alexander in the thirteen years of his daz-
zling career (336-323 BCE) and the creation of new king-
doms by his generals, the Diadochi, and ended with the
Roman conquest of Egypt after the Battle of Actium (31
BCE). By reducing the ancient kingdom of the Pharaohs (sub-
sequently inherited by the Ptolomies) into a Roman province
(30 BCE), the new power of Rome, soon itself at the head of
an empire, concluded its gradual conquest of the kingdoms
of ancient Macedonian origin.

THE HELLENISTIC PERIOD. Hellenism covers a wide period:
three centuries of intense political, military, social, econom-
ic, and religious events that influenced in various ways all the
peoples of the Mediterranean. In the East, in particular, it
affected the kingdoms that had been formed from the divi-
sion of lands conquered by Alexander. However, this circum-
scribed definition is now considered inadequate, and the
scope of Hellenism extends to cover the entire time span of
the Roman Empire until its transformation into a Christian
Empire at the end of the fourth century. At this time bloody
sacrifices were prohibited by Theodosius (391 CE), with the
aim of putting an end to the traditional cults of the Mediter-
ranean world. The antipagan legislation of the Christian em-
perors took effect gradually and over a long period of time,
and polytheistic religious traditions persisted, albeit to a less-
er extent, in many regions of this vast geographical area for
at least another two centuries. It was however the clear sign
of a deep cultural and religious transformation that brought
to a close the long and variegated historical period known
as Hellenism. A distinction between early and late Hellenism
can be identified, respectively, as the ancient Droysenian
phase and that of Imperial Rome—each have particular as-
pects while also being part of an historical continuum.

Hellenistic culture. Unlike the Greek etymon hellenis-
mos, which defines Greek as opposed to those different than
Greeks (represented by the “barbarians”; ie., all non-
Greeks), after Droysen the term Hellenism—insofar as it re-
fers to the last three centuries before the Christian era—was
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used to express the complex cultural physiognomy of that
age, with its repercussions in subsequent centuries. This was
the result of Greek elements meeting and amalgamating to
various extents with the traditions of those peoples—above
all Asian, but also Western—who came into direct contact
with them. The first and most evident consequence of the
gesta of Alexander the Great, who had created an immense
supranational empire and modeled the subsequent structure
of Hellenistic kingdoms, was in fact the intense movement
of people that, although mainly for military and commercial
purposes, acted as a vehicle of wide-ranging cultural ex-
change and the source of profound changes also on a reli-
gious level.

Extremely significant differences existed on the social,
economic, and institutional levels, between the nations of the
eastern Mediterranean, where monarchic Hellenistic states
lived alongside independently ruled Greek cities and their
leagues. However, it is possible to talk of Hellenism as a suffi-
ciently homogeneous cultural entity, based on a common
language (the Greek of the koine set up on the basis of the
Attic dialect) and characterized by common spiritual and in-
tellectual traits. The religious component is an essential part
of this culture, and here also there is significant homogene-
ity, albeit with local and national variety. This homogeneity
is the result of various kinds of interference between the
Greek religion and that of the peoples with which it came
into contact. In other words, in religious terms the Hellenis-
tic period was characterized by a phenomenon that, although
foreshadowed and rooted in the archaic and Classical peri-
ods, now acquired such large proportions that it became a
distinguishing feature of an entire phase in the history of
Mediterranean civilization.

A distinction should also be made between the situation
in the western Mediterranean and of the oriental regions,
where Hellenism penetrated deeply into the local humus and
from which in turn it sucked vital nutrients. Here, alongside
peoples only marginally touched by Greek expansion in the
early Hellenistic period, there were entire regions such as
Magna Graecia and Sicily, with a Greek tradition dating
back to the seventh and eighth centuries BCE, and Etruria,
with centuries of contact with Greece and the East. For its
part, during its gradual expansion through the peninsula,
Rome was receptive to Hellenic influence already in the mo-
narchic age, whereas the Classical period brought direct con-
tact with the poleis of continental Greece. Moreover, with
the eastward expansion of the Roman Republic, the Helle-
nistic period witnessed the large-scale Hellenization of the
cultural and religious life of the Urbs, which would continue
throughout the life of the Empire.

Fundamental tendencies of Hellenism. Although
tending to be linked primarily to tradition, the dialectic con-
nection between various components of a cultural system,
beliefs, and cults nevertheless influence change in a commu-
nity’s socio-political and economic life. Two fundamental
tendencies run through Hellenistic culture: (1) cosmopolitan

open-mindedness and the preeminence of the individual
(ie., the overcoming of the particularistic barriers of both the
polis and the wider national aggregate) and (2) the initiative
of the individual who, by making new life choices, may reject
traditional patterns and participate independently in the
many activities available in a supranational panorama. In this
situation the individual often looks for new forms of aggrega-
tion, including from a religious point of view, and may join
groups, communities, and associations that in foreign lands
practice the cult of one or another deity (of the nation of pro-
venience or of local deities) encountered by immigrants in
their new home. In the case of the indigenous populations,
certain divine figures are sometimes the object of particular
veneration by groups of worshipers, independent of public
or city traditions, and thus fuels dynamic forms of personal
religion.

The phenomenon of religious contacts and influences
is an almost structural factor in the history of Mediterranean
peoples as far back as the observation of history allows. For
the Greeks, it represented an important aspect of their colo-
nial experience in the East and West, in which they took
their own gods and came into contact with those of the local
populations. However, it assumed particular relevance in the
Hellenistic period and, subsequently, under the Roman Em-
pire. The Greeks and almost all the peoples of the Near East
and the West had in fact ethnic religious traditions whose
origins and development were contemporaneous to the ori-
gins and developments of the communities in which they
originated, where they were perceived as an essential compo-
nent of cultural identity, together with language and the
socio-economic and political framework. Because they are re-
lated to highly civilized peoples, the respective religious con-
texts may be defined as national rather than ethnic because
they have (to varying extents) common constants and ten-
dencies that, as in the case of the numerous Greek poleis, give
homogeneity to the religious life of the individual ethnic
group and go beyond local identities. The national religions
of the ancient Mediterranean world were, then, the heritage
of individual peoples, mutually acknowledged and cohabit-
ing without intolerance or exclusivism.

An essential component of the picture is the structure
of such religious traditions, which, with the exceptions al-
ready mentioned, may all in various ways be defined as poly-
theistic, implying the belief as reflected in ritual praxis in a
series of superhuman entities with more or less clearly de-
fined personalities. These divine figures possess particular at-
tributes and prerogatives and are often connected with the
various cosmic departments whose working they ensure and
with human institutions over whose foundation they presid-
ed and of which they are now protectors. Greek polytheism
may be defined as a dynastic-departmental religious struc-
ture, because the various deities (especially the main ones)
are linked by bonds of parentage and endowed with power
over the various spheres of cosmic and human life.

As contact intensified in the early Hellenistic period
and, subsequently, in the Imperial Roman period, the struc-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



GODDESS WORSHIP: GODDESS WORSHIP IN THE HELLENISTIC WORLD 3601

tural similarities between the religious traditions of Mediter-
ranean peoples made possible the phenomenon of religious
cosmopolitanism that characterizes the period. In fact, cer-
tain cults (i.e., mythical-ritual complexes gravitating around
single deities or divine “families”) spread progressive beyond
their respective national boundaries, as is the case of the ori-
ental cults that spread through Greece and the West. At the
same time, Greek religion penetrated extensively into the
East, in part superimposing itself on local systems and in part
cohabiting with them, giving the religious life of the great
Eastern cities—whether newly founded or of ancient ori-
gins—a more or less marked but in any case decisive Hellenic
stamp. With the affirmation of the power of Rome, numer-
ous figures of the Roman pantheon also began to be wor-
shiped under various guises by the peoples of the Mediterra-
nean and were found to be susceptible to forms of
convergence or identification with local deities.

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES. Before examining the Goddess
worship in the Hellenistic World, two preliminary difficul-
ties need to be discussed. The first regards the polytheistic
structure of the religious contexts in question, in which each
figure acts and functions with specific attributes and preroga-
tives yet also within a complex web of relationships involving
the other superhuman entities—particularly those to which
they are linked due to having similar or contrasting func-
tions. This web implies a strongly anthropomorphic gender
differentiation, which is translated into a distinction between
gods and goddesses (i.e., in the creation of a male and female
divine world). The question, as posed by Nicole Loraux
(1990), then becomes “what is a goddess?”—an inquiry that
can be related to the Greek pantheon as well as similar Medi-
terranean religious contexts.

When facing the problem of the significance of female
divine figures within the religious systems of a Hellenistic
milieu, the structural dialectic of the relations operating
among all their components and, in particular, between the
two gender dimensions must be taken into full consider-
ation. The focus on the various female presences should not
overshadow the individual basic reality of religious contexts
in which the divine world is articulated according to the
complementary functions and prerogatives of these two di-
mensions.

The second difficulty regards the very notion of Helle-
nism assumed as the parameter of reference for the theme
under discussion. As mentioned previously, this term com-
bines a time span that current historical research extends sig-
nificantly beyond the limits of Droysen’s formula with an ex-
tremely wide-ranging spatial dimension, enveloping all the
cultures of the Mediterranean area that in various ways came
into contact with Greek culture. It follows that, in principle,
the entire chronological and cultural framework in question
must be examined to identify the personality and role at least
of its main female figures, who embody the spiritual and reli-
gious needs that the worshipers—both men and women—in
turn express through the prerogatives and the attributes with
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which they create the goddesses’ images and organize their
cult. Additionally, all the religious contexts converging in
this vast geographical area maintained their ancestral struc-
tures and, despite the more or less profound changes caused
by the politico-military and socio-economic events of the
age, fundamentally conserved the beliefs and worship prac-
tices consolidated by tradition. Each of the divine figures of
the numerous national pantheons had by now assumed uni-
versally recognizable stable and defined prerogatives and at-
tributes, so a full description would require the examination
of the deity’s entire history, right back to the most ancient
sources.

Despite these reservations, we may try to identify the
peculiarities of certain main female divine figures that occu-
pied a dominant role in the collective religious imagination
of early and late Hellenism. The distinguishing traits of this
wide historical time span were individualism and cosmopoli-
tanism—factors able to trigger processes of confluence and
cultural homogenization. Also, on a religious level, it is legiti-
mate to focus attention on those figures and their mythical—
ritual systems that were involved in similar processes, group-
ing aspects and prerogatives of similar figures from other cul-
tural contexts around an original national identity. These are
not phenomena of syncretism (a widely abused term that is
contested by religious historians) but authentically creative
processes, whereby certain aspects of a deity’s defining func-
tions and attributes were selected and developed so that the
deity drew to itself other divine figures with similar functions
but from different historico-cultural contexts.

GREEK ORIGINAL TRAITS IN GODDESS WORSHIP. In this
process, as in other components of the Hellenistic cultural
amalgam, a predominant and guiding role was played by the
Greek religious tradition, in which there were a number of
great goddesses with a long history (perpetuated by various
sources of nourishment) and whose origins were often un-
clear (e.g., Mediterranean, Indo-European, Near Eastern),
but which had by now assumed strong polyhedral identities.
Figures included Hera, bride of the great Zeus, whose distin-
guishing feature is her link with marriage; Athena, the par-
thenos (never a child, always a virgin) who emerged intact and
motherless from the head of Zeus as a warrior and patron
of the arts, protectress of the polis, and civilizing deity; Arte-
mis, the virgin huntress, mistress of the animals (pomia
theron), and protectress of the critical passages of human life
from birth to male and female initiations; and, lastly, Aphro-
dite. She represented the very force of sexual desire and, ac-
cording to Hesiodic tradition, was born before the other gods
of Olympus from the marine foam fertilized by the member
of Uranus and mutilated by his son Cronus to open the cos-
mic space necessary for the creation of gods and men. This
figure undoubtedly had oriental connections in contiguity
and probably in continuity with the Babylonian and Phoeni-
cian Astarte (perhaps via the Cypriot culture; Kypris is al-
ready a typical Homeric name given to her) and also brings
together warlike aspects and a bisexual component.
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In the Hellenistic period, Aphrodite once more takes
forceful possession of those far-off roots, moreover never for-
gotten, to become associated and identified with numerous
goddesses of Near Eastern pantheons. Already in the archaic
and Classical periods, those roots were expressed, amongst
other ways, in the typical love—death relationship with Ado-
nis, whose typological analogies and historical connections
with the Babylonian Tammuz are clear. Associated in Sap-
pho’s female rhiasos with the ritual of mourning and in classi-
cal Athens with women dancing on roofs in a state of emo-
tional turmoil, in the city of Alexandria during the days of
Arsinoé 11, wife of Prolemy II, the cult of Adonis was, in-
stead, the great city festival described in the famous Idyll XV
of Theocritus, thus confirming a religious continuity that in
the Hellenistic period widened to involve the cosmopolitan
public of the newly founded cities.

The metropolis of Alexandria was, in fact, built on
Egyptian soil by Alexander the Great as a tangible sign of hel-
lenismos introduced into the heart of the ancient local civili-
zation and, under Ptolemaic rule, was considered one of the
most prestigious cultural and religious centers of the Medi-
terranean world. The traditional Greek cults were practiced
there, and sources indicate that the prevalent cult was that
of Demeter, who was the subject of numerous festivals also
observed in Egyptian society and in Eleusis, a suburb of Alex-
andria, where she was evoked in her peculiar dimension as
the figure-head goddess of the mystery cult. With no local
“branch offices” to perform its role, Attic Eleusis would re-
main a religious center of extreme vitality throughout early
and late Hellenism, attracting worshipers from all over the
Mediterranean and, in particular, from Italy and Rome.
Eleusis was also visited by many emperors from Augustus (31
BCE) to Gallienus (264/65 CE); Hadrian, an admirer of Greek
culture, was a particularly devoted worshiper. They displayed
a special respect for Demeter’s gifts, which the famous Cic-
eronian formula listed as cereal cultivation and the mysteries
with their eschatological guarantees.

On the acropolis of Pergamum (founded by Attalus I
and capital of his kingdom) near the great altar of Zeus,
stands the sanctuary of Demeter, together with those of
Athena Polias and Hera Basileia. This sanctuary testifies to
the substantial Greek influence on the new Asian kingdom,
along the lines of the ancient Hellenic colonies in the Anato-
lian peninsula. This sanctuary, moreover, was also a particu-
lar center for the worship of Artemis, who in numerous sites
of ancient origin or Hellenistic foundation displayed evident
oriental traits (reflecting both the marked Mediterranean and
Anatolian components of her ancient roots) and new conflu-
ences with figures of great local goddesses. Examples include
the great sanctuary at Ephesus in which the unusual iconog-
raphy of the cult statue of the goddess, enclosed within a
sheath decorated with numerous animal protomes (heads or
foreparts), plastically expresses her essential dimension as
mistress of wild animals (pothnia theron); those of Magnesia
on the Meander, in which Artemis bears the name of
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Leukophryene; of Sardis; of Perge in Pamphylia; of Bargylia,
with the epithet Kindyas; and of Hypaipa, where she is iden-
tified with the Persian Anaitis. In fact, in the Hellenistic peri-
od, the Persian goddess was worshiped in various Anatolian
centers, which to a varying extent preserved traces of ancient
Persian domination. In the game of finding similarities be-
tween the traits and functions of divine figures that emerged
from the contact between different religious contexts, she is
usually identified with the Greek goddess. The name Persian
Artemis (persike), in fact, is one of the most frequent names
given to Anaitis—especially in Lydia, which emphasizes how
various defining traits of the two figures are similar, such as
their links with nature and the animal kingdom in particular.

THE ORIENTAL AND EGYPTIAN CONTRIBUTION. In the Hel-
lenistic period, other major Eastern goddesses began to be
worshiped beyond their national boundaries, thus increasing
their number of worshipers. The contact with some of the
main characters in the Greek, and then also Roman pan-
theon, led to partial changes in their personalities.

Dea Syria. A case in point is the Semitic goddess Atar-
gatis, whose main center of worship was the city of Hi-
erapolis-Bambyke in northern Syria. She had been known in
Greece since the third to second century BCE by the name
of Pure (hagne) Aphrodite or Goddess Syria and was on occa-
sions called Aphrodite Goddess Syria or Hagne Aphrodite
Atargatis, confirming that worshipers perceived certain anal-
ogies between the two goddesses. Moreover, Atargatis did
not lose her own distinct identity, underlined by the national
name and clearly expressed in her traditional association with
the great Syrian Baal Hadad, lord of the tempest and of light-
ning, who was linked to the kingdom of the underworld and
fertility.

In Delos, where the cult was introduced by Syrian mer-
chants, the two gods were first venerated together as patrician
gods by the Eastern community. When Athens took control
of the island, the public of worshipers widened to envelop
its entire cosmopolitan population, and the goddess progres-
sively acquired supremacy over her male counterpart. From
118/117 BCE the holder of the priesthood seems to have been
an Athenian, who proclaimed himself Ahiereus tes agnes
Aphrodites (priest of the Pure Aphrodite). This title is an in-
dication of the advanced process of Hellenization in which
the goddess was by now involved. Lucian (second century
CE) is attributed with the treatise “The Syrian Goddess,”
which provides a description of the cult and religious tradi-
tions related to the great sanctuary of Hierapolis-Bambyke.
The goddess, although linked to her male counterpart Hadad
and to a lower ranking figure of unknown identity, seems to
be the undisputed protagonist of the cult and of relative
mythical traditions. Assuming the identification of Hadad
with Zeus—considering that the numerous Semitic Baals
and the major male deities of the numerous local pantheons
tended to be assimilated with the king of the Greek gods or
with the Roman Jupiter, by now perceived as his counter-
part—Lucian also puts Atargatis on the same level as Hera.
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However, confirming the polyhedral nature of this divine
figure, Lucian declares that “on the whole, she is certainly
Hera, but she also has something of Athena, Aphrodite, Sele-
ne, Rhea, Artemis, Nemesis and the Fates” (De Dea Syria
32).

There is an evident sense of a “game of identification”
between various divine figures, clearly perceived by contem-
porary peoples, as a tool for classifying and evaluating their
functions and prerogatives when comparing the numerous
national pantheons. The presence of phallic symbols in the
Heliopolitan sanctuary, together with many other elements
of the ritual praxis, shows the goddess’s fundamental link
with nature and fertility. The existence of a religious staff
consisting of eunuch Galloi and of men and women who in
the grip of obsession worshiped the goddess with singing,
dancing, and the music of sacred instruments (De Dea Syria
43), indicates a cult with clear orgiastic traits, similar to that
of the great Anatolian mother Cybele, with whom some an-
cient sources identify Atargatis. The marked astral and cos-
mic characterization of her personality (often identified with
the constellation of Virgo), together with her peculiar traits
as protectress of the polis and her identification with Fortuna
and Tyche, portray a complex personality. This was the re-
sult of a long historical process that grew from the ancient
local roots of a sovereign goddess of a city community to be-
come—according to the canons of Hellenistic cosmopolitan-
ism—the figure of the omniparens (universal genetrix; moth-
er of all) and omnipotent cosmic deity celebrated by
Apuleius (second century CE).

In terms of the diffusion and significance of her cult in
the Mediterranean regions, Atargatis took her distance from
her original male counterpart, who also—as Zeus or Jupiter
Heliopolitanus and often bearing the name Optimus Maxi-
mus—enjoyed a certain popularity under the Empire. The
divine consort of another Syrian god, the Baal of the city of
Doliche in Commagene (northern Syria), however, assumed
a subordinate position to her companion, while enjoying the
latter’s great popularity in the imperial period (second—third
century CE) only by reflection. This figure is identified with
Iuppiter Optimus Maximus and bears the localized title of
Dolichenus. He has warlike but also celestial and cosmic at-
tributes and a bride whom epigraphic and iconographic
sources identify with Juno, or often Regina Juno or Santa
Juno.

This assimilation fits perfectly into the general frame-
work in question and shows how the major female figures
in the Greek and Roman pantheons, which were by now ex-
tremely similar, provided specific parameters of reference
that allowed many divine figures with different national ori-
gins to be received into the great Hellenistic cultural amal-
gam. Moreover, filtered by Hellenic and Roman influence,
these figures acquire a supranational, cosmopolitan dimen-
sion and are often characterized in cosmic terms, assuming
functions and prerogatives of many other female deities
while never totally obscuring their primitive identity. Al-
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though her title identifies her with the bride of the highest
Roman god, the iconographic type of the Juno of Doliche
reveals its oriental origin in a number of characteristic ele-
ments. In parallel with her divine bridegroom, who is depict-
ed standing on a bull’s back, the goddess appears upright on
an animal (not always clearly identifiable as bovine or cer-
vine) in a long robe with her head covered by a veil, or some-
times wearing a diadem (jeweled headdress) or a calathos (a
cylindrical cap). The scepter and the mirror are her typical
attributes.

Cybele. The Phrygian goddess of animals and moun-
tains, Cybele was already known to the first Greek colonists
on the coasts of Asia Minor and since the seventh to sixth
century BCE was included in the Greek pantheon under the
name of Great Mother (Meter Megale) on the basis of her
identification with Rhea, mother of the Olympian gods. The
iconographic scheme that originated in this period would re-
main basically unchanged until the last manifestations of her
cult, which became one of the most widespread in the Medi-
terranean world after its official introduction in Rome in 204
BCE. In this solemn image of the goddess, she seated on her
throne, often within a naiskos (shrine or small temple), with
her veiled head surmounted by the polos, bearing the attri-
butes of the sceptre, the parera (a libation bowl), and the #m-
panum (tambourine), and with a lion cub in her lap or ac-
companied by one or two lions in a heraldic position near
the throne.

More or less Hellenized (also due to her relationship
with Demeter) the Anatolian goddess does not lose the pecu-
liar connotations of her personality and cult. Her individual
characteristics are expressed in the names that refer to her
Eastern origins (Berecynthian, Idaea, Cybele) and in the or-
giastic forms of the rite, with a significant role given to
women and its nocturnal connotations. In fact, the goddess
has the prerogative of infusing obsession (mania) both in the
religious dimension of divine possession and in the destruc-
tive manifestation of pathological madness, which however
she may also cure in her role of healing goddess. Above all,
the presence of a male counterpart, Attis, the subject of a
bloodthirsty cult involving the self-castration of a number of
worshipers forming the group of the Galloi, shows the orien-
tal roots of the mythical-ritual system revolving around the
Anatolian Great Mother.

The process of Hellenization of this system, which in
the Classical period caused the figure of Attis and his bloody
rites to be abolished, did not however achieve its radical
transformation. In the early Hellenistic period in Greece, the
young male counterpart of Cybele reemerged on a mythical
and ritual level. His anthropomorphic representation dis-
plays the connotations of a superhuman figure linked to veg-
etation. He is the protagonist of a tragic event of death, re-
deemed by a promise of bodily incorruptibility and, above
all, by the ritual evocation of the event itself. In this way, he
becomes the subject of worship together with the Great
Mother. The official introduction in Rome of the Metroac
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cult apparently supplants the Greek experience of it, because
at the height of the military and political crisis caused by
Hannibal’s presence on Italic soil during the Second Punic
War (218-210 BCE) the Senate turned to King Attalus of
Pergamum as mediator at the sanctuary of Pessinunt, home
of the Great Goddess. On arriving in the Urbs, the Black
Stone, aniconic image of the goddess was housed in the tem-
ple of Victoria on Palatine Hill and then transferred to the
sacred temple dedicated to her on the same hill, the center
of the city’s ancestral cults. The Hellenized dimension is
present also in the figure of the Roman Magna Mater Idaea,
adopted as national deity due to her links with the tradition
of the city’s Trojan origins as protectress of Aeneas, son of
an Aphrodite perceived as homologous to the goddess Venus.
In fact, the religious policy implemented by the public pow-
ers of Rome once again reflects the trends typical of the con-
temporary religious scene, whereby an oriental deity was in-
troduced into the traditional religious structure and the
aspects most suited to that structure were developed and its
physiognomy remodeled to harmonize it with the other
members of the pantheon.

At the same time, the new goddess does not lose her
own identity, which in the case of Cybele would be affirmed
strongly in the late Republic and early Empire when the
Phrygian and mystic aspects of the cult reemerged. These as-
pects had been relegated to within the Palatine sanctuary, to-
gether with the figure of Attis and the eunuch Galloi, where-
as the official space had been entirely occupied by the public
festival organized by the aristocrats of the annual Megalesia
games, which included the procession of the divine image
and its immersion in the waters of the river Almo. The em-
perors Claudius (41-54) and Antoninus Pius (138-161) in-
stituted the Phrygian festival cycle of March 15-17, in which
the story of Attis was publicly evoked with manifestations of
mourning and joy and marked also by the bloody practices
of the Galloi. Once the Metroac ritual was adopted as the
official cult of the state, thereby protected and promoted by
the emperors, this Roman festive cycle spread to many parts
of the Empire. By 160 CE the entire Empire knew of the
Metroac sacrificial rite in its dual form of the taurobolium
(sacrifice of a bull) and criobolium (sacrifice of a ram) and
was performed by city communities and private individuals
for the health of the emperor and his family as an expression
of devotion and loyalty toward the highest public authority.
In the drastic evolution of lifestyle and religious feeling in
subsequent centuries, the cathartic connotations of the
taurobolium were accentuated, and it shifted from being a
public rite performed for the salvation of the social commu-
nity in the person of its highest representative to become an
individual, private rite. Its aim was thus the purification and
salvation of the worshiper.

Both in the forms of the festival cycle of March and in
those of the bloody rite of the taurobolium, the Great God-
dess, protagonist of the cult, together with her male counter-
part, Attis, would maintain her position of importance up

until the end of Hellenism. In the late fourth century CE she
would unite in the taurobolium those representatives of the
Roman aristocracy who had remained impervious to Chris-
tianization. From Vettius Agorius Praetextatus and his bride
Fabia Aconia Paulina to many other members of the great
Roman senatorial families, the tenacious loyalty to ancestral
religious traditions would be given particular importance and
attention through devotion to the Magna Mater Idaea,
whose ancient Eastern personality is inextricably intertwined
with the equally marked traits of her Hellenic and Roman
manifestations.

Isis. The Egyptian goddess Isis is undoubtedly the fig-
ure that more than any other exemplifies the Hellenistic ty-
pology of a national deity assuming a cosmopolitan nature
when coming into contact with similar personalities and
under dominant Hellenic influence. Herodotos (c. 484—
between 430 and 420 BCE) noted in his Histories that all
Egyptians, independent of their innumerable local cults, ven-
erated the couple of Isis and Osiris. For thousands of years
they played a central role in Egyptian religion, due to their
triple connection with pharaonic ideology, funerary practices
and eschatology, and agrarian fertility.

In the light of the Greek interpretation, Osiris is identi-
fied with Dionysos because of his chthonic and agrarian as-
pects and especially the pazhe (sufferings) embodied in his
mythical story and cult, and Isis is identified with Demeter.
This identification, however, only covers the aspect of her
divine personality linked to fertility and maternity. Parallel
to a progressive diffusion of her cult in Greece, Asia Minor,
the islands of the Aegean and the West (first in Sicily and
southern Italy and then throughout the peninsula and in the
various regions of the Empire) in the Hellenistic period Isis’s
attributes and prerogatives underwent such extraordinary de-
velopment that she became a panthea goddess. In his novel
Metamorphoses, Apuleius (second century CE) defined her as
“single Godhead (numen unicum) adored by the whole world
in varied forms, in differing rites and with many diverse
names” (Metamorphoses 11, 5). In the prayer that the protag-
onist of the novel addresses to the bright moon rising from
the waters of the sea over the beach of Cenchreae (Corinth),
he invokes the Regina caeli (Queen of Heaven) by listing the
main figures of the Greek-Roman pantheon—all expressions
of her multiform identity: Ceres honored at Eleusis, the
caelestis (heavenly) Venus “worshipped in the island shrine
of Paphos; or the sister of Phoebus . . . now adored in the
celebrated temples of Ephesus; or whether as Proserpine
... (Metamorphoses 11, 5). He concluded: “By whatever
name or ceremony or visage it is right to address thee, help
me now in the depth of my trouble” (Metamorphoses 11, 5).
In the reply of the epiphanic goddess, further details are
added to the divine picture:

Thus the Phrygians, eatliest of races, call me Pessinun-
tia, Mother of the Gods; thus the Athenians, sprung
from their own soil, call me Cecropeian Minerva; and
the sea-tossed Cyprians call me Paphian Venus, the ar-
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cher Cretans Diana Dictynna, and the trilingual Sicil-
ians Ortygian Proserpine; to the Eleusinians I am Ceres,
the ancient goddesses, to others Iuno, to others Bellona
and Hecate and Rhamnusia. But the Ethiopians . . .
together with the Africans and the Egyptians who excel
through having the original doctrine, honour me with
my distinctive rites and give me my true name of Queen
Isis. (Metamorphoses 11, 1-5)

Deeply Hellenized but at the same time rooted in the ancient
Egyptian tradition, this image of Isis Myrionyma (with ten
thousand names) is most vividly expressed in the hymns of
praise (aretalogies). In these, the goddess declares her powers
(dynameis) and lists the benefits she has bestowed on human-
kind, configuring herself as a typical cultural heroine in line
with the Hellenistic model of the euretés (inventor of the fun-
damental human techniques and institutions) and euergerés
(benefactor). The Isiac aretalogies are attested by epigraphs
in many places of the Hellenized world and by literary docu-
ments and probably derive from a single prototype in which
ancient Egyptian concepts were elaborated in the light of a
new religious vision typical of the Hellenistic period. The
model of Isis’s aretalogies is, in fact, attributable to the begin-
ning of this period and was aimed at promoting diffusion of
the cult of the goddess whose functional identity and iconog-
raphy had by now become deeply Hellenized. After the god-
dess’s genealogy and a list of her main cult centers, a list fol-
lows of her cosmogonic exploits (e.g., separation of the land
from the sky, fixing the route followed by the stars, the sun
and the moon) and of the benefits she bestowed on humanity
(e.g., the abolition of cannibalism; the institution of public
and family law; the invention of language, writing, and navi-
gation; the institution of religious rites; and the definition
of ethical laws). The listing of the numerous arezai presents
a picture of Isis as a universal power, mistress of the cosmos
in its natural and human dimension, and in some documents
(e.g., Hymn from Andros, Hymn from Kyme, Metamorphoses)
sovereign of astral destiny—the Heimarmene (fate) imposed
on Hellenistic society as a dark and tyrannical force. This
prerogative of the goddess is expressed in the frequent name
of Tyche or Fortuna with which worshipers invoked her and
in the iconographic attributes of the cornucopia and the rud-
der. Its liveliest representation is the story of Lucius narrated
by Apeuleius in Mezamorphoses. This trait explains the excep-
tional favor that Isis enjoyed in the entire Mediterranean
world and represents the most typically Hellenistic aspect of
her personality. In the variety of her attributes and her typol-
ogy, the figure of Isis—although rooted in a national tradi-
tion—is a typical creation of Hellenism in the sense that she
exemplifies its cosmopolitan aspects and at the same time sat-
isfies individuals’ needs for personal guarantees for the pres-
ent and future. To this end, according to ancient Egyptian
ideology, an essential role is played by the goddess in the
mythical-ritual framework associating her with her spouse
Osiris and her son Horus. In the organic explanation of the
second century CE Greek writer Plutarch (before 50-after
120 CE), the Egyptian myth attributes Isis with the essential
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task of searching for the dismembered body of her spouse.
On recomposing it, she celebrated the funeral rites, through
which she made the great Osiris immortal. At the same time,
Plutarch defines the salvific function of the goddess toward
humanity:

The sister and wife of Osiris . . ., nor did she allow
the contests and struggles which she had undertaken,
her wanderings and her many deeds of wisdom and
bravery, to be engulfed in oblivion and silence, but into
the most sacred rites she infused images, suggestions
and representations of her experiences at that time, and
so she consecrated at once a pattern of piety and an en-
couragement to men and women overtaken by similar
misfortunes. (De Iside et Osiride, 27 as cited in Griffiths,
1970, pp. 26-27)

The divine story contemplates suffering and death but also
provides a positive solution in the reanimation of Osiris, who
regains life and sovereignty, albeit in the kingdom of the un-
derworld. To the eyes of the Greeks, who are aware of the
religious experiences typical of the Greek mystery cults, the
story becomes an exemplary model for contemporary men
and women. Translated into ritual terms (the teletas), it offers
worshipers the hope of overcoming the difficulties and suf-
ferings of human existence.

Plutarch’s text thus draws a picture that is clearly illus-
trated in Book 11 of the Metamorphoses, namely, the pres-
ence in the Isiac cult of the initiatory and esoteric praxis of
the mysteries, insofar as they are rites that place the worship-
er in intimate contact with the deity through the ritual reevo-
cation of a painful event that, however, has a positive out-
come. The mystery component—absent from the ancient
Egyptian religious context—is the result of the undeniable
influence of the Greek, probably Eleusinian model, as in
other cults of oriental deities. In particular, at the beginning
of the Hellenistic period in some Greek centers, Cybele, an-
other great goddess involved in the process of Hellenization
characteristic of the age, assumed traits typical of mystery
cults. These would persist with different forms and methods
up until the imperial period, when they are discussed by
Christian authors such as Clement of Alexandria (150-215)
and Julius Firmicus Maternus (fourth century CE).

Insofar as they are subjects of a mystery cult resulting
from the dense network of contacts with Greek religious in-
fluences and in particular with that of the Eleusinian Deme-
ter to whom in various ways both are typologically related,
the two goddesses, Isis and Cybele, express an important
component of the great Hellenistic religious amalgam. They
are, in fact, characterized by marked individualistic tensions,
which on a religious level are reflected in the search for a
more intimate and personal relationship with the deity, such
as could be realized in initiatory and esoteric rites. At the
same time, the Isiac cult is one of the most characteristic
manifestations of the tendency to set up new community
groups because it requires total devotion of the initiate. In
exchange for the divine protection that broke the bonds of
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the blind Fortuna and introduced him into the secrets of the
cult, the Lucius of Apuleius must dedicate to Isis his whole
existence in a total relationship of personal religion. Al-
though not definable in terms of conversion because it per-
sists within the framework of special devotion for a single
deity without excluding the other members of a polytheistic
pantheon, this relationship nevertheless expresses a religious
experience of significant intensity and personal commit-
ment, different from that offered by the traditional practices
of public cults.

A last characteristic of the Hellenistic Isis—typical of
numerous contemporary cults of female deities, yet in her
case particularly significant—is the extension and role of the
female presence that without being either exclusive or pre-
ponderant is proportionally large, both in terms of worship-
ers and priestly staff. As is known, in the ancient world a con-
nection often appears between female deities and female
priesthoods, without however there being any exclusion of
male priesthoods nor of priestesses in the cults of gods. In
any case, both in the public forms of the cult exercised in the
great Hellenistic temples and in private forms of religious as-
sociations that are often of a local nature, the role of the fe-
male priesthood is highly significant in the worship of De-
meter, Artemis, Athena, Cybele, the Goddess Syria Atargatis,
and Isis. The fact that a special web of relationships relates
each of these divine figures in various ways to the life of
women in their fundamental roles of wife and mother is
equally important. Among these, Isis stands out once more
as the Hymn from Kyme proclaims: “I am she who is called
God by women . . . I forced women to be loved by men”
(as cited in Beard, North, and Price, 1998, vol. 2,
pp. 297-298).

SEE ALsO Cybele; Hellenistic Religions; Isis; Roman Reli-
gion, article on the Imperial Period; Women’s Studies in
Religion.
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GIULIA SFAMENI GASPARRO (2005)

GODDESS WORSHIP: THE HINDU GODDESS

Academic interest in Hindu goddesses has burgeoned since
the 1970s because of three coalescing factors: in the United
States, funding for fieldwork in South Asia through postwar
area studies programs; feminist scholarship, with its stress on
women’s experience and feminist perspectives; and the move
from a reliance on texts and elite viewpoints to an emphasis
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on local, oral, village contexts where goddesses tend to thrive.
With increasing numbers of publications, however, the best
way to characterize Hindu goddesses, either as individuals or
as a category, has become contested and complex. Accord-
ingly, this essay has three aims: to cover representative Hindu
goddesses; to indicate the types of scholarly methodologies
currently employed to study them; and to describe major
hermeneutical controversies in their interpretation.

For heuristic purposes, this survey organizes goddesses
via a pacific (saumya)/fierce (raudra) spectrum, or, as Wendy
Doniger first labeled it, a juxtaposition between “breast”
(gentle and nurturing) and “tooth” (ambiguous and poten-
tially dangerous) goddesses (1980, pp. 90-91). In general,
breast goddesses are boon bestowing and provide mediation
and access to their more powerful consorts. One example is
$17 or Laksmi, associated from the Vedic period with royalty
and from the epic period with auspiciousness, fertility,
wealth, and usually Lord Visnu. Iconographically, she is por-
trayed either alone, seated on a lotus and surrounded by sym-
bols of fecundity (coins, water, elephants, and the color red)
or with Visnu in a position of humble subservience. Theo-
logical reflections on Laksm1 reach their apex in the medieval
writings of South Indian St1 Vaisnavas, for whom she is
Visnu’s inseparable breast-jewel, and she argues with her lord
over devotees, independently granting them grace (prasida).

Other instances include Sarasvati, the Vedic river god-
dess who by the epic period symbolized purity, learning, and
the arts, and who, though putatively linked to Brahma, helps
devotees directly; Sita, the wife of Rama, the model of wifely
perfection who, in Tulsidasa’s sixteenth-century Hindi ver-
sion of the Ramayana, the Ramcaritmainas, acts as the devo-
tee’s intermediary to Rama; and the various forms of Siva’s
wife Sati, or Parvati, the one to draw her unpredictable hus-
band from the sphere of moksa to that of dharma through
her beauty and sexuality. In the South Indian theological
speculations of Saiva Siddhanta, she is identified with Siva’s
grace (arul), inherent in every human. In all cases, these me-
diator-goddesses are said to be svakiya, or married to their
consorts, and even if they are soteriologically more signifi-
cant than the male gods, the latter are more important onto-
logically.

“Tooth” goddesses are sometimes dangerous and must
be viewed with caution. Famous examples are Durga, or
Ambika/Candika, the battle queen of the famed sixth-
century Sanskrit “Devi-Mahatmya” section of the
Markandeya Purana, who slays demons on behalf of the gods
and who offers her devotees either worldly enjoyment (bhuk-
ti) or liberation (mukti); and Kali, the emaciated demon-
chopper who emerges from Durga’s wrath to have an auton-
omous career as an awesome mother goddess, rescuing her
votaries from distress. Other instances of ambivalent god-
desses include those whose provenance is local calamity or
disease, such as Sitala and Mariyamman, goddesses of small-
pox and skin maladies. Like “tooth” goddesses in general,
they represent both the release from suffering and the cause
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of that suffering; devotees of Sitala in pox outbreaks claim
that the mother’s “mercy” (daya) is manifest on the bodies
of those she favors. Each of these powerful, independent god-
desses, though potentially allied with a male, either as con-
sort (Siva is the husband of both Durga and Kali) or as com-
panion (Jvarasura, the Fever Demon, is Sitald’s helper), are
not intermediaries to their male partners; one prays to them
directly, hoping that their compassionate sides will “inter-
cede,” so to speak, with their more dangerous aspects.

Midway between “breast” and “tooth” goddesses are
those who are neither subservient nor independently power-
ful, neither peaceful nor fierce, but who claim an equal status
with their male companions. Parvati in her form as the fe-
male sexual organ (yoni), coupled with that of the male, Siva
linga, is a perfect example of such complementarity, as are
Siva and Parvati as two halves of the same being,
Ardhaniariévara, Siva Half-woman. Radha, Krsna’s cowherd
lover, is another illustration; although, like the “breast” god-
desses mentioned above, she renders Krsna accessible to
Vaisnava devotees, offering her grace and compassion to
those who seek it (see Sturdas’s Swrsagar and the Brahmavai-
varta Purana). In other texts Krsna exalts her over himself
and even serves as a model of devotion to her rather than the
reverse (see Jayadeva's Giragovinda and Rapa Gosvamin’s

Vidagdhmadhava).

In a theological move similar to that of Krsna in the
Bhagavadgita, who asserts that all gods are really just forms
of himself, Hindu goddess worshipers also claim that all
manifestations of the divine feminine, whether benign or
ambivalent, are simply faces or aspects of the one Great God-
dess, Mahadevi. This profession is attested textually from at
least the time of the “Devi-Mahatmya,” where one finds epi-
thets praising one goddess in terms of another, stories in
which goddesses emerge from each other, and philosophical
declarations about female energy (Sak#i), primordial nature
(prakrii), delusive power (mayd), and the absolute ground of
being (brahman), each of which is said to characterize female
deities. The concept of Mahadevi was an especially powerful
tool for assimilating local, indigenous goddess cults into the
normative, widespread Hindu pantheon, and the Puranas
(fifth to eighteenth centuries) are textual repositories of lore
concerning this process of consolidation. Recent anthropo-
logical studies underscore the same point: tribal and local de-
ities in Orissa are slowly being identified with the pan-Indian
Durgd; a local “girl” in Madurai has risen through identifica-
tion with Siva’s consort Parvati to the status of his royal wife,
now more beloved by devotees than her husband; and Valli,
Murukan’s Tamil wife, is a classic low-caste Cinderella
whose origins have nearly been erased in her gradual upward
mobility. The 108 Sakta “seats” (pithas) of the Goddess,
each a local shrine glorified by its incorporation into the leg-
end about the fallen body parts of Siva’s wife Sati, are anoth-
er illustration of regional deities being unified under the ban-
ner of a universal goddess.

One of the results of the proliferation of studies on
Hindu goddesses has been both the expansion of knowledge

about individual goddesses and the theoretical nuancing of
scholarly approaches to goddesses in general. Alongside
translations or descriptive works, therefore, are field studies
promoting feminist, neo-Dukheimian, Freudian, or post-
colonial interpretive lenses. These treat a variety of individual
goddesses, such as Ankalaparamécuvari, Bhadrakali,
Draupadi, Mariyamman, and Minaksi, from South India,
and Manasa, Nandadevi, $itala, and Vaisnodevi, from the
north. As a group, such works challenge two influential her-
meneutical frameworks proposed when the study of Hindu
goddesses was still nascent in the 1960s and 1970s. The first
rests on a dichotomy between the local or “little” and the
universal or “great” traditions and claims that local goddess
cults lack geographic spread, textual articulation, Brahman
priests, sophisticated theology, vegetarian ethos, and a do-
mesticated deity. As new field research shows, such juxtapo-
sitions may be too stark. Ankalaparamécuvari is a village god-
dess prominent in Tamilnadu and Andhra Pradesh; her
spread is wider than that of Minaksi, who lives solely in one
temple in Madurai, but the latter is a royal deity whose fame,
and the wealth and Brahmanical prestige of her temple draw
crowds from around the country. Bhadrakali, a multiform
of the north Indian Kali, shares several important elements
with her northern namesake, but her cult in Kerala has many
unique features. The same is true of Manasa, the goddess of
snakes, who is widely worshiped throughout India but in va-
rying ritual and iconographic forms. Draupadi is reputed for
her role in the Mahabhirata, but only in South India is there
a cult centered on her. Nandiadevi and Vaisnodevi, both
variants of Durga, inspire complex local traditions in the cen-
tral and western Himalayas, respectively. Finally, Sitala and
Mariyamman share a concern with skin diseases, but their
iconography, personalities, and ritual prescriptions differ
from region to region across India. Such scholarly studies
imply twin processes at work: Sanskritization or Brahmaniza-
tion, the identification of the local with the universally re-
spected “higher” culture, and localization, whereby widely
recognized goddesses adapt to bounded geographic contexts.
Hence, the demarcation between “great” and “little” tradi-
tions is more porous than scholars once thought. A second
influential opposition, according to which divine ferocity is
associated with marital independence, has also been disput-
ed; Kathleen Erndl, Lynn Foulston, and Stanley Kurtz all
document sweet, married goddesses who accept blood sacri-
fice, possession, and fire walking, as well as independent god-
desses who are benign and vegetarian.

Among other themes of interest to contemporary schol-
ars of Hindu goddesses is the question of origins: from where
do Hindu goddesses come? From the Indus Valley civiliza-
tion, in the third millennium BCE or earlier? The Vedic peri-
od, after the mid-second millennium BCE? Autochthonous
tribal culture? Although the issue is hotly debated, the schol-
arly consensus is that the Indus Valley peoples were probably
goddess revering, as there are parallels between scenes depict-
ed on some of their steatite seals and later Dravidian sacrifi-
cial goddess cults. Goddess worship is also important, as one
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sees even today, in many tribal societies. In spite of the natu-
ral theological desire to read goddesses back into the Vedic
tradition, there is little evidence for this in the Vedic texts
themselves, although it is likely that because they are au-
thored by the Brahman elite, they do not represent the totali-
ty of Vedic religiosity.

An additional topic that galvanizes scholarly and popu-
lar audiences, East and West, is the relationship of Hindu
goddesses to Hindu women. Does the worship of female dei-
ties imply anything about expectations for women’s behav-
ior? The evidence is mixed: many goddesses appear to act as
approved models for Hindu women. Sita, Savitri, and
Parvati embody the ideal in wifely virtue; Nandadevi’s ritu-
alized reluctance to leave her parents’ home for Siva’s abode
mirrors the feelings of out-married Garhwali women; and
the Orissan Kali’s outstretched tongue is interpreted locally
as a symbol of desired wifely shame on the part of the god-
dess when she realizes that she has stepped on her husband’s
prostrate body. In such cases the goddess’s conduct acts to
reinforce what many see as patriarchal values. Other goddess-
es, however, represent the opposite: no mother would want
her daughter to have the fate of Radha, an adulteress played
upon by the fickle Krsna, or the character of the unruly Kali,
who dances naked, uncontrolled. Several scholars have inves-
tigated the specific effect that goddess worship has on women
in particular locales. Most of them conclude that goddesses
have not always been “good” for women: Bhadrakali’s cult
in Kerala is nearly exclusively male and represents male fears
of women; almost no women in Vindhyachal at the shrine
to Vindhyavasini find any relationship between the sakti of
the Goddess and ordinary women; and even the famed spiri-
tual giant, Anandamayi M3, is perceived by her devotees as
transcending gender entirely. However, such authors also
concede that the potential for positive influence is present.
As Kathleen Erndl notes, the goal for Hindu feminists on an
ideological level is “to rescue {akti from its patriarchal pris-
on,” in which women, because of their power, need to be
subdued (1993, p. 96). Western feminists and denizens of
women’s spirituality have long found Hindu goddesses inspi-
rational sources of inner strength; until recently, however,
Indian feminists have eschewed goddess symbolism as being
a tool of patriarchal oppression.

Another site for the investigation of Hindu goddesses
is the context of Hindu nationalism. With the rise of the
Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the Bharatiya Janata Party in
the late 1980s, one sees a concomitant resurgence of interest
in the cult of Bharat Mata, or Mother India, and the weap-
on-bearing eight-armed Astabhuja, a deity self-consciously
constructed by the women’s wing of the Rashtriya Swayam-
sevak Sangh to provide women with an anti-Muslim rallying
symbol. The politicized use of goddess imagery in the mod-
ern period goes back at least as far as the late nineteenth cen-
tury, with Bankimcandra Chatterjee’s famed hymn, “Hail to
the Motherland,” or “Bande Mataram!” (1882), in which the
land of India is equated with the pillaged goddess in need
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of her sons’ heroic self-sacrifice. Most scholars, whether Indi-
an or not, find the explicit equation of the nationalists’ ene-
mies with the goddess’s victims to be extremely worrying.

Of course, goddesses are a malleable lot, and the nation-
alists are not the only ones to employ them for human ends.
For example, Santosi Ma, Goddess of Contentment, found
a mass following after the release of a Bollywood film cele-
brating her power in 1975, the AIDS-Amma was created by
a health educator from Andhra Pradesh in 1999, and many
ecologically minded activists are exploring goddess traditions
for environmentally friendly stories, rituals, or associated
philosophical concepts. Again, the data is conflicting; to take
the case of the Ganges River, the same belief in the Ganga
as goddess leads some Hindus to overlook pollution, since
the Mother’s purity is inviolable, whereas others attempt to
cleanse her out of reverence.

A further topic is the intersection between Saktism and
Tantra, the antinomian ritual and philosophical system in
which the normally forbidden is utilized as a means to the
divine. From at least the tenth century, particularly in Bengal
and Kashmir, Tantric speculation has involved goddesses:
the ten mahavidyas (great goddesses of transformation), the
seven mdtrkas (mothers), and numerous yoginis and dakini
(female ghouls or adepts) in addition to Kali and other dei-
ties. As David Kinsley opines, because of the ambiguous,
death-dealing nature of many Tantric goddesses, they push
the devotee to new insight: if one can embrace, worship, even
love such deities, then one wins the Tantric boon of freedom
from fear (1975, p. 144). Investigations of Tantric goddesses
cults aim to decipher the relationships between the Tantric
elevation of goddesses and ideas of women (most scholars
conclude that, ideology notwithstanding, Tantra is primarily
male oriented); to understand the nexus between the patron-
age of Tantric goddess cults and the power ambitions of their
sponsors (since the time of the late gupras in the sixth to sev-
enth centuries, kings, whether real or titular, have utilized
Tantric symbolism to bolster their own claims to prestige);
to study the interaction between Hindus and the British dur-
ing the colonial period (for instance, in reaction to the first
partition of Bengal in 1905, many nationalists used Tantric
images of bloodthirsty goddesses to exhort rebellion against
the white colonialists); and to chart the British-influenced
Hindu critique of Tantric deities, due to which many have
lost their rough, sexualized, meat-eating demeanors.

Evidence of the health and vitality of Hindu goddesses
is indicated by the number who have made their homes out-
side India. Whether the new residence is the Caribbean, Eu-
rope, Britain, or North America, mainstream devis such as
Laksmi, Sita, Kali, Durga, Minaksi, and Vaisnodevi have
adapted in novel ways to their host environments. Most
Hindu communities attempt to replicate as faithfully as pos-
sible the worship settings of “back home”—temples known
for their claims to authenticity are the Kali temple in Toron-
to and the Minaksi temple in Houston—but even so, ac-
commodations are made in terms of festival timings, temple
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construction and zoning laws, and types of offerings. Devo-
tees must also contend with the fact that non-Hindus in dias-
pora settings may have strange or even hostile attitudes to-
ward their imported deities. How should a New York Hindu
react to gift shop lunch boxes decorated with the face of
Durga, or to Western feminists’ interpretations of Kali as a
symbol of women’s rage against patriarchy? Such appropria-
tions are balanced by what is perceived as more “genuine”
attitudes towards Hindu theism, like the Western-organized
and -financed Kali Mandir in Laguna Beach, California, to
which priests from Kolkata’s Dakshineswar Kali Temple are
regularly brought for ritual accuracy. As scholars note and
devotees experience, the Hindu Goddess, embodied in
countless goddesses in Hindu contexts the world over, is
complex, theologically flexible, and alive and well.

SEE ALSO Bengali Religions; Durga Hinduism; Ganges
River; Hindi Religious Traditions; Hindu Tantric Litera-
ture; Indian Religions, article on Rural Traditions; Marathi
Religions; Radha; Saivism; Sarasvati; Tamil Religions;
Vaisnavism.
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GODDESS WORSHIP: THEORETICAL
PERSPECTIVES

Theories about goddess worship have been advanced ever
since the emergence of the social sciences disciplines in the
nineteenth century. Religion specialists in the fields of an-
thropology, sociology, folklore, psychology, and comparative
mythology have contributed numerous theories to explain
the phenomenon of goddess worship. The topic has been re-
vived in recent years, particularly by specialists in the area of
women’s studies. The following survey of theoretical issues
in the study of goddess worship reflects controversies that
have raged over broader issues concerning the more general
interpretation of religion.

EARLY PERSPECTIVES ON GODDESS WORSHIP. Nineteenth-
century European social scientists and specialists in compara-
tive religion were fascinated by what they conceived to be
universal themes of human experience. Because they relied
heavily on the accounts of missionaries, traders, and other
travelers to different cultures rather than firsthand fieldwork,
many of their speculative theories are discredited today.
These writers were concerned with the origins of human in-
stitutions such as marriage, law, and religion. Contemporary
scholars tend to be more cautious than these early writers
about the origins of religion, believing that it is just as dan-
gerous to speculate about the past as it is to develop theories
about other cultures without firsthand field observation.

One of the most influential theories in the study of god-
dess worship was advanced by the nineteenth-century Swiss
jurist and historian of Roman law J. J. Bachofen (1815-
1887), who linked goddess worship with a more general the-
ory of social development. He asserted that the first human
societies were matriarchal and characterized by widespread
promiscuity, which was reflected in the worship of female de-
ities. While this theory has been discredited by contemporary
anthropologists, early social theorists such as Lewis Henry
Morgan, Karl Marx, and Friedrich Engels praised it. Sir
James Frazer set himself the task of completing Bachofen’s
assemblage of evidence for matriarchy among world cultures.
Even Sigmund Freud thought that goddess worship was
linked to an earlier stage of matriarchy. For Bachofen and
his followers, “mother right” marked a fixed and predeter-
mined stage in the evolution of human cultures. This stage
in human evolution, according to Bachofen, can be con-
firmed by myths about goddess worship, which are living ex-
pressions “of the stages in a people’s development, and for
the skillfull observer, a faithful reflection of all the periods
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in the life of that people” (Bachofen, p. 75). The matriarchal
period of human history was one of sublime grandeur, when
women inspired chivalry, chastity, and poetry in men. Al-
though men had superior strength, women strove for peace,
justice, and religious consecration—guiding the men’s “wild,
lawless masculinity.” This early phase of cultural evolution
was displaced, in Bachofen’s view, by a later period of con-
quest and patriarchy.

As early as 1851 proponents of the matriarchy theory
were embroiled in a controversy set off by the famous jurist
Sir Henry Maine, who insisted that the patriarchal family
was the original social unit. This was the same year in which
Bachofen was preparing his work Das Mutterrecht, asserting
exactly the opposite thesis. Over thirty years later, anthropol-
ogist and folklorist J. F. McLennan (1886) reasserted the ma-
triarchal theory, citing new anthropological evidence. Again
in 1891 the matriarchy concept was discredited by Edward
A. Westermarck, who was disturbed by Bachofen’s idea that
myths and legends preserve the “collective memory” of a peo-
ple. Westermarck’s argument attempted to reestablish
Maine’s patriarchal theory of human origins.

The issue flamed into controversy once again in 1927
with the publication of Robert Briffault’s encyclopedic work
The Mothers. Arguing against Maine and Westermarck, Brif-
fault reasserted the existence of a primitive matriarchy that
universally preceded patriarchy. However, unlike Bachofen,
who defined matriarchy as a period of mother rule and inher-
itance through the female line, Briffault conceived matriar-
chy to be a period when women were socially rather than po-
litically dominant. Briffault speculated that the “male
instinct” created the original social herd and that the “female
instinct” was responsible for the establishment of the family.
Much of Briffault’s evidence was derived from the study of
religion; he thought that the widespread existence of lunar
deities among primitive peoples was proof of the early social
dominance of women, because women were the first hiero-
phants of lunar cults. Briffault’s evolutionary theory was not
the last of its kind. As recently as the 1930s Wilhelm
Schmidt advanced a theory for the origin of religion employ-
ing a multilinear rather than unilinear model of cultural evo-
lution. Schmidt assumed the existence of three types of “pri-
mary cultures”—matrilineal, patrilineal, and patriarchal.
According to Schmidt, women were involved in the earliest
cultivation of plants. Consequently their social importance
increased, giving rise to widespread goddess worship.

Few psychologists have contributed theories about god-
dess worship. Freud thought devotion to female deities rep-
resented an infantile desire to be reunited with the mother.
According to Freud, goddess worship represents universal
unconscious fantasies characteristic of a stage in early psychic
development in which the mother seems to be all-powerful
to the child. C. G. Jung placed the religious impulse in a
more central position than did Freud. He postulated a set
of innate universal archetypes operative in the human psy-
che, one of which was the feminine principle. Jung utilized



3612

symbolism from primitive, archaic, and contemporary reli-
gions to shed light on the operation of these archetypes.

The Jungian perspective has been most fully developed
in a classic work by Erich Neumann entitled 7he Great
Mother (1955). This massive volume explores the phenome-
non of goddess worship from a number of psychological per-
spectives. Unlike social theorists who traced the development
of goddess worship in social time and space, Neumann ana-
lyzes the phenomenon purely in terms of inner psychic im-
ages. Although he repudiates Bachofen’s sociological analysis
of matriarchy, he praises him for having made lasting discov-
eries about the elementary character of the feminine. In Neu-
mann’s words, “early mankind and the matriarchal stage are
not archaeological or historical entities, but psychological re-
alities whose fateful power is still alive in the psychic depths
of present-day man.” Neumann posits a matriarchal stage se-
quentially preceding patriarchy at the psychic level. This
stage in the evolution of the human psyche is represented by
belief in the Great Goddess. A strange contradiction perme-
ates Neumann’s work; on one hand he discounts Bachofen’s
sociological argument for matriarchy, but at the same time
he praises Briffault for having “discovered the fact (which is
still insufficiently recognized) that early culture is in very
high degree the product of the female group” (p. 281). At
the methodological level, Neumann admits to removing doc-
uments and images of goddess worship from their cultural
contexts. He rationalizes this methodology by asserting that
psychohistory (a set of stages in the development of the
human psyche) does not necessarily parallel historical events
in a linear way. Despite such methodological curiosities,
Neumann’s work represents one of the most comprehensive
treatments of goddess worship ever assembled by a Western
scholar. Not only does he demonstrate the great variety of
forms manifested in the phenomenon of goddess worship,
he reveals the “transformative” nature of this religious im-
pulse. He sketches out four manifestations of the Great
Mother archetype: (1) the Good Mother (associated with
childbearing, vegetation mysteries, and rebirth); (2) the Ter-
rible Mother (linked to death, dismemberment, sickness, and
extinction); (3) the Positive Transformative Goddess (related
to wisdom, vision, ecstasy, and inspiration mysteries); and
(4) the Negative Transformative Goddess (connected to re-
jection, deprivation, madness, and impotence). Any female
deity can be classified as one of these four functions of the
archetype; some goddesses can be placed in more than one
of these categories.

There has been no major work on the topic by a single
author since Neumann’s classic treatment of goddess wor-
ship in the mid-1950s. There are several reasons for this.
First, the works of Neumann and Briffault, who wrote in the
twentieth century, reflect the nineteenth-century approach
to comparative religions, which relished the fabrication of
elaborate and ambitious theoretical frameworks for the study
of complex phenomena. Also significant is the emergence of
scientific anthropology, which, until recently, has stressed
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the analysis of single, manageable cultural entities through
direct fieldwork. Armchair speculation went out of style with
the emergence of the Boasian school in anthropology during
the early twentieth century. Few psychologists, excepting
Freud and the Jungians, have studied religious topics. Con-
temporary psychologists have focused on discrete measurable
phenomena, such as the religious content of dreams and the
relationship of psychedelic drugs to altered states of con-
sciousness. Within the mainstream of American psychologi-
cal thought virtually nothing has been written on the subject

of goddess worship.

Other than anthropologists and psychologists, some re-
ligion scholars have approached goddess worship from a phe-
nomenological perspective. Joseph Campbell for instance, in
his monumental four-volume work 7he Masks of God takes
aJungian approach to goddess worship. While he sometimes
uses caution in connecting goddess worship with a matriar-
chal stage in cultural evolution, at other times he perpetuates
the nineteenth-century hypotheses of primitive matriarchy.
E. O. James (1959) vacillates between a purely historical de-
scription of different goddesses in their cultural contexts and
generalizations that border on a universal psychic unity ap-
proach, much like Erich Neumann’s.

CONTEMPORARY ISSUES IN THE STUDY OF GODDESS WOR-
SHIP. After nearly thirty years without a major work on god-
dess worship, there has been a revival of interest in the topic
from three quarters—anthropology, religious studies, and
feminist scholarship. Several new books have been published
on goddess worship in the early 1980s. The work Mother
Worship: Theme and Variations (1982), edited by the author
of this article, utilizes current data generated by anthropolo-
gists to address the topic. Another volume, The Book of the
Goddess: Past and Present (1983), edited by Carl Olson, is a
collection of articles by historians of religion and feminist
scholars. Goddess worship is a central theme in the Autumn
1983 issue of Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Sociery,
which is devoted to the study of women and religion. This
recent revival of interest in goddess worship is due to three
main factors: (1) a new interest in the old matriarchy contro-
versy, (2) an active discussion among feminists about goddess
symbolism, and (3) the emergence of a new comparative
religions.

The matriarchy controversy. The issue of primitive
matriarchy, which once plagued the study of goddess wor-
ship, has not disappeared. Some modern writers continue to
assume there was an early historical phase when females
dominated males. They cling to the notion that goddess wor-
ship is a remnant of that earlier period. The controversy con-
tinues to stir lively debate among popular writers, though
many scholars think the issue is a dead one.

Most contemporary historians of religion accept the an-
thropological view that a stage of matriarchy never existed.
However, a few scholars of eminent stature like Joseph
Campbell (in Bachofen, 1967, p. lv) continue to support
Bachofen’s idea of an age of “mother right” that preceded pa-
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triarchy. They insist that this has been “confirmed irrefut-
ably” by archacological evidence. Although most feminist
scholars today agree with the anthropological position, there
remain a few articulate feminist authors who continue to per-
petuate the idea of an original matriarchal stage. An example
of this genre is Stathawk’s The Spiral Dance: A Rebirth of the
Ancient Religion of the Great Goddess (1979), in which the au-
thor discusses a rediscovery of the ancient “matrifocal civili-
zations” and the “falsehoods of patriarchal history.” Accord-
ing to Sally R. Binford (1981, pp. 150-151) the belief in
early matriarchies has taken a religious form for some femi-
nists; mother-goddess worshipers in Los Angeles, for in-
stance, have become organized into a church with a temple
and priestesses. They believe that the archaeological data that
refute their position reflect a conspiracy against women
among professional archacologists. Binford calls this move-
ment a “New Feminist Fundamentalism.”

The only other scholars to take primitive matriarchy
seriously in recent decades were Soviets, who espoused
Friedrich Engels’s outdated nineteenth-century notions.
Alexander Marshack (1972, pp. 338-339) cites Soviet ar-
chaeologists who interpreted Upper Paleolithic mother-
goddess figurines as confirmation of the existence of early
matriarchal hunting societies organized around totemic clans
controlled by women. According to Marshack, this view is
simplistic, a distorted interpretation of complex data. He in-
sists that the goddess images from the Upper Paleolithic era
are evidence for symbolic processes “extremely variable in
meaning and use and that they played a number of special-
ized and generalized roles across the complex, integrated,
time-factored culture. . . . These facts do not confirm a
matriarchy.” Marshack adds one final but crucial note to his
argument: the era was also marked by a separate, specialized
masculine imagery and complex animal mythology, and the
female figurines must be considered in this context. Thus,
Upper Paleolithic society was neither matriarchal nor patriar-
chal, despite Marxist claims to the contrary.

There is no anthropologist today who would argue for
a stage of matriarchy associated with goddess worship. It has
been refuted on many occasions by anthropologists of all the-
oretical persuasions, including Marxists and feminists. In a
brilliant argument against the matriarchy theory, Carolyn
Fluehr-Lobban (1979, p. 343) notes three errors committed
by scholars who insist on perpetuating this myth: They mis-
takenly assume that (1) the presence of female deities is evi-
dence of matriarchy, (2) matrilineal societies are survivals of
an era of matriarchy, and (3) matrilineality and matriarchy
are related to each other. According to Binford (1981,
pp- 152-153) all these ideas are false and misleading. In fact
the myth of matriarchy is damaging to the cause of feminists.
Women are not freed by perpetuating the myth. The idea
that the type of complex social organization required for ma-
triarchy could be found among prehistoric societies is so pa-
tently ridiculous as to be a source of embarrassment for seri-
ous scholars pursuing the study of religion.
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Even scholars who reject the existence of a historical
stage of matriarchy sometimes insist that the symbolism of
goddess worship can provide information about the history
of female social roles. Some feminists argue, for instance, that
the absence of female sacred imagery in Judaism, Christiani-
ty, and Islam is due to the repression of women in Western
societies. This attempt to draw a parallel between the gender
of sacred images and women’s roles is misguided. Occasion-
ally the two may parallel each other, but the social role of
women may directly contradict or differ significantly from
that suggested by a religion’s sacred imagery. A study of
Hindu goddess worship does not allow us, for instance, to
predict with any certainty the relationship of women to men
in Indian society. This same point is made by the historian
and women’s studies specialist Judith Ochshorn (in Olson,
1983, p. 18) in her 1982 study of the Middle Eastern god-
dess Ishtar. According to this scholar, the Near Eastern dei-
ties were heavily anthropomorphized. Sometimes they re-
flected the reality of social roles in the Middle East, but more
often they represented a different concept of community—as
exemplified by the frequent instances of incest among the de-
ities, a totally foreign idea in the social reality of that period.

Today most scholars of comparative religions, including
feminists, would agree that primitive matriarchy is a myth.
This does not preclude continued research on male and fe-
male roles in prehistoric societies. Because fieldwork has not
confirmed the existence of even a single matriarchal society,
the matriarchy controversy is a quasi-religious issue that has
no place in the serious study of goddess worship. Far more
important is the contemporary scholarship of feminists who
seek to deepen the understanding of the relationship of
human nature to religion without invoking dubious nine-
teenth-century issues like primitive matriarchy. In much of
this work women are searching for a new focus of identity
in the modern world. Goddess worship has been intimately
linked to this quest.

The feminist revival of goddess worship. One reason
for the increasing popularity of goddess worship as a subject
of inquiry is the expanding influence and scholarly develop-
ment of women’s studies. According to Carol Christ (in
Olson, 1983, p. 235) feminist writings about the gender of
deities reflect two distinct types of argumentation: (1) reli-
gions that stress the maleness of the supreme being deify the
masculine principle and see it as the only source of legitimate
authority; (2) the attribution of male qualities to deities re-
flects distorted concepts derived from alienated male experi-
ence in Western societies. Feminists who use the first argu-
ment stress the need to eliminate masculine pronouns and
gender-specific titles from Jewish and Christian scriptures
and liturgy to restore authority to women. Feminists who as-
sert the second argument oppose this simple solution because
in their eyes the distorted male image of divinity in Western
religions cannot be removed by merely changing gender-
specific language. They argue that the symbolism will remain
biased because of the dualistic, conquest-oriented, patriar-
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chal, and hierarchical infrastructure that underlies these
male-oriented religions.

Carol Christ (in Olson, 1983, pp. 238-248) presents a
schematic view of feminist solutions to the problem of gen-
der in the worship of deities. According to this scholar, there
are four approaches advanced by feminist theologians to re-
solve the problem of male symbolism of God: (1) male sym-
bols of God can be reinterpreted in nonoppressive ways;
(2) language used to refer to God can be made androgynous;
(3) female symbolism for the Supreme Being must be intro-
duced in order to create an imagery that reflects dual gender;
(4) male symbolism must be deemphasized to provide an op-
portunity for the Great Goddess, whose existence has been
obscured by this symbolism, to reclaim her ascendancy.
Western feminists are experimenting with many different
ways to introduce female sacred imagery into Judaism and
Christianity.

Those feminists who believe sexism to be an integral
part of Western religions want no part in saving them from
what they see as built-in sexist biases; instead, they advocate
a reemergent goddess worship as a focus of religiosity appro-
priate to complex modern life. These feminists are actively
developing extensive experimental liturgies for raising con-
sciousness about goddess worship, both as it existed in antiq-
uity and in religions outside of Western civilization. Thus,
goddess worship and imagery are considered to be the focus
of a new power for women rooted in the women’s liberation
movement and grounded in a new symbol system. The Spiral
Dance by Starhawk is a recipe for the rebirth of an “ancient
religion of the Great Goddess.” It reflects the conviction
among some feminists that goddess worship is a source of
strength and creativity for women, and also provides an anti-
dote to the regrettable patriarchal “conquest of nature”
theme that characterizes Western thought.

The debate among feminists about these social and
theological issues has been a healthy source of revitalization
not only in terms of the reawakening of the study of goddess
worship but also in terms of scholarly inquiry into assump-
tions about human nature that lie at the heart of Western
religions. The growing literature in this field promises to
shed new light on the role of goddess worship in the contem-
porary world. Consequently, one can expect a steadily in-
creasing growth in the amount of research on the veneration
of female deities, deriving particularly from the work of those
contemporary feminists who are intentionally constructing
new myths to transform traditional patterns of goddess wor-
ship into forms that give women a stronger sense of their
own identity, power, and meaning in the modern world.
Thus, the feminist movement is a major contributing factor
in the revitalization of goddess worship as a topic of inquiry
among popular writers and scholars in different disciplines.

The new comparative religions. A significant new di-
rection is developing in the social sciences after the long siege
of behaviorism in psychology and historical particularism in
anthropology. The revolt against the errors of nineteenth-

century armchair theoreticians has come to an end. This is
reflected in a new comparative religions, which focuses once
again on the main themes of human religious experience. In-
stead of working from a dubious, in fact erroneous, data base,
the new comparative religionists are treating these universal
themes with the benefit of more than fifty years of extensive
field work conducted in various cultures by cautious social
scientists. Since the mid-1970s social scientists and religion
specialists have been working together more closely. The re-
sult is the publication of numerous volumes devoted to the
main themes of religion, such as sacrifice, death, rebirth, rites
of passage, the evil eye, pilgrimage, and goddess worship.
These new works are neither too speculative nor overly cau-
tious about exploring panhuman dimensions of religious ex-
perience.

One of the most widely publicized and heavily attended
sessions at the American Anthropological Association meet-
ings in San Francisco during 1975 was entitled “Anthropo-
logical Inquiries into Mother Worship.” This session result-
ed eventually in an edited volume on the topic (Preston,

1982).

The mid-1970s marked a watershed in the anthropolog-
ical study of religion. Since that time some anthropologists
have been about the business of synthesizing a vast amount
of data accumulated over the years on various dimensions of
religion. Much of this new information was isolated previ-
ously in the contexts of specific ethnographies devoted to the
elaboration of particular cultural descriptions. The large
numbers of people who attended the session on goddess wor-
ship in San Francisco were not attracted by any “star quality”
scholars making their usual erudite presentations, but rather
the time was ripe for introducing once again a topic that had
remained more or less dormant for several decades. An exten-
sive amount of data had been gathered on goddess worship
in many different cultural contexts, and no one knew what
to do with it. Scholars were seeking a new frame of reference.
Historians of religion had been synthesizing the work of an-
thropologists for years. It was now time for anthropologists
to return to their original task of making sense of a topic like
goddess worship by placing it in a comparative framework.

The new approach to goddess worship, though cau-
tious, strives to retain a delicate balance between cultural
context and the broader panhuman issues that continue to
be vital in the comparative study of religion. Despite the
early years of ambitious speculation and the later period of
overcautious skepticism, many questions about goddess wor-
ship remain unanswered. More knowledge about the rela-
tionship between male and female deities is needed. Why in
some religions are female sacred images almost totally absent?
What about the role of goddess worship in the development
of complex forms of social organization? Why do female sa-
cred images continue to thrive, even in Communist coun-
tries where religion is not officially sanctioned? How do the
personal religious experiences of devotees who turn to god-
desses differ from those who turn to male gods for answers
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to their prayers? Why is goddess worship associated with
such great antiquity? How does the worship of female deities
fit into the postindustrial world? The new comparative reli-
gions, with its balanced perspective that incorporates ques-
tions of panhuman and culturally specific levels of analysis,
has been another stimulus for the revitalization of major
themes of religious significance shared by human beings the
world over.

No single theory is adequate to explain the multifaceted
phenomenon of goddess worship. What deeply felt impulse
is there that continuously kindles the veneration of female
sacred images for thousands of years among human popula-
tions? Are Victor Turner and Edith Turner (1978, p. 236)
correct when they ask whether the resurgent interest in fe-
male sacred images during the modern era is an index of dis-
content with male iconoclasm, technology, progress, and
bureaucratization? Elsewhere this author has written (Pres-
ton, 1982, pp. 340-341) that the loneliness of urban life, the
contemporary emphasis on independence, the fast pace of
technological society, and the radical severing of human-
kind’s relationship with the earth have left people in pos-
tindustrial societies with a deep sense of disenchantment that
is perceived to have the potential to be healed by a return
to sacred qualities, which are often considered to be best ex-
pressed through a divine mother image. Even if one does not
agree with the Jungian idea of a feminine archetype, all hu-
mans understand the mother-infant bond and recognize the
related universal symbol of the womb as mother of life. The
worship of female sacred images is deeply entwined with a
panhuman experience of this primary bond. While not every
incidence of goddess worship is an expression of the attempt
by humans to return to the primary bond of origin, there can
be no doubt this theme underlies the strong continuity of
goddess worship expressed in so many different forms and
in such great profusion throughout the world.

SEE ALSO Archetypes; Women’s Studies in Religion.
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GODS AND GODDESSES. In human religious ex-
perience, manifestations of sacred power (hierophanies) pro-
vide centers of meaning, order, worship, and ethics. Humans
have always felt that real life is in close contact with sacred
power, and that sacred power is often encountered in the
form of divine beings. Ideas and experiences of these god-
desses and gods thus are not so much intellectual reflections
as existential concerns, revolving around the fundamental
human questions of life in this world. The manner in which
the divine beings are imagined and experienced, and the par-
ticular types, functions, and personalities of the divine be-
ings, depend on the cultural context of the particular com-
munity of people.

Gods and goddesses fit most aptly into what have been
called polytheistic cultures, where the divine reality has not
been unified into monistic or monotheistic systems. Monis-
tic views still allow for goddesses and gods as manifestations
or emanations of one divine reality, whereas a monotheistic
wortldview absorbs their functions as attributes of the one
God, or downgrades them to helpers, such as angels or saints.
This article will focus on the major types of gods and god-
desses in the cultures in which plurality of divine beings is
taken for granted.

Scholarly discussion on gods and goddesses has raised
a number of issues. One question has to do with the relation
between gods and human society. Even though the goddesses
and gods of a particular society necessarily reflect the values
and traditions of that society, one cannot assume direct cor-
respondences between the mythological divine world and
humans. Just because a society emphasizes a mother goddess

does not mean that it was originally a matriarchy, for exam-
ple. It seems that myths about the gods and goddesses cannot
be taken as direct reflections of human historical experiences.
At the same time, careful study of the changing visions of the
divine beings may suggest some facets of the dynamics of so-
cial change within a particular community of people. For ex-
ample, a change in dominance from one god or goddess to
another may reflect the rising power of a particular group
within the society with its mythological concerns. Or a
change in a particular goddess or god’s function could con-
ceivably reflect new needs and concerns on the part of the
people.

Another issue questions whether it is possible to identify
the “original” function of certain goddesses and gods, in con-
trast to added or accumulated functions, or to distinguish be-
tween “primordial” gods, on the one hand, and lesser spirits
or deified humans, on the other. While these distinctions can
provide valuable insights, they can also be misleading. Al-
though certain central functions may stand out, like those
of creator, warrior, or fertility giver, often a particular god-
dess or god displays a number of functions, and it cannot be
determined with certainty which should be considered the
original or primordial. In fact, most divine beings are highly
complex and are perceived to meet the needs of the people
in a variety of ways.

In the last several years this discussion has been carried
on particularly by feminist scholars who have focused a great
deal of study on goddesses, with results that have enhanced
our understanding of the importance, richness, and com-
plexity of the individual goddesses. Earlier scholarship em-
phasized the importance and variety of male gods while
stereotyping goddesses as secondary and limited to mother-
ing and fertlity functions. But feminist scholars have
brought the study of goddesses to the fore and shown con-
vincingly that they are no less important in power and sover-
eignty than male gods, and they are equally diverse in their
functions.

One central issue is the question whether there was, in
the prehistorical period, one unified Great Goddess (e.g.,
Mother Earth) that is somehow revealed or expressed in the
various goddesses of the different peoples. J. J. Bachofen gave
impetus to this theory in Das Mutterecht (1861) by arguing
that mothers ruled over families in the prehistoric era. Other
scholars, such as Sir James Frazer in The Golden Bough
(1911-1915), Erich Neumann in 7he Great Mother: An
Analysis of the Archetype (1955), and E. O. James in The Cult
of the Mother Goddess (1959), established the idea that the
cult of the Mother Goddess was prevalent throughout the
ancient world and that it reflects an essential human arche-
type. Archaeologists James Mellaart and Marija Gimbutas ar-
gued that evidence from archaeology supports the theory
that the cult of the Great Goddess was reflected in the female
figurines and other feminine symbols which dominated these
societies. Gimbutas put forth the view that peoples of ancient
Europe and the Near East were devoted to the worship of
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the Mother Goddess in her various forms and lived in matri-
archal, peaceful societies. They were disrupted and changed
by the invasion of war-like Indo-Europeans, who brought
their male gods and established patriarchal, violent societies.

Many feminist scholars, through extensive critical inves-
tigations of goddesses in past and present world religions,
have questioned this theory of a unified Great Goddess be-
hind all goddess figures, and of the societal changes that took
place. These scholars, such as Lucy Goodison and Christine
Mortis in Ancient Goddesses: The Myth and the Evidence,
argue that the theory that all goddesses represent mother or
fertility power actually constricts and diminishes their role.
Rather, they find goddesses representing the whole range of
divine functions—creators, rulers, warriors, fertility-givers,
promoters of sexuality, mistresses of animals, bringers of de-
struction and death, among others. And they show that male
gods also include so-called feminine functions such as giving
birth, nurturing, and bringing peace. The emphasis in this
scholarship is not on uncovering a unified Goddess arche-
type, but on recognizing the complexity, diversity, and sig-
nificance of goddess figures in the cultures of the world, past
and present.

Yet discussion of the Great Goddess still plays a signifi-
cant role in some contexts. Hindus, with their full array of
goddesses, have long speculated about one Great Goddess
(Mahadevi), manifested in various goddesses, including
Parvati, Laksmi, Sita, Durgd, and Kali, while at the same
time exulting in the individual aspects and activities of these
goddesses. A significant appropriation of the idea of the
Great Goddess has also taken place in the contemporary
western movement variously called Goddess Spirituality,
Goddess Religion, and Women’s Spirituality. Growing out
of feminism, Goddess Spirituality resonates to the perception
of the Great Goddess, affirming women’s bodies and lives
and providing powerful images of the mysteries of life and
death, regeneration, creativity, and the divine force in all of
nature.

HISTORY AND MORPHOLOGY OF DIVINE BEINGS. To under-
stand the full dimensions of gods and goddesses in the vari-
ous cultures of the world, it is helpful to keep in mind both
the cultural history and the morphology of human involve-
ment with what they have considered sacred beings. Histori-
cally, all the different deity forms that have developed need
to be understood and related to the cultural areas in which
they are at home. People of each particular culture choose
certain types of sacred modalities as strong and efficacious,
and these modalities define the goddesses and gods as they
are experienced and described within that culture. There is
always an ongoing process of revaluation of the gods and
goddesses, even in archaic cultures that seem to change very
little over long periods of time. The modalities of the sacred
are dynamic, one form diminishing in importance or becom-
ing absorbed into another form, while new experiences give
strength to other forms of the sacred. The way in which the
people envision the gods and goddesses reflects something of
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their social, political, economic, and cultural experience in
a living process.

In considering the morphology of goddesses and gods
across various cultures, the modalities by which the sacred
is experienced are embedded in the structures of nature itself
and in the structures of human life. Almost every significant
reality in human experience has been seen in one culture or
another as the arena of a sacred manifestation: sky, earth,
sun, moon, mountains, water, hunting, planting, sexuality,
washing, childbirth, eating, rulership, war, death, and so
forth. Some common cross-cultural themes exist in the way
peoples of the world have envisioned gods and goddesses.
Since their power meets human existence precisely at the
most vital and crucial areas of life, humans experience these
divine manifestations in concrete, compelling forms. The
goddesses and gods thus revealed are felt to have efficacious
power, personality, and will. The fact that the divine beings
have personality and will is rooted in the sense that human
existence is not just aimless and haphazard but is related to
the sacred pattern created or structured by the will of the
gods and goddesses.

Each people’s system of gods and goddesses depends on
their traditional cultural context, for deities are always envi-
sioned in ways appropriate to a culture. For example, divine
beings in archaic hunting societies include ancestors, sky and
astral gods, and representations of mother-type goddesses.
But most characteristic of hunting cultures are sacred beings
associated with animals: culture heroes in animal form and,
above all, masters and mistresses of animals. These are pow-
erful gods and goddesses who represent the sacred as experi-
enced in the people’s relationship to animals.

Planting cultures also know animal forms of gods, but
here earth gods of fertility come to the fore. Earth goddesses
and gods are creators and givers of life, appearing also in veg-
etarian goddess forms as, for example, Mother of Grain. At-
mospheric gods—storm and sun—are important in that they
fertilize the earth goddess and bring fecundity. Dying and
rising deities often symbolize the cycle of vegetal fertility. An-
cestors or culture heroes are important as the divine beings
who originated cultivated plants.

Pastoral peoples are of many types and often include
some planting activities in addition to keeping their herds.
Sky and atmospheric gods tend to be supreme among these
peoples. But they also revere divine powers associated with
herds of animals, because sacred life-giving power comes to
the people especially in relation to their herds.

Cultures that have developed beyond these archaic levels
create very complex pantheons of goddesses and gods. For
example, agricultural city-state societies like those of ancient
Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, or Mexico typically have a hi-
erarchical pantheon ruling over the city-state through a
human ruler, the pantheon mirroring in some respects the
various functions of the city-state. The complex civilizations
established throughout Europe and Asia by Indo-European
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peoples retained some elements of the early pastoralist gods
but greatly expanded and developed these pantheons as they
interacted with the religious traditions of the indigenous
peoples in their various settlement areas.

In most cultures the plurality of divine powers is under-
stood to operate as some sort of pantheon, a system of gods
and goddesses functioning as a sacred community. Panthe-
ons arise from the experience of the sacred in different arenas
of nature and society. They change over time as some func-
tions become more important and others less so, reflecting
dynamic changes in social groups and culture. Often a pan-
theon has some kind of hierarchal structure based on the dif-
ferent functions of its goddesses and gods. There may be a
sovereign or head of the pantheon, for example, a father of
the gods (such as "El for the ancient Canaanites) or a great
goddess who ranks first before all in power and authority
(such as Amaterasu in early Shintd). Sometimes the head of
the pantheon is envisioned as old or remote, and the vital
functions of maintaining life and order are performed by
other powerful, immanent gods and goddesses. The pan-
theon functions as a particular culture’s way of understand-
ing the various experiences of the sacred in a symbolic sys-
tem, providing orientation and unity to human existence in
a world made up of a plurality of divine wills.

TYPOLOGIES OF GODDESSES AND GODS. In order to sketch
the rich scope of divine beings in human history and culture,
two somewhat different perspectives on gods and goddesses
are explored here: a cosmic typology and a social typology.
The cosmic typology outlines some of the epiphanies of sa-
cred power through the structures of the cosmos and the or-
ganization of these divine forms. The social typology ex-
plores sacred beings in relation to functions in vital areas of
human society and culture.

Cosmic goddesses and gods. Many religious traditions
expressly recognize a cosmic typology of gods and goddesses.
The Greeks divided their gods into the Olympians and the
chthonic gods, and early Shinté myths spoke of kami of
heaven and kami of earth. Deities of the Indo-European peo-
ples typically are related to the three realms (Skt., lokas) of
sky, atmosphere, and earth. In ancient Mesopotamian cul-
tures, gods had cosmic functions, such as An of the heavens,
Enlil of the storm, and Enki, lord of the earth and waters.

Sky gods and goddesses. Among cosmic gods, the sky de-
ities generally take precedence. Even the most primal, archaic
cultures know of a primordial supreme god who is mani-
fested in the vault of the sky. The characteristics of this god
are drawn from the experience of the sky: this is the high god
with authority over all, all-seeing and thus all-knowing, pres-
ent everywhere and sovereign in power. The sky god is also
the ultimate creator and sustainer of everything, as well as
the law-giver and moral overseer. At the same time this god
is remote, a deus otiosus. Other goddesses and gods of the sky
and atmosphere are often thought of as helpers of the su-
preme sky god. Tribes of southeastern Australia have a sky
god called Baiame, or Daramulun, who is self-created, causes

rain, and sees and hears all. The Yoruba sky god is QOlorun,
an almighty, immortal, all-knowing creator. An of ancient
Mesopotamia is the supreme authority in the sky, presiding
over the assembly of the gods. Varuna of Vedic India is visi-
ble everywhere, with the wind as his breath; he gives rain and
thunder and is all-knowing, thousand-eyed, and is the uni-
versal king and the guardian of cosmic order. Ahura Mazda,
the Iranian supreme god, and Zeus, who became the high
god of the Greeks, retain this celestial character of sovereign-
ty, as do the related sky gods Jupiter of the Romans and
Odinn (Odin) of the Scandinavians. Among the ancient
Chinese, Tian (Heaven) was considered the upholder of the
universal moral order. Hathor, mistress of the sky in ancient
Egypt, was closely identified with the king’s sovereignty, and
another sky goddess, Nut, extended that sovereignty to the
journey into the afterlife. These sky gods and goddesses also
take on many other specialized functions.

Meteorological gods and goddesses. Deities associated
with meteorological and atmospheric phenomena often rep-
resent specialized functions or attributes of the supreme sky
god. Important among these are, first of all, the storm and
wind deities. Moving away from sovereignty and transcen-
dence, they express fecundity, creative force, rain-providing
power, epiphanies of force and violence and war, sources of
energy for nature and for civil order. An, the Mesopotamian
sky god, in this aspect is called the “fecund breed-bull”; he
manifests his powers in the spring sky with thunder and fer-
tilizes Ki (Earth) with rain. In this form, too, appear such
great storm gods as Enlil of Mesopotamia, Indra of India,
Min of ancient Egypt, Baal and Hadad of the Northwest
Semites, Marduk of Babylon, and Pérr (Thor) of Scandina-
via. While the supreme sky god is quite remote and transcen-
dent, these storm gods become more immanent: Varuna the
sky god becomes old and feeble, and Indra takes over; "El is
sometimes pictured as old and impotent, and Baal moves to
central stage as the fecundator. The storm gods overflow
with strength and vitality, burst open the clouds for rain,
send fertility to the fields, and keep the cosmic forces going.
Wind and storm are destructive as well as fecundating, and
the ravages of such storm gods and goddesses as Pérr (Thor),
Enlil of Mesopotamia, Anat of the Canaanites, Tlaloc of the
Aztecs, Ngai of the Maasai, and Sango of the Yoruba are
dreaded.

Sun divinities are meteorological sacred powers related
to the sky, embodying and dispensing the power of life. The
sun god brings light, enlightenment and wisdom and is often
characterized by unchangeability, stability, and order. Sha-
mash, sun god in ancient Mesopotamia, was considered god
of oracles and diviners; Hammurabi called him the great
judge of heaven and earth, source of laws and order. In an-
cient Egypt, the sun god, fighting against darkness and
chaos, was thought daily to conquer darkness and create light
anew. In many cultures the sun god or goddess plays the role
of the supreme god; Re-Atum in ancient Egypt, Huitz-
ilopochtli in Mexico, the sun god among various North
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American Indians, and Amaterasu in Japan exemplify this.
The sun god also has the power to destroy, especially in de-
sert cultures; this god overpowers the living with heat and
drought, devouring as well as generating life. The sun god
has connections with the underworld, like Re of ancient
Egypt who leads dead souls through the underworld, or Utu
of Mesopotamia who acts as their judge during the nightly
journey.

Goddesses and gods associated with the stars and planets
frequently are experienced as the eyes and/or ears of the sky
god, lending themselves to the all-seeing and all-knowing
qualities of the supreme god. The Masai of Kenya believe the
sky-rain god Ngai has universal vision through his nighttime
“eyes”; a falling star is one of the eyes of Ngai coming closer
to earth in order to see better. The sky god Varuna is “thou-
sand-eyed,” and the Samoyed sky god Num employs the
stars as his ears, through which he listens to the earth from
the boundless regions of the sky. Inanna, Sumerian goddess
of the morning and evening star (the planet Venus), was con-
sidered to be the source of the king’s power, one who
brought the arts of civilization to the city and death and res-
toration to life. The polestar (north star), because it appears
not to move, is seen in many cultures to represent divine
power of stability; in India, for example, newlyweds worship
Dhruva (the polestar) as a source of constancy in marriage.
The complicated movements of the stars and planets led the
ancient Babylonians to associate them with divine beings
who control events in nature and human life, an idea also
expressed by the ancient Greeks and others.

The moon waxes and wanes, disappears and reappears,
and thus its divine epiphany epitomizes mysterious power,
change and transformation, death and rebirth, fertility and
regeneration. Frequently the moon manifests a fertility-
giving goddess; this is true for Selene among the Greeks,
Rabie among the Wemale of Ceram, and Pe among the Pyg-
mies. There are also lunar elements associated with many of
the great goddesses who have other functions. While the
moon deity is often thought to be a goddess, in some cultures
the moon is considered male, while the sun is a female divine
being, as, for example, Tsukiyomi and Amaterasu in Shinté
mythology. The moon deity rules especially over the rhythms
of life associated with the waters, rain, vegetation, and the
fertility of earth and all women. At the same time, the moon
goddess or god sometimes becomes the mistress or master of
the dead, receiving those who die and regenerating them.
Gods of the moon, such as Thoth of ancient Egypt, Nanna
of ancient Mesopotamia, and Aningaaq of the Inuit (Eski-
mo), measure time and regulate natural phenomena.

Earth gods and goddesses. Earth deities form an impor-
tant and complex category of the cosmic typology. Basic
types include the various manifestations of the earth itself:
waters, mountains, the great many hierophanies associated
with animal forms and vegetal forms—all the divine aspects
that seem “given” in the powerful epiphanies of sacred earth.
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The earth is the primary source and nurturer of all life,
and it is also the sacred power that receives all life back again.
Many human cultures have perceived a particularly signifi-
cant epiphany of the sacred associated with earth itself, some-
times named Mother Earth. Hesiod states in his 7heogony
that Gaia (Earth) first gave birth to Ouranos (Heaven), and
the hierogamy between Gaia and Ouranos initiated the
whole process of life. Humans perceive that the earth itself
is endlessly creative but at the same time passive and indis-
tinct, the repository of a wealth of sacred forces. Manifest in
the very soil of the place where humans live, this earth type
of goddess is expressed first of all in motherhood (that is, in-
exhaustible fruitfulness) from very ancient times in human
experience. In the long saga of human life prior to the discov-
ery of agriculture, various forms of mother goddesses played
an important role in the way humans understood their exis-
tence; the multitude of female figurines found from Paleo-
lithic cultures provides evidence of the importance of this
power. And so it has continued through all human history.
Children come from the earth mother; the sick are regenerat-
ed by being brought again into close contact with her; the
dead are returned to her womb. For example, Ala, worshiped
by the Igbo of Africa, is the source of fertility for the land
and the family, the abode of the ancestors, and the guardian
of laws; barren women pray to her for children, and men ask
her for success in trade or increase in livestock. Throughout
human history, goddesses with mothering and nurturing
functions, together with fertility-giving functions, have been
widespread, including both great goddesses widely wor-
shiped and countless local goddesses.

It is striking that often these creative, mothering god-
desses also have a dark side, seen as a source of violence and
death. For Hindus, the great goddess Kali epitomizes the
ravages of time and death, as she is pictured with bloody
fangs and devouring mouth, a necklace of human heads, and
a skirt of human arms. She devours her children, and yet
many Hindus worship her as loving mother. Equally grue-
some are mother goddesses among the Aztecs, as, for exam-
ple, Coatlicue, pictured with a skirt of writhing snakes, a
blouse of human hands and hearts, heads of serpents for
hands, claws for feet, with twin spurts of blood gushing from
her decapitated body. Her central creative act was giving
birth to the great war god Huitzilopochtli just as her four
hundred children sought to kill her. Huitzilopochtli, born
fully grown and armed, slaughtered the siblings, providing
a central motif for the ritual human sacrifices at the Templo
Mayor of Tenochtitlan. Such goddesses demonstrate the
human experience that creativity, life, and growth are inevi-
tably linked with violence, death, and decay.

Indistinct and unformed like the earth, yet similarly
powerful, the fons er origo (font and origin) of all life is the
sacred power manifest in water. Water symbolizes the primal
reality from which all forms come and to which all forms re-
turn. Nun in ancient Egyptian mythology, for example, is
the primordial ocean in which are the germs of all things.
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Rich in seeds, the divine water is homologized to semen and
fertilizes earth, animals, and women. Hapi, a male god of the
Nile, is often depicted with breasts to show that he is a bring-
er of life. Enki, Sumerian god of waters, helps to organize
and create the world and human life. Water also purifies and
regenerates, and so the Iranian water divinity Aradvi Sara
Anahita is thought to purify humans and multiply flocks. A
great many local cults are associated with springs, streams,
and lakes in various religions. For Hindus, Ganga (the River
Ganges) is a powerful goddess, nourishing the land and me-
diating between this world and the divine world. The beauti-
ful Yoruba river goddess Osun bestows gifts of rulership and
wealth on the rulers of the towns and cities through which
her river passes. Many of the most powerful deities of the
Ashanti are those associated with rivers and lakes; they can
cure sicknesses and social ills, but they also have destructive
powers. So water deities are ambivalent: water both generates
life and destroys it. There is a sense that the goddesses and
gods of the waters are capricious, randomly doing good or
evil. Well known from Greek mythology is Poseidon, the un-
tamed and faithless god of the ocean; from his palace at the
bottom of the sea he swallows the world and renews it in
thythmic cycles. In Scandinavian mythology, Ran, the sea
god Aegir’s wife, draws people down with her net. Sedna, the
sea goddess of the Inuit, is the mother of sea animals, but
when humans violate taboos, she sends famine and destruc-
tion with icy dispassion. Water gods and goddesses can be
symbolic of chaos, taking the form of dragons and snakes,
both destroying the world and bringing rain and fertility;
Apsu and Tiamat in Babylon, Prince Yamm in Canaan, and
Vrtra in India exemplify this duality.

Powerful epiphanies of earth deities are experienced
through mountains, strong and distant pillars of heaven, sta-
bilizing the earth and providing order and fertility. Most
mountains in Japan, such as Mount Fuji, are felt to be the
locale of kami presence; and Taishan in China is a divine
mountain that attracts extensive worship. Siva is called “lord
of the mountains” in Hindu tradition, and his consort
Parvati is “daughter of the mountains”; their favorite abode
is on Mount Kailash in the Himalayas. The ancient Hebrews
worshiped "El Shaddai, apparently related to the mighty
mountains, and the Israelite god Yahveh was first encoun-
tered as the god of Mount Sinai. Mountains are the source
of life-giving springs and streams, and well as violent
storms—and so many storm gods are linked with mountains,
such as Baal-Hadad among the Canaanites. Pele, goddess of
volcanic fire in Hawaii, demonstrates the destructive aspect
of volcanic mountain epiphanies.

Reaching back to the dawn of human existence is the
sense that the sacred is manifested in animal form. Epipha-
nies are associated with animals that are powerful and terrify-
ing, those that exhibit wisdom or secret knowledge, those
that are symbolically connected with the power of the earth,
the moon, or the waters, and above all those that share sacred
life-power with humans through their very flesh and blood.

Animal symbols of goddesses and gods include the cow in
ancient Egypt, a manifestation of the sky goddess Nun; the
fox Inari in Japan; the coyote in North America; the bear
among the Ainu; the buffalo among North American Indi-
ans; serpents and dragons in a great variety of cultures; and
others, including caribou, elephants, dolphins, whales, and
eagles. Powerful deities in animal form are linked to rain
and storm, in particular the bull (Baal, Indra, Rudra, etc.),
the thunderbird, and the dragon. Imaging the divinities in
animal form expresses a sense of close relation to the sacred
life that sustains animals and humans alike.

With the agricultural revolution came also a revolution
in cosmic epiphanies, giving rise to various forms of goddess-
es and gods of vegetation, as well as giving new emphasis to
the fertilizing male earth gods. Plant life is an epiphany of
sacred power. For example, in a bas-relief of Assur, the upper
part of a god’s body is represented as coming out of a tree;
and a seal from the Indus Valley civilization depicts a divine
being within a tree faced by a group of worshipers. Demeter
was a goddess responsible for grain for the ancient Greeks,
and among the Cherokee the goddess Corn Woman is the
origin of the corn plant. Among the Polynesians the growth
of plants such as banana trees and taros actually comes from
the sacred concentration of power in the ancestral dema dei-
ties of the time of the beginnings. Characteristic of plant life
is the rhythmic cycle of death and birth, season after season,
and so the divinities of vegetation reflect this pattern of death
and rebirth; this is true, for example, of Baal of the Canaan-
ites and Tammuz of Mesopotamia. Gods of phallic energy,
such as the ancient Egyptian Min and the Indian Siva, ex-
press another aspect of the divine source of generative power.

Gods and goddesses of the underworld. Chthonic dei-
ties live in the dark recesses of the earth and are especially
related to the underworld. In some cases, the gods of the un-
derworld are raging, destructive monsters who bring down
even the gods of life; such a figure is Mot in Canaanite my-
thology. The ruler of the place of the dead is grim and dread-
ed; this is true of Hades in ancient Greece, Ereshkigal in
Mesopotamia, and Seth and Nephthys in Egypt. Sedna, sea
goddess of the Inuit, and Taishan, a mountain god of the
Chinese, are cosmic divinities who receive the dead into their
abodes. These goddesses and gods of the world of the dead
are ambiguous in the extreme: dreaded and avoided, they still
have sacred powers that can assist people in this most critical
passage of life. Often the deities of the underworld are related
to the deities of life-giving power; Satene among the Wemale
of West Ceram is an example. After all, it is the divine moth-
er who gives and nourishes life who also finally receives back
the dead. In illustration of this, figurines of pregnant god-
desses have been found in prehistoric burial sites, providing
images of life-giving power within the realm of death.

Gods and goddesses of social functions. Much re-
search has been done on the social functions of goddesses and
gods, especially on the triad of functions common to Indo-
European divinities: (1) a sovereignty function with magical
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and juridical aspects; (2) a function of physical power and
bravery, especially in war; and (3) a function of fertility and
prosperity. Georges Dumézil in particular has shown how
this triad of functions penetrates all the societies that stem
from proto-Indo-European culture, although each culture
went on to develop their divinities further. While this impor-
tant system of categorization is incorporated to some extent
in the social typology used here, it should be noted that this
scheme does not apply as readily to non-Indo-European cul-
tures. For example, many deities of the ancient Near East and
of Africa combine the sovereign and the warrior functions,
and other ancient societies do not so clearly separate the
food-producing class and its attendant deities from the war-
rior class and its gods. Most of the great gods and goddesses
of non-Indo-European peoples cannot be neatly pigeonholed
into this triad of functional classes; thus the following catego-
ries are amplified somewhat.

Creators and guardians of society and order. Su-
preme or sovereign deities often are considered to be creators
and preservers of society and order. Often the supreme god
creates human society and originates and upholds cosmic
and moral law. This god holds people responsible on the
basis of the moral design, judges them, and punishes them,
either directly or through other deities who perform this
function. In Vedic thought, the sky god Varuna is the cos-
mocrator and also the upholder of 724, the cosmic and moral
law to which all things are subject. In theistic Hinduism,
Vaisnavas see Visnu as the originator and preserver of society.
Krsna, avatdra of Visnu, advises Arjuna to fulfill the duties
of his warrior caste, for even Visnu performs his dharma
(duty) so that the worlds continue to function (Bhagavadgiti
3.3-24). Yahveh of the Hebrews both originates human soci-
ety and gives forth the law that governs all peoples. Jupiter,
the Roman high god, is the guardian of oaths, treaties, and
moral duty. Shangdi, “Lord Above,” worshiped by the Shang
rulers in ancient China, sends both weal and woe in govern-
ing the fortunes of the rulers. And Tian, “Heaven,” supreme
deity for the Zhou rulers, provided a moral mandate for just
rulers but withdrew it for those who were unjust. In Babylon,
the assembly of the great gods, having created humans as ser-
vants of the gods, supervises human society and determines
human destinies. Widespread among African peoples is the
notion that the supreme god is the ultimate originator and
authority governing human life, even as other gods fulfill the
needs of everyday life. In Hindu tradition, the great goddess
Sr1 Laksmi, embodying Sri (radiance, creative power), was
thought to provide sovereignty and power to the kings in
their rule.

Sometimes the supreme god or gods create the first
gods, who then complete the creation. In Mesoamerican
myths, the supreme dual creator god engendered several
sons, including Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl, who then cre-
ated the universe and the other gods. In other mythic
scenerios, the original humans are first produced and then
as divine culture heroes they complete the creation and over-
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see its order. For example, the dema deities of the myths of
the Marind-anim of New Guinea create the vital aspects
of human culture and morality by their actions in the time
of the beginnings. Ancestors often take the place of the high
god as guardians of human morality, although the high god
is recognized as the ultimate authority, the court of last re-
sort. The high gods may have inspectors, like Esu of the Yor-
uba and Satan of the Israclites (Jo4 1-2), to help in uphold-
ing the divine order.

Goddesses and gods of protection and war. Gods who
display physical power often function as gods of protection
and war. This role is ascribed especially to cosmic storm god-
desses and gods, such as Indra in the Vedas and Pérr (Thor)
in Scandinavian mythology. Ancient Near Eastern cultures
have combined sovereign storm gods to function as divine
warriors and protectors; Marduk of the Babylonians and
Yahveh of the Hebrews are two such gods. Mars of the Ro-
mans is a classical god of war, protecting the state against its
enemies but also preserving fields and herds against damage
and disaster. In Mesoamerica, the powerful warrior god Tez-
catlipoca collaborated in creating the world and is present ev-
erywhere, but he also promotes conflicts and induces people
to transgress. Huitzilopochtli, Aztec war god and sun god,
was born in full warrior regalia and killed threatening deities
so as to renew world order. For the Yoruba, Ogun is god of
hunting, iron-making, and war; in great festivals he is wor-
shiped by hunters, blacksmiths, and warrior chiefs, as well
as the king. Mixcoatl, central Mexican warrior god, was also
worshiped as god of the hunt. Many goddesses, such as Athe-
na among the Greeks, Anat in Canaanite mythology, Sekh-
met in ancient Egypt, and Durga in Hindu tradition, are also
presented as divine warriors and protectors.

Deified humans rise to become gods of war and protec-
tion, such as the famous Chinese general Guandi, who was
deified as the warrior protector par excellence. The Christian
apostle St. James is known as Santiago in Spain, where his
body was miraculously brought after his death; he became
the warrior saint for the Christian Spaniards, driving out the
Muslims during the reconquest of Spain. Then Santiago was
invoked as the warrior-protector during the conquest of Me-
soamerica, helping to defeat the Indians who resisted becom-
ing Christian. Gods can also appear in human form to de-
stroy evil, as do the avatdras of Visnu, whom this high god
sends out from age to age to battle the rise of evil in the
world.

Overall, a great variety of goddesses and gods function
as divine protectors in every conceivable time of crisis: Castor
and Pollux protect warriors for the Romans; in China the de-
ified girl who became Tianshang Shengmu (Holy Mother in
Heaven), known popularly as Mazu, is the protector of sail-
ors; Min of ancient Egypt is the protector of travelers, as are
the kami of the road in Japan and Saint Christopher in popu-
lar Christianity; and gods and goddesses all over the world
protect women in childbirth and children as they grow up.
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Goddesses and gods of fertility and prosperity. Dei-
ties promoting fertility and prosperity fit into an extremely
broad and diverse category; in fact, the majority of gods and
goddesses take on some of these functions, and the remain-
ing categories listed below could be included in a general way
in this basic category.

All the goddesses and gods associated with hunting and
agriculture belong in this group. It is perhaps in securing and
producing food that humans experience most deeply the in-
terpenetration of divine cosmic powers and the divine forces
of society and culture. In hunting cultures special impor-
tance is given to the hierophanies related to the animal herd
most essential to the survival of the people, such as bears,
reindeer, caribou, seals, and walruses. Sacred power mani-
fests itself in mythological form as the master or mistress of
animals; this god or goddess is an archetype of the herd, pro-
tector and master of animal life, who also provides boons to
humans, giving to them of the sacred life of the animals. The
Caribou Man of the Naskapi Indians (of Labrador), the
Great Bull Buffalo of the Blackfeet Indians, and Sedna as the
keeper of sea animals among the Inuit are examples of this
type of divine being.

Planting peoples associate the sacred work of planting
and harvesting with the deities who originate and continue
the powers of vegetal fertility. In West Ceram, myths tell
how the body of the goddess Hainuwele was cut up and
planted in the earth, where it changed into root plants that
the people have continued to cultivate. Widely known is the
Mother of Grain, exemplified by Demeter in ancient Greece
as goddess of the cultivated soil, and Corn Woman of Native
American tribes.

A primary concern in the realm of fertility is human
procreation, and most societies have deities of love, marriage,
and procreation. In Greek mythology, Hera, wife of Zeus,
is goddess of marriage, and Aphrodite and Eros are instiga-
tors of love. Ishtar of Mesopotamia and Hathor of ancient
Egypt are goddesses of love and procreation. Freyja in Scan-
dinavian mythology is at the same time divine lover/mistress
and wife/mother. All across China, the bodhisattva Guanyin
is invoked to help women in conceiving and child-bearing.
The central Mexican goddess Xochiquetzal was widely popu-
lar as goddess of the arts, physical pleasure, and amorous
love. Popular Mexican conceptions of the Virgin Mary, espe-
cially La Virgen de Guadalupe, identify her with indigenous
fertility goddesses who occupied the land prior to the coming
of the Europeans. Aborigines of Australia have myths about
the Great Rainbow Snake who is responsible for human fer-
tility.

An extension of this divine function of fertility is the
granting of prosperity and wealth. In Scandinavia this func-
tion is performed by the deities known as the Vanir: Freyr,
for example, grants peace and fertility, and his father, Njordr
(Njord), dispenses prosperity to those who go to sea. In the
Hindu pantheon, Laksmi, the divine wife of Visnu, is the
goddess of wealth and happiness, granting sovereign power

to kings and prosperity to subjects. And Ganesa, the popular
elephant-headed god, is widely worshiped as the overcomer
of obstacles and the bringer of good fortune. The human as-
piration is summed up in the Chinese popular triad, the
Gods of Posterity, Prosperity, and Longevity.

Domestic and community gods and goddesses. The
center of concern for fertility and prosperity is the home, and
many goddesses and gods dwell and function within it
guarding the door, presiding over the hearth, sustaining mar-
ital ties, and granting children—everything that makes for
happy home life. Hestia is the goddess of the hearth for the
Greeks, as Vesta is for the Romans. Among the ancient Ary-
ans, Agni, the god of fire, also presides over the family cult
of the hearth. Neith in ancient Egypt is skilled in the domes-
tic arts, as is Athena among the Greeks. For the Ainu of
northern Japan, the fire goddess, Iresu-Huchi, presides over
the home, giving peace and prosperity, receiving and keeping
children who have died. Traditional Japanese homes have
images of Daikoku and Ebisu as protectors of the household,
and the Chinese have Zao Jun, the god of the cooking stove,
who watches over and brings prosperity to the family. For
the Romans, the penates guard the storeroom, and the /lares
guard the family estate boundaries.

Beyond the home, local communities have gods of pro-
tection and prosperity. At the entrance to traditional Japa-
nese villages stands a stone image of the bodhisatrva Jizo,
erected for the protection and welfare of the village. And the
Chinese earth god Tudi Gong is worshiped in traditional vil-
lages; he is the god rooted in the locality who keeps track of
village happenings and generally oversees the prosperity and
welfare of the community. For cities, there are the Gods of
Moats and Walls, to perform the necessary bureaucratic
functions in the divine realm. In India, most traditional vil-
lages have a powerful local deity (gramadevatd), usually a
goddess, celebrated in rousing festivals, thought of both as
village founder and protector and also occasional source of
disease and disaster.

Gods and goddesses of healing, sickness, and death.
A major concern in human life has always been sickness and
death; appropriately many goddesses and gods operate in this
critical area. Some bring sickness and death, others cure sick-
ness and protect the dead, and still others perform both func-
tions. Well known is the Greek god Asklepios, who presides
over healing and medicine. In China, Baosheng Dadi was a
human doctor who after death became a god of medicine and
healing. Traditional Japanese keep images of the Buddha
Yakushi, king of medicines, in their homes for health. Some
gods and goddesses specialize in bringing about sickness: the
Pakoro Kamui brings smallpox to the Ainu; Irra is the dread-
ed plague of ancient Mesopotamia; and Namtar, the herald
of Ereshkigal, Mesopotamian goddess of the underworld, has
sixty diseases that he can spread among humans.

The ambiguity of divine power is often expressed in the
existence of one deity who is both the bringer of health and
prosperity and the agent of destruction and death. Hermes,
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protector and guide of travelers, becomes the grim psycho-
pomp who guides souls to Hades. In the Vedas, the god
Rudra often brings sickness and destruction, although he is
also revered as the healer. The Great Rainbow Snake of the
Australians, Hina of the Hawaiians, and Kali of Hinduism
all promote fertility and birth but also cause destruction and
death. Human hopes of merciful treatment in the passage of
death are reflected in the existence of many goddesses and
gods who guard, nourish, guide or otherwise help the de-
ceased. Hathor of ancient Egypt nourishes the dead, and the
bodhisattva Jizd in Japan is especially revered as the receiver
and protector of infants who die. Yama of Hinduism, as the
first mortal to die, guides the dead to the celestial world.
Amida (Skt., Amitabha) is popularly worshiped in Japan as
the merciful Buddha who, when a person dies, appears with
his holy retinue to lead the soul to rebirth in the Pure Land
paradise. Some cults link the worshiper to the story of the
deity’s death and resurrection. Prominent cults of this type
are that of Osiris and Isis in Egypt, Tammuz in Mesopota-
mia, as well as several of the Hellenistic mystery religions.

Gods and goddesses of culture, arts, and technology.
Divinities related to cultural expressions are quite diverse,
with roles corresponding to the needs and experience of a
particular society. Among divine culture heroes are Prome-
theus, who stole fire from the gods for the benefit of humans;
Blacksmith in Dogon tradition, who acquired seeds from
heaven and brought them to earth for the first crops; Rama,
the carrier of culture, whose feats are recounted in the Hindu
Riamayana; Nyikang, the first king of the Shilluk of Africa;
and Quetzalcoatl, the deified hero of the Aztec. Some culture
heroes are thought of as the original humans who created the
vital aspects of human existence in the mythic time of the
beginnings. The dema of the Marind-anim and the ancestors
in the Dreaming of Australian myths provide the prototypes
for human cultural activities such as planting, sexuality, and
festivals. The changing image of the trickster, such as Coyote
among North American Indians, perhaps could fit here;
though not necessarily worshiped as a god, the trickster typi-
cally wrests some cultural benefit for humans from the gods.

Gods and goddesses are patrons of the arts, representing
the creative force and the secret knowledge of individual arts.
Creativity comes from divine sources, and so worship of gods
and goddesses provides inspiration and creative energy for
poets, writers, sculptors, painters, weavers, dancers, musi-
cians, and various other artists. Sarasvati in Hinduism is the
goddess of learning, art, and music, widely worshiped in
school festivals. Thoth, the god of wisdom in ancient Egypt,
is endowed with complete knowledge and is the inventor of
all the arts and sciences: arithmetic, surveying, geometry, as-
tronomy, soothsaying, magic, medicine, surgery, music,
drawing, and—above all—hieroglyphic writing. In India,
Siva is the lord of the dance, inspiring festival dancers; Ogun
inspires ecstatic dancing among the Yoruba as well as creative
body art done with iron tools.

There are goddesses and gods for almost every conceiv-
able occupation, craft, and technology. Njordr (Njord) of
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Scandinavia is patron of those who build ships and go to sea.
In Greek mythology, Herakles and Hermes are associated es-
pecially with merchants, Athena is associated with women
artisans, and Hephaistos, the god of fire, is the creative flame
of the forge in metalwork. Amaterasu in Shinto tradition was
linked to the art of weaving. Among the Yoruba it is believed
that Ogun clears away obstacles and gives prosperity to all
those who work with iron and steel—warriors, hunters,
blacksmiths, goldsmiths, barbers, butchers, and (in modern
times) mechanics and taxi drivers. Hermes is the patron not
only of merchants but also of thieves and rogues; and Inari
of Japan is the kami of rice growers as well as geisha and pros-
titutes.

Gods and goddesses of esoteric knowledge and
magic. The mysterious character of divine power finds ex-
pression in deities associated with secret mysteries and magi-
cal powers that are available only to those who have special
knowledge or have been initiated into the worship of these
goddesses and gods. The high god of the Indo-Europeans is,
in one of his aspects, the source of esoteric knowledge and
magic. Varuna of the Vedic period in India has the sun as
his eye and controls mayi (“creative power,” but later also
“illusion”). Odinn of the Scandinavians is one-eyed, having
left his other eye in the well of the giant Mimir in return for
the gift of wisdom. A famous poem describes how Odinn
hung on a tree for nine days and nights in order to acquire
the esoteric knowledge of magical runes. Deities of esoteric
knowledge inspire poets, shamans, and prophets, and they
give up secret knowledge to diviners. The Scandinavian god-
dess Freyja, for example, taught the gods magical knowledge,
and this is tapped into by women called vgp/va, who go into
trances and act as soothsayers. Yogic exercises in Daoism at-
tempt to tap into the power of the exterior and interior gods,
and Tantric practices in Esoteric Buddhism involve invoking
the cosmic Buddhas and bodhisattvas for esoteric knowledge
and power.

SEE A1sO Agriculture; Animals; Cosmogony; Culture He-
roes; Deity; Deism; Deus Otiosus; Earth; Henotheism;
Indo-European Religions; Lady of the Animals; Lord of the
Animals; Meteorological Beings; Monotheism; Moon;
Mountains; Polytheism; Sky; Stars; Sun; Supreme Beings;
Theism; Underworld; War and Warriors; Water.
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cient Europe (London, 1974) and The Language of the Goddess
(San Francisco, 1989), has been most influential in promot-
ing the theory of the Great Goddess worshiped in ancient
cultures, manifest in countless forms and symbols through-
out old Europe and Asia before being suppressed by male-
dominated cultures and gods. This theme is continued in
Jean Markale’s, The Great Goddess: Reverence of the Divine
Feminine from the Paleolithic to the Present, translated from
the French by Jody Gladding (Rochester, Vt., 1999). A more
nuanced view of mother-type goddesses is put forth in Mozh-
er Worship: Themes and Variations, edited by James J. Preston
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1982). Many scholarly studies have
questioned the theory of a unified Mother Goddess as they
carefully lay out the great variety of goddesses, as seen in
works including Ancient Goddesses: The Myths and the Evi-
dence, edited by Lucy Goodison and Christine Morris (Mad-
ison, Wis., 1998); Goddesses Who Rule, edited by Elisabeth
Benard and Beverly Moon (New York, 2000); and Lotte
Motz, The Faces of the Goddess New York, 1997).

Richard Wilkinson’s, The Complete Gods and Godedesses of Ancient
Egypt (London, 2003), offers a comprehensive survey of the
deities worshiped by the ancient Egyptians. Thorkild Jacob-
sen’s The Treasures of Darkness: A History of Mesopotamian
Religion (New Haven, Conn., 1976) is a masterful presenta-
tion and interpretation of ancient Sumerian and Babylonian
divinities. John S. Mbiti’s Concepts of God in Africa (New
York, 1970) surveys ideas from all over Africa, emphasizing
the importance of the high god. Focusing on the Yoruba, J.
Omosade Awolalu discusses some of the main deities of their
vast pantheon in Yoruba Beliefs and Sacrificial Rites (London,
1979). Africa’s Ogun: Old World and New, edited by Sandra
Barnes (2d ed., Bloomington, Ind., 1997), is a model investi-
gation of one specific god, Ogun, laying out many facets of
this god’s cult in traditional times and describing vital trans-
formations among contemporary Yoruba both in Africa and
in the Americas. For a helpful survey of the deities of native
North Americans, see Sam Gill, Dictionary of Native Ameri-
can Mythology (Santa Barbara, Calif., 1992), and David
Adams Leeming, The Mythology of Native North America
(Norman, Okla., 1998). Excellent information on deities of
Mesoamerica is found in Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoameri-
can Cultures, edited by David Carrasco (3 vols.; Norman,
Okla., 1998). For convenient information on deities of
South America, see John Bierhorst’s, The Mythology of South
America New York, 2002).

Georges Dumézil’s views on Indo-European deities are well repre-
sented in his Gods of the Ancient Northmen, edited by Einar
Haugen (Berkeley, Calif., 1973), and his Archaic Roman Reli-
gion, 2 vols. (Chicago, 1970). Much interesting information
on the Scandinavian deities is carefully presented in E. O. G.
Turville-Petre’s Myth and Religion of the North: The Religion
of Ancient Scandinavia (New York, 1964). While not cover-
ing all Greek mythology, W. K. C. Guthrie’s The Grecks and
Their Gods (London, 1950) is still a helpful study of Greek
goddesses and gods; and Mark Morford’s, Classical Mythology
(5th ed., White Plains, N.Y., 1995), covers the whole range
of gods and goddesses. Robert Turcan’s, The Gods of Ancient
Rome: Religion in Everyday Life from Archaic to Imperial
Times (New York, 2001), includes descriptions of the an-
cient Roman gods and goddesses. For India, Sukumari Bhat-

tacharji’s The Indian Theogony (Cambridge, U.K., 1970)

looks at the Indian gods and goddesses from the early Vedic
period to the late Puranic tradition. A flurry of scholarly in-
vestigation has focused on the Hindu goddesses, including
Seeking Mahbadevi: Constructing the Identities of the Hindu
Great Goddess, edited by Tracy Pintchman (Albany, N.Y.,
2001); and Devi: Goddesses of India, edited by John Hawley
and Donna Wulff (Berkeley, Calif., 1996). A model investi-
gation of one Hindu goddess is Sarah Caldwell’s Oh Terrify-
ing Mother: Sexuality, Violence, and Worship of the Goddess
Kali (New York, 1999).

THEODORE M. LUDWIG (1987 AND 2005)

GOKALP, ZIiYA (1876-1924), Turkish sociologist in-
fluential in the modernization of religious thinking and in
the development of Turkish nationalism. He was born Meh-
med Ziya in the small town of Diyarbakir in southeastern
Turkey. After a traditional Muslim primary education and
a secular secondary education in Diyarbakir, he went to Con-
stantinople to continue his studies in 1895. Five years later
he was arrested and banished to his hometown for his in-
volvement with the Young Turks, then a secret organization.

Following the successful Young Turk revolution of
1908, he went to Salonika as a delegate to the Society (later
Party) of Union and Progress. There he contributed to a
journal of philosophy (Yen: felsefe mecmuasi) and a literary
review (Geng kalemler) published by the Young Turks. It was
at this point that he adopted the pen name Gokalp (“sky
hero”), which he retained for the rest of his life.

With the outbreak of the Balkan War, he and his asso-
ciates moved to the Ottoman capital, where their Turkish
nationalist ideas were sharply opposed by the politicians and
writers known as Islamists, as well as by the traditional Otto-
manists. In Constantinople Gokalp became acquainted with
a group of Turkish-speaking émigré writers from Kazan, the
Crimea, and Azerbaijan whose ideas had been influenced by
those of the Russian Narodniks. Prominent among these
writers was Yusuf Akcura of Kazan, the author of a lengthy
essay entitled Three Ways of Policy (Ug tarz-i siyaset), in which
he speculated on three possible directions for the Ottoman
Empire—a continuation of Ottomanism, a political unifica-
tion of Muslims, or a national unification of the Turks (pos-
sibly including those of the Russian Empire).

This formulation of the Turkish problem had a strong
influence upon Gokalp, whose writings after 1911 were con-
cerned with the resolution of Akgura’s trilemma within the
framework of the modern nation, although the modifica-
tions he proposed were unacceptable not only to the Otto-
manists and Islamists but even to the Turkists themselves.
In his major work, Tiirklesmek, islamlagmak, muasirlasgmak
(Turkism, Islam, and Secularization, 1918), he presented the
concept of secularization, already initiated by the Tanzimat
reforms, as a means of reconciling the “three ways.”
Throughout his life Gokalp dealt with the political, religious,

cultural, and educational ramifications of what he believed
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to be the reforms necessary to arrest the decline of Turkish
national unity. Following the fall of the Ottoman Empire he
welcomed the birth of the nationalist, republican, and secu-
lar regime in 1921, and in the remaining three years of his
life he strove to adapt his earlier writings to it.

Central to Gokalp’s thought were two distinct yet inter-
related concepts, “civilization” and “culture.” The first of
these he associates with traditions created by and belonging
to different ethnic groups and capable of being transmitted
from one group to another, while “culture” represents the
specific and unique set of mores of a particular nation. For
Gokalp “culture” is the more basic of the two because with-
out cultural roots, any attempt to develop a dynamic civiliza-
tion will be unsuccessful.

In applying this distinction to the concrete issue of Tur-
key’s transition from a multiracial, formally Muslim empire
to a democratic, Western-oriented, and secular nation-state,
whose cultural basis would be Turkish and only secularly
Muslim, he was dealing not with the problems of Western
society or civilization, but with a nonsecular, non-Western
society that had come under the influence of Western civili-
zation. He was concerned mainly with the place the Turkish
people would assume in the modern world, since they were
seen as alien to the Christian cultural background of Western
civilization. He felt that the nations of the West, while re-
maining Christian in character, were destined to become sec-
ularized because of the dominant role assumed by science
and rational thought. Non-Christian Turks, however, and
others who were neither Christians nor Muslims, such as the
Japanese, could be secularized only if and when they became
“nations,” for modern Western civilization had little to do
with the language, religion, folkways, and mores of the peo-
ple outside the world of Christianity.

After Gokalp’s death, there was a decline of interest in
his earlier writings, which preceded the readjustment of his
thinking to the conditions of the nationalist, secular regime.
His ideas, however, would exert considerable influence upon
later Muslim thinkers, such as Muhammad Iqbal.
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GOLD AND SILVER are among the most widespread
symbols in the history of religions. Their exceptional physical
qualities make them—TIike their celestial counterparts, the
sun and the moon—unusually powerful symbols of spiritual
realities. As a physical substance, gold is quite literally incor-
ruptible: it is highly resistant to chemical reactions and is im-
mune to the corrosion that affects baser metals. It is also in-
trinsically luminous, seeming to shine with a light of its own.
Thus no speculative leap was required to make gold the uni-
versally acknowledged symbol of life and the spirit and of
perfection and immortality. There is a certain obviousness
to the symbolic value of gold that explains its universal ap-
peal throughout history and in virtually every corner of the
world.

Silver too is naturally suited to serve as a religious sym-
bol. Its faultless whiteness has made it a symbol of purity
and—in the appropriate historical contexts—of chastity. Pu-
rified in the refiner’s fire, it becomes a symbol of purification
and perfection. Associated with its silvery counterpart in the
night sky, it is integrated into an entire complex of lunar
symbolism that includes—not surprisingly—the great purifi-
er, water.

RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE. When John Ruskin spoke of
gold’s “imperishable splendour,” he spoke metaphorically of
a universally recognized quality that people of earlier times
took quite literally. For many in the history of religions, gold
has not merely symbolized the imperishable but embodied
it. In ancient India the Satapatha Brahmana identified gold
with immortality. The ancient Chinese identified it with
Heaven. Beliefs such as these lie behind the extremely wide-
spread use of gold in connection with a whole variety of fu-
nerary practices. Indeed, most of the surviving examples of
the ancient goldsmith’s art have been found in graves. One
of the most impressive collections of artistic gold articles was
discovered in the tomb of Tutankhamen (Egypt, fourteenth
century BCE), including the stunning gold burial mask that
formed a part of the king’s coffin. Gold funeral masks are
quite common globally: They have been found from Cham-
pa (modern Vietnam) to Peru. The mummies of the kings
of ancient Peru were completely wrapped in gold foil. In ad-
dition to masks, many other accessories and ornaments
found in graves are also made of gold or silver. In the case
of gold the meaning is clear: The immortality of the deceased
is ensured by providing the deceased with an immortal perso-
na, the mask made of gold. Moreover, gold (like jade) was
sometimes used to block up the natural openings of the
corpse in the belief that this would prevent its decay. In some
cases, notably in ancient China, such concern for immortali-
ty began while the person was still alive. Thus Chinese alche-
my, as in some other alchemical traditions, it was believed
that drinking an elixir made from gold would confer immor-
tality.

As a symbol of spiritual realities, gold occurs frequently
in the representations of key religious figures. The Buddha,
the Enlightened One, is frequently portrayed in gold. One
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of the most impressive examples is the huge image of the
Buddha found in the Wat Traimit in Bangkok, Thailand,
an image made entirely of gold. One also thinks of the daz-
zling gold ornaments that adorn the bodhisattvasin the paint-
ings discovered at Dunhuang. Equally striking are the golden
aureoles that surround the heads of saints in Christian ico-
nography.

Religious rituals have also made use of gold and silver.
All manner of ritual implements and vessels have been fash-
ioned from these precious metals. The medieval Christian
church made extensive use of gold in the construction of
crosses, chalices, patens, ornamental covers for the Bible, and
reliquaries. One also finds silvered cases created to house
Buddhist siitras, and a variety of Buddhist ceremonial objects

in gold.

Yet the symbolism of gold and silver in the history of
religions has not always been completely positive. Particular-
ly in the Western Semitic religions (Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam), gold and silver have occasionally taken on a nega-
tive value. One need only recall the story of the golden calf
(Ex. 32) or the golden image set up by Nebuchadrezzar,
which Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego refused to worship
(Dn. 3). In the Hebrew scriptures gold is often the symbol
of idolatry or of purely human glory. There is a similar dis-
trust of gold and silver in Islam. According to one hadith,
or saying of the prophet Muhammad, “He who drinks from
gold and silver vessels drinks the fire of Hell.” In the opinion
of the thirteenth-century Persian cosmographer al-Qazwini,
the use of gold and silver for ornament thwarts the divinely
intended purpose of these metals, which should be used as
coinage for trade.

ASSOCIATION WITH SACRED TIME AND SPACE. Gold and sil-
ver have also played an important part in the articulation of
sacred time and space. Sacred time par excellence is often
represented as a Golden Age, which is followed by an only
slightly inferior Silver Age. The widespread schema of the
four ages of the world finds its way into the Book of Daniel
(2:31-45), in Nebuchadrezzar’s dream of a colossus with a
head of gold and with breast and arms of silver.

To the extent that sacred space has been organized
around a temple, the presence of gold and silver ornament
has contributed powerfully to the creation of a properly nu-
minous ambience. Here one thinks not only of the wealth
of Solomon’s temple and of medieval Christian cathedrals,
but also of the Temple of the Sun at Cuzco in ancient Peru,
which was covered with enormous quantities of gold. In the
Hindu tradition the world has passed through four periods
of time; according to popular legend, all the accoutrements
used by people were made from gold in the earliest period,
which was regarded as the purest era.

ASSOCIATION WITH ALCHEMY. Nowhere, however, is the
symbolic potential of gold and silver exploited more fully
than in the various traditions of alchemy. According to al-
chemical doctrine, gold and silver develop in the earth under
the influence of the sun and moon respectively. The ultimate

goal of this development is the production of gold, which is
consequently viewed as the perfect metal, and as a symbol
of spiritual perfection. The alchemist’s art is intended to has-
ten this natural process, both in external nature and within
the alchemist’s soul. Silver here becomes the symbol of the
soul’s purity and passivity before the activity of the spirit,
symbolized by gold.

SEE ALSO Alchemy; Colors; Money.
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GOLDEN AGE. In its narrowest sense, the term Golden
Age refers to a mode of utopian existence, described in a vari-
ety of Greek, Roman, and later Western Christian texts, that
is freed from the vicissitudes of everyday life and is character-
ized by peace and plenty, with nature spontaneously produc-
ing food and humans living in close relationship to the gods.
Most usually, the Golden Age is located temporally in the
far past or, more rarely, in the distant future. Spatially, it is
located in vague or far-off regions of the earth; more rarely,
it is a place accessible only after death, as described by Pindar
(fifth century BCE) in his portrait of the Elysian Fields (Olym-
pian Ode 2.68-76). In its broadest sense, the term has been
extended by some scholars to include any mythical, paradisi-
cal time of origins. As banalized in common discourse, go/den
age has been transformed into a quasi-historical label for any
period of extraordinary wealth or human achievement.

THE HESIODIC MYTH AND ITS DEVELOPMENT. The most
particular reference to the Golden Age, although it does not
use the term, is the account of the successive races of people
given by the Greek author Hesiod (eighth century BCE) in
his didactic poem Works and Days (106-201). Whether di-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



rectly or indirectly, Hesiod is the sole source for the myth
in later Western literature and the arts. The account sits
somewhat uneasily in its Hesiodic context, being introduced
almost by way of a digression, and seems to be in tension
with other anthropogonic motifs in the poem. Five races or
kinds of people are described in temporal succession. Four
are characterized by valuable metals: the golden race, the sil-
ver race, the bronze race, and, after an intervening race of he-
roes that is most likely not part of the original schema, the
iron race. Although not fully developed, there appears to be
a succession of moral and physical decay. With the exception
of the intrusive race of heroes, each state appears to be inferi-
or to its predecessor.

In its brief description of the golden race, the Hesiodic
narrative combines six motifs: (1) the succession of races of
people (in Hesiod’s account, these are different species, sepa-
rate creations of the gods, and are not to be seen as successive
stages of mankind, the world, or history); (2) the correlation
of the races with metals; (3) the identification of the golden
race with the reign of an elder deity (in Hesiod, with the rule
of Kronos); (4) the topos that, in the beginning, humans
lived in close company with the gods; (5) a set of paradisical
features including a carefree existence of feasting, wealth, and
peace in a state of perpetual youth, terminated by a peaceful
death; and (6) the spontaneous yield of crops from the earth,
so that humanity was fed without toil. Each of these motifs
has worldwide distribution. At times, they have served as ele-
ments that have been integrated into broader systems of reli-
gious, historical, and anthropological thought (for example,
systems of apocalypticism, messianism, utopianism, or prim-
itivism) as well as literary genres such as the pastoral. Howev-
er, the combination of motifs in Hesiod is without parallel.

In later Greek poetic versions, especially the influential
Phaenomena (96-136) by Aratus (third century BCE), addi-
tional details were added to Hesiod’s brief account. The Gol-
den Age was characterized, above all, by justice. Its utopian
mode of life included vegetarianism. What was of greater im-
portance, the metals now identified stages in the history of
a single race, and the implicit theme of degeneration was
more consistently applied. In Greek philosophical litera-
ture—most extensively by Plato (Statesman 269-274)—this
latter element was fully developed and related to notions of
historical periodicity, recurrence, and world cycles. The later,
expanded portrait of the Golden Age, with the additional
motif of free sexuality, was carried over into Latin versions
of the Hesiodic myth, above all in the first-century work of
Ovid (esp. Metamorphoses 1.76-150). The Latin tradition is
important in three respects. First, the persistent Greek termi-
nology referring to the “golden race” (chruseon genos) was
transformed into the more familiar phrase “the Golden Age”
(aurea saecula or aurea aetas). Second, although some Roman
texts maintain the four metals schema, the contrast was re-
duced to a duality: then and now, the Age of Kronos and the
Age of Zeus, the Golden Age and the present times. Third,
with the general loss of Greek literature in the Middle Ages,
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it was the Latin tradition, especially the Ovidian version, that
was most influential on later Western literature. Beyond its
adaptations of the Hesiodic myth, Roman tradition contrib-
uted new spatial and temporal dimensions to the Western
imagining of the Golden Age. Two innovations were of
greatest significance; both may be associated with the tower-
ing figure of Vergil in the first century BCE. The development
of the Alexandrian conventions of the pastoral, the literary
topos of the idyllic place (Jocus amoenus), and the paradisical
imagery of the Golden Age came together in Vergil’s portrait
of Arcadia in his Eclogues. In such poetry, the Golden Age
came closer to the experience of the contemporary human.
Taken out of mythical time and reduced to the “good old
days,” to bucolic scenes of the rustic, simple life, the pastoral
became “an image of what they call the Golden Age” as Alex-
ander Pope observed in his Discourse on Pastoral Poetry. At
the same time, an eschatological element was introduced.
Often tied to imperial ideology, the notion was advanced
that the Golden Age was recoverable, now or in the immedi-
ate future. While this became a commonplace of imperial
thetoric (see Vergil, Aeneid 6.791-794)—no fewer than six-
teen Roman emperors claimed that their reigns had reestab-
lished the Golden Age—the best-known example remains
the fourth of Vergil’s Eclogues. This mysterious poem, com-
posed in 41—40 BCE, ties the end of the Iron Age and the ini-
tiation of a new Golden Age to the birth of a wondrous child.
In Vergil’s work, the myth of the Golden Age is no longer
an expression of pessimism with respect to the present; rather
it has become a prediction of future hope and regeneration.
Elements in the poetic tradition of the Golden Age lent
themselves to christianization. In its Greek form, it could be
harmonized with accounts of Eden and with notions of sin
as accounting for humanity’s fall from Paradise. The eschato-
logical understanding of the Golden Age could be harmo-
nized with predictions of the birth of the Messiah and the
coming of Christ’s kingdom. However, apart from contrib-
uting to theories of world periods, the myth of the Golden
Age was not a major element in Christian literary imagina-
tion from the early sixth century (see Boethius, Consolation
of Philosophy 2.5) until the Renaissance. While late medieval
epic traditions (for example, Dante and the Roman de la rose)
continued antique conventions of the Golden Age, a variety
of new historical factors contributed to a reawakening of in-
terest in the motif of the Golden Age. Alongside of the redis-
covery of classical texts and works of art was the self-
consciousness of a “renaissance,” of a new birth, a new age
that was, at the same time, a recovery of lost, past glories.
Thus, the motto of Lorenzo de’ Medici, “the time returned”
(le tems revient), the description by Vasari of the era of Loren-
zo as “truly a golden age” (Life of Botticelli), the elaborate
court and coronation pageants in which Saturn-Kronos and
the four metallic ages were depicted by actors (Vasari, Life
of Pontormo). Once again, the language of the Golden Age
and imperial ideology were conjoined. The development of
Renaissance urbanism led to a new, nostalgic interest in the
pastoral, a form rediscovered by Jacopo Sannazaro and Tor-
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quato Tasso and culminating in Edmund Spenser’s domi-
nant interest in the Golden Age. The reformers found in the
concept of the Golden Age an expression of their interest in
a return to simplicity (see, for example, Erasmus’s In Praise
of Folly). Above all, it was contact with other cultures
through exploration that allowed a sense of the palpable pres-
ence of the Golden Age. Joined to the topos of the Noble
Savage, the new peoples and territories, especially those of
the “New World,” are unceasingly described in the Renais-
sance chronicles as living in the Golden Age. While shorn
of much of its mythic content, the concept plays a role in
the subsequent, somewhat turgid history of rival theories of
the progress and degeneration of mankind. In the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, these various contexts were
much elaborated, especially in the context of the mythic un-
derstanding of immigrant America. It was a place of new
birth and rebirth, a place of freedom, its bounty vast and un-
imaginable. From the seventeenth-century Puritan imagina-
tion (in Cotton Mather’s words, “the first Age was the Gol-
den Age; to return unto that will make a man a Protestant,
and I may add, a Puritan”) to the nineteenth-century roman-
ticization of the American West (historian H. H. Bancroft,
for example, described life as “a long happy holiday . . .
such as the old-time golden age under Cronus or Saturn”),
the imagery was self-conscious and persistent. Finally, in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the topos of the return
of the Golden Age was joined to the industrial myth of prog-
ress, expressed on the one hand in the notion of science as
providing a world without care, and on the other in theories
of primitive communism that animated many radical social
and political utopian experiments and political movements.
Both of these ideologies are a major motif in the writings of
Dostoevskii (most explicitly in Notes from the Underground
and The Dream of the Ridiculous Man), perhaps the most cre-
ative literary use of the Golden Age since Vergil.

THE GOLDEN AGE IN CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISON. In
considering the worldwide distribution of the myth of the
Golden Age, much depends on decisions of definition and
classification. Does one seek close parallels to the specific
constellation of motifs found in the Hesiodic narrative, or
does one note any instance of a sharp duality between a pre-
vious age of perfection and the present? Does one include
such closely related topoi as postmortem realms that are the
reverse of present conditions, or terrestrial paradises? Does
one insist on the notion of past possession of the Golden
Age? Does one focus on those mythologies that report its per-
manent loss, or on those that promise its return? Does one
include mythologies in which characteristics resembling life
in the Golden Age serve as narrative elements, expressing
some contrast between a past and present state (as in the vari-
ous mythologies of the origin of death), but do not function
as the focal point of the myth? Does one include instances
of isolated motifs (such as the widespread motif of self-
harvesting plants or automatic implements) that occur in
folkloristic contexts other than a Golden Age? Out of the
number of possible comparisons, three systems of Golden

Age mythology stand out, both for their persistence and for
their differing functions: the Golden Age in relation to
myths of origins, to millenarian activities, and to royal ideol-
ogies.

Myths of origins. Most myth posits a sharp duality be-
tween “then” and “now,” a duality often overcome in the
narrative through modes of transformation whereby the one
becomes the other. This split and its attendant transforma-
tion is most clearly expressed in myths of origin, especially
those that take the form of a mythology of rupture between
a previous state and the present order. Evaluations of this
previous state vary: it may be better, or worse, or simply dif-
ferent than the present. Among early literary accounts, schol-
ars of the ancient Near East have identified a genre of cre-
ation narrative that begins with the formula “When there
was not” (the same negative formula recurs in medieval
Christian descriptions of the other world). Some of these
take on the form of a myth of a Golden Age. For example,
“Enki’s Spell,” a part of the Sumerian epic Enmerkar and the
Lord of Aratta, tells of a time when there were no dangerous
animals to threaten humans, when there was nothing to fear,
and when humankind spoke a common tongue, obeyed di-
vine laws, and was ruled by the beneficent deity Enlil. This
happy state was brought to an end through the jealousy of
another deity (Enki). This same negative formula recurs in
Scandinavian mythology to describe the original cosmos
(Voluspd 3, 5). In this state, before the creation of man, the
gods lived in peace, playing games and possessing much gold
(Voluspd 8). This happy mode of existence will return. The
golden feasting tables will once again be set out and the fields
will bear crops without cultivation (Voluspd 61-2). This last
motif is common to many Indo-European epic traditions;
for example, Mahibhirata 3.11.234-235 tells how during
the krtayuga there was no work and the necessities of life were
obtained by being merely thought of. The motif occurs as
well in many mythologies of the invention of agriculture, es-
pecially in the Indonesian and North American Indian cul-
ture complexes. For example, in a variation on this theme,
which includes as well the mythologem of rupture, a charac-
teristic etiological tale from the Boréro (of Mato Grosso,
Brazil) tells how, in olden times, a woman went to pick
maize, which in those days was planted and cultivated by
spirits. The woman accidentally hurt her hand and blamed
the accident on Burekdibo, the chief of the spirits. In punish-
ment, the spirits ceased their labors, and humans had to toil
for food, clearing the forest, planting the seed, and cultivat-
ing the crops. There was as well a diminution in the size of
the ears of corn since the days when the spirits were responsi-
ble for agriculture.

Millenarianism. The explicit connection of the Greco-
Roman myth of the Golden Age and Christian chiliasm is
at least as old as the third century (Lactantius, Divine Insti-
tutes 5.5, 7.24) and was fully developed in the complex, me-
dieval Christian sibylline traditions. Similar combinations
are equally prominent in archaic mythologies and recent na-
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tivistic movements. While none of these are demonstrably
free from possible Christian influence, they reflect, as well,
indigenous tradition. Perhaps the clearest set of examples is
from the South American Indians of Gran Chaco and Ama-
zonia. There are mythologies of a lost Golden Age such as
that found among the Tembé. In earlier times, there was
once a place where work was unknown. The fields planted
and harvested themselves. When the inhabitants grew old,
they did not die but were rejuvenated. The present-day
Tembé no longer know the route to this “Happy Place.”
Such a mythical place can also be used to describe an original
peaceful unity, subsequently shattered, which explains the
difference between the white colonialist and the native.
Thus, the Mataco picture a time and place long ago when
there were no Christians, when the ancestors of what would
later become the Christians and the Mataco lived together
harmoniously in a single house. Everything was provided
without labor, from tools to domesticated animals and cloth-
ing. The Christian ancestors took away the best of these
things, leaving the Mataco only clay pots and dogs. In other
versions of this motif of the origin of inequality, the native
utopia is superseded by a European one, as among the Bo-
réro. After living peacefully together, quarrels broke out over
the possession of magically produced objects. The white peo-
ple’s ancestors were sent away in boats to avoid bloodshed
and have never returned because they found a more beautiful
and even more wondrous uninhabited land. A more complex
expression of a recoverable Golden Age occurs among the
various Tupi-Guaran{ and Tupinamba groups who have set
off on lengthy tribal wanderings from the interior to the At-
lantic coast in order to reach a mythical “Land without Evil”
or “Land of Immortality and Perpetual Rest.” (The earliest
record of such a journey is from a Spanish report in 1515;
the most recent instance occurred in 1957.) This land, vari-
ously described by the different groups, has neither sickness
or death; it is a vast garden-island, filled with game and
fruits, on which the inhabitants will spend their time feasting
and dancing. The same sort of Golden Age imagery recurs
among Tupinamba nativistic resistance movements. The
Santidades, as described by late sixteenth-century Jesuit mis-
sionaries, were common among groups displaced by force to
work on the colonial plantations. Native religious leaders
urged their followers to stop work and revive old rituals. If
they did so, the fields would plant and harvest themselves,
tools would work automatically, and old people would be re-
juvenated and not know death. The fundamental imagery of
these groups stems from shamanistic visions of an other-
wortld. Many exhibit, as well, clear Christian borrowings.
Such influence, however, was reciprocal. In 1539, a large
group of Tupinamba crossed the South American landmass
at its widest point in a nine-year journey ending in Peru.
There their tales of the mythical “golden place” they were
seeking so excited the Spaniards that an expedition was im-
mediately launched to locate Eldorado (originally a golden
man; later believed to be a city of gold).
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Kingship. From the earliest Mesopotamian hymns of
self-praise by Shulgi, ruler of the third dynasty of Ur (r.
2094-2047 BCE) to the encomia addressed to seventeenth-
century European monarchs (such as Charles II, whom
Abraham Cowley celebrates for having transformed an Age
of Iron into an Age of Gold), royal ideology and the myth
of the Golden Age have been intertwined. As noted above,
historical kings from the emperors of Rome to the Medicis
have claimed that their reigns reestablished the Golden Age.
There is even greater elaboration of Golden Age motifs in
the myths of primordial sacred kings. Kronos-Saturn in
Greco-Roman tradition is one such example, already present
in the Hesiodic account. Iranian mythology is more extend-
ed and explicit.

After the ninth century CE, in the late Pahlavi, New Per-
sian, and Arabic writings as well as in the so-called secular
epic tradition, the disparate Iranian royal genealogical and
mythical traditions were organized into a systematic presen-
tation that located the origins of kingship in the figure of
Hoéshang. Depicted in quite conventional terms as an ideal
king and civilizing hero as well as the progenitor (with his
sister Guzak) of the Iranian people, Hoshang established jus-
tice, peace, and law. He invented iron-working, the arts of
mining and navigation, and the building of canals for irriga-
tion. He was the first to hunt with dogs, make clothing out
of skins, and to fashion wooden doors for houses. During his
reign, according to the fifteenth-century universal history by
Mirkhwand, the Rawzar al-safa’ (Garden of purity), the
“world bloomed” and people “reposed in gardens of con-
tent.” Behind this stereotypical portrait of an ideal realm, lies
an older, most likely pre-Zoroastrian, myth of a full-blown
Golden Age, that associated with the reign of the Indo-
Iranian figure of Yima. In the earlier traditions of the Avesta,
Yima is like the sun. In his reign of a thousand years, humans
and beasts do not die (indeed, there is no difference in ap-
pearance between a man and his son); waters and plants do
not dry up from the heat; there is neither excessive warmth,
nor cold, nor any form of disease; and there is an inexhaust-
ible supply of food (Yasna 9.4-5; Yashts 9.10, 10.50, 17.30,
19.32-33). During this Golden Age, Yima enlarged the
world three times in order to make room for his citizens and
bounty, but such a realm could not be extended indefinately.
Therefore, Ahura Mazda warned Yima that a universal win-
ter would come and that Yima was to carve out a subterra-
nean kingdom with magical tools, into which he was to bring
the most magnificent individuals among the men, animals,
and plants in his realm as well as the most savory foods. This
kingdom, vara, in many respects resembles Yama’s realm of
the dead in Indic tradition. There, in his underground gol-
den kingdom, which will glow with its own self-generated
light, Yima will rule and men will live “the most beautiful
life” (Vendidad2). In late traditions, Yima will emerge, at the
end of the world’s winter, to repopulate the earth (Menag
Khrad 27.27-31). Following the so-called Zoroastrian re-
form, this archaic myth was radically altered. The Golden
Age of Yima’s rule lasts only until he lies, when the glorious



3630 GOLDEN RULE

kingship will leave him (Yashzs 19.33-38). Indeed, in some
traditions, Yima is only the builder of the subterranean
realm; Zarathushtra’s third son will be its ruler (Vendidad

2.42-43).

SEE ALSO Heaven and Hell; Millenarianism; Paradise;
Utopia.
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JONATHAN Z. SMITH (1987)

GOLDEN RULE. The expression Golden Rulehas come

into use in various modern European languages over the past

few centuries as a popular reference to the dictum, “Do unto
others as you would have others do unto you,” best known
in Western culture from its formulation in the New Testa-
ment (Matt. 7:12, Luke 6:31). Identical or similar axioms of
moral behavior are nearly universal, however, appearing in
a wide variety of cultural contexts from oral folk wisdom to
ancient scriptural and philosophical writings. The written ca-
nonic versions most frequently cited as examples of golden-
rule thinking include those found in early Jewish sources,
both in the Mishnaic and Talmudic corpus (Pirke-Avor 2:10,
Babylonian Talmud: Shabbat 31a) and in the apocryphal and
pseudepigraphic literature (e.g., Ben Sira 31:15, Tobit 4:15,
Jubilees 36:8); additional passages in the New Testament
(Rom. 13:8-10, Gal. 5:14, Acts 15:20 [Western recension,
codex DJ); Quranic and post-Quranic Islamic teachings
(siirah 83: “The Deceivers” [At-Tatfif; or Al-Mutaffifin); Al-
Nawawi, Forty Hadith 13; Ibn Al-‘Arabi, “Instructions to a
Postulant” [Risala. . . il murid)); classical Greek and Latin
texts (e.g., Plato, Republic 443d; Aristotle, Nicomachean Eth-
ics 9:8; Isocrates, “To Nicocles” 61b, “To Demonicus” 14,
17); sacred precepts imparted in the Udyoga and Anusasana
sections of the Sanskrit epic Mahibharata (5:39:57,
13:114:8); and comparable pronouncements in the Zoroas-
trian Avesta (Dadestan-i denig 94:5, Shayest Na-shayest
37:51), the Buddhist Dhammapada (10:129-130), the Jain
Agamas: Siitrakrtanga (1:10:13, 1:11:33) and other siitras,
and the Baha’1 scriptures (Kizib-i Aqdas 148). There are also
striking parallels in the Analects (4:15, 5:12, 15:23) and other
works of the Confucian canon (Daxue 10:2, Zhongyong 13:3,
Mencius 7:A:4).

Occurrences in these and other traditions can be multi-
plied virtually without limit, inasmuch as statements preach-
ing a basic consideration for the feelings of others—in ideal
conception if not in common practice—are all but self-
evident in human culture, reflecting both the fundamental
imperatives of social organization and a deeply ingrained,
though regularly ignored, instinct of empathy for fellow
members of the species. However, many apparently parallel
statements about elementary human decency are simply too
vague or sweeping to support detailed comparison, while
others may have been taken out of their original contexts and
put forward as equivalent teachings by apologists keen on de-
fending the validity of one non-Western ethical system or an-
other. In order to propetly assess the cultural and religious
significance of various golden-rule formulations, therefore,
it is vital to scrutinize them from the perspective of a number
of specific variables and issues:

1. The place of this teaching within its given religious or
philosophical context: does it simply describe a com-
mendable mode of behavior, or is it enshrined as the
central pillar of an entire moral edifice?

2. The defense of this principle in the face of abundant evi-
dence of its nonobservance in human conduct: Is it
taken a priori as an inviolable tenet of revealed dogma,
or is it proposed as a piece of utilitarian advice for the
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successful regulation of social life? Does it merely enjoin
a correct attitude toward one’s fellow humans, or does
it require one to translate these feelings into the praxis
of concrete acts?

3. The manner in which the precise rhetorical structure of
a given formulation reflects the specific intellectual un-
derpinnings of its cultural milieu: Is it presented as an
incontestable point of doctrine, or is it put forward as
a polemical position or a defensive response within a
context of moral disputation? Is its verbal form, espe-
cially its framing in either positive or negative grammat-
ical terms, simply an aspect of literary style, or does its
linguistic mode of presentation correspond to deep-
seated assumptions about the moral ground of the
human condition and the possibility of humankind’s
spiritual perfection?

4. Claims of universal validity: is a certain culture-specific
version held to be a statement of moral truth for all hu-
mans and all time, or is it understood to apply exclusive-
ly within a particular religious community or sociohi-
storical context?

5. Mutual influences and borrowing: does a given citation
represent an independent enunciation of the principle,
or can it be traced back to a chain of inherited sources
or to ur-texts shared with other traditions?

6. Commentarial expansion: how do scriptural exegetes
and textual scholiasts seek to elucidate the message of
empathetic self-projection expressed in canonic teach-
ings and to ground this in the logic of philosophical or
theological discourse?

THE GOLDEN RULE AS THE CORE OF MORALITY. That
which makes various Golden Rule formulations in different
cultures not simply shining precepts of moral excellence but
truly golden—in the sense of setting the highest standard of
moral value—is the explicit claim that the exhortation to
treat one’s fellow humans by the same criteria of behavior
one wishes to enjoy oneself constitutes the essential core of
an entire system of belief. For example, Hillel the Elder (first
century BCE-first century CE) folds all of Jewish law into one
succinct reply—while his questioner “stands on one foot”—
as, “What is hateful to you, do not do unto your fellow man”
(Babylonian Talmud, Shabbar 31a). In this is heard the un-
mistakable echo linking it with the language of slightly later
enunciations of the same message in several New Testament
passages.

This may reflect no more than direct borrowing or the
use of common oral and written sources drawn from the
fount of Eastern Mediterranean wisdom literature. But what
gives this parallel its primary significance is the manner in
which both texts go on to cite these gnomic statements as
encapsulations of religious truth: “the entire Torah” in Hil-
lel’s words and “the law and the prophets” in the Gospel re-
frain. Significantly, we observe very much the same impulse
to elevate the Golden Rule to the status of an all-embracing
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universal principle in a wide variety of other cultural con-
texts, including at least two passages among the vast pool of
edifying verses in the Mahabhirara identifying this teaching
as the “essence” or the “summation” of the dharma (duty or
morality), Al-Nawawi’s (1233-1277) blanket pronounce-
ment that one who fails to observe this precept cannot be
called a member of the Muslim community of the faithful,
and the set of linked passages in the Confucian Analects that
use words virtually identical to those of Hillel (“what is not
desirable to you yourself, do not do”) to define the “single
thread [binding all of Confucius’s thought] into a consistent
whole.”

In all of these examples, it is noteworthy that what is
claimed to be the “central thread” of the Golden Rule is re-
duced to a rather unexpected point of doctrine, in each case
accentuated by conspicuous silence with respect to such es-
sential tenets as the creation of the world and the acceptance
God’s commandments in Judaism, the unity and singularity
of God in Islam, the ideals of virtuous rule and ritual order
in Confucianism, or the metaphysical underpinnings of
Hindu and Buddhist thought: spiritual liberation, enlighten-
ment and nirvdna, the universal godhead. In many of these
passages, therefore, one suspects that the citation of the Gol-
den Rule as the ultimate ground of an entire body of moral
teachings is pointedly intended to be provocative, its stark
enunciation designed to shake listeners from complacent be-
lief in their conventional articles of faith and to force them
to contemplate the core principle of primary human empa-
thy underlying all ethical thinking. As a resul, it is not sur-
prising that in each of these respective scriptural traditions,
legions of commentators have come forward to meet this in-
tellectual and spiritual challenge, exercising their best exeget-
ical skills in an attempt to reconcile the sublimely simple
message of the Golden Rule with finer points of doctrine.

RHETORICAL FORMS AND CONTEXTS. With respect to the
rhetorical articulation of golden-rule statements, the most
commonly debated issue revolves around the use of positive
or negative terms of discourse in different occurrences. Much
ink and breath has been expended to argue that these two
alternative grammatical modes reflect profoundly variant
perspectives on the human condition. According to a widely
held view, the framing of the precept in positive terms (“Do
unto others”) rather than negative ones represents at once a
more idealistic and a more demanding view of man’s capacity
for altruistic behavior, setting standards of moral perfection
that, if met, would amount to an #mizatio of divine compas-
sion. By this same reasoning, the negative formulation would
seem to set the bar of moral expectation far lower, at the
more “realistic” level of a covenant of nonintervention, re-
quiring of people only that they refrain from aggressive and
exploitative treatment of their fellows. In some discussions,
however, these assumptions are reversed, and the point is
made that, in a sense, basing one’s behavior toward others
on what one wishes to receive in return turns the selfless em-
pathy of the Golden Rule into a form of self-interest, at best,
or that it may even give license to impose one’s own values
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and preferences on other people. Conversely, it may be ar-
gued that the idea of mutual nonaggression, far from enjoin-
ing simple inaction or restraint, may be understood to sanc-
tion an even more open-ended commitment to the

inviolability of individual rights.

Regardless of which of these views is upheld, when one
surveys the full range of canonic golden-rule statements, one
discovers that typically the selection of positive or negative
verbal form is not set in stone as a choice between mutually
exclusive approaches to the principle of reciprocity in human
relations. This observation becomes immediately clear when
we note the inseparable connection drawn between the Gol-
den Rule and the command to “love thy neighbor” in both
testaments of the Bible (linked in the Gospels by direct textu-
al contiguity and in the rabbinic tradition by virtually auto-
matic exegetical association)—a point underlined by the fact
that the original source text for this shared teaching at the
heart of both testamental traditions, in Leviticus 19:18, pres-
ents these words as the culmination of a series of negative
ethical injunctions. Moreover, even the uplifting note of pos-
itive exhortation in the Gospel versions of this teaching,
often held to embody the purest expression of Christian love,
did not prevent the early church fathers from transposing the
words recorded in Markand Luke into negative formulations
in certain other early Christian writings (e.g., Acts [Western
recension, Codex D] 15:20, Didache 1:2, and the Apologia
of Aristides 15). In the same spirit, we find in such post-
biblical Jewish texts as Mishna Avot (Pirke-Avot) and Ben Sira
a fairly free alternation between positive and negative word-
ing. The same is true of the terms of the Golden Rule enunci-
ated in the Confucian Analecss. The near replication here of
Hillel’s negative formulation may tend to lead certain West-
ern observers to hasty conclusions regarding the practical, or
this-worldly, character of traditional Chinese religious think-
ing—until one notices that this statement is conspicuously
counterbalanced by a crucial passage in Mencius where a
strikingly positive rhetorical exhortation is used to enjoin
concerted efforts to live by the ideal of reciprocal empathy.

In weighing the significance of this point of textual anal-
ysis, therefore, it is crucial to distinguish between the purely
linguistic choice of this or that mode of assertion and the
deeper semantic grounding of positive and negative proposi-
tions regarding human perfectibility. Just as the negative lan-
guage in certain Old Testament and Confucian versions in
no way precludes a positive moral signification, so, too, the
parallels cited in Hindu texts as the essence of the dharma
can be construed in this term’s double sense of both a set of
restrictive laws and rules of behavior and also a positive evo-
cation of the entire structure of meaning in human existence.
In all of these examples, the notion that the evil inclination,
sinful nature, or aggressive impulses of humans require the
coercive force of moral sanction to prevent mutual injury is
in no way inconsistent with a concomitant faith in the spiri-
tual power of primary human empathy. This is particularly
clear in the later Confucian development the vision of

human interrelatedness set forth by Mencius (c. 371—c. 289
BCE), within which the all-embracing framework of prescrip-
tive ritual observances is conceived as a modality for recover-
ing and bringing to realization the inborn core of humanity’s
essential moral nature.

A second rhetorical factor conditioning expressions of
the wisdom of the Golden Rule in different cultures concerns
the precise positioning of a given formulation within the
broader context of intellectual discourse in which it figures.
Thus, where the best-known Judeo-Christian and Hindu-
Buddhist versions present this precept as the foundation of
universal moral law, in a number of classical Greek and Latin
sources statements of more or less equivalent import tend to
be uttered within the framework of discussions on the ideal
fulfillment of human character, especially in connection with
the classical ethical conceptions of temperance, moderation
and spiritual well-being. For example, expressions of the
principle of reciprocity in the Republic and Gorgias (507b),
by Plato (c. 428-348 or 347 BCE), and the Rbetoric (1166—
1167) and Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle (384—322 BCE),
are oriented more toward the perfection of the individual self
than toward the reciprocal relation between person and per-
son. In major works of Stoic philosophy such as the Medira-
tions of Marcus Aurelius (121-180 CE) (e.g., 5:20, 7:73, 9:4,
11:1), this ideal of altruistic self-transcendence is cited, in a
manner reminiscent of Mencius, as the mark of an individu-
al’s fullest attainment of harmony with Nature.

In many passages, the wisdom of the Golden Rule seems
to carry a markedly utilitarian message with reference to the
ordering of specific sets of human relationships. This occurs,
for example, in the citation of this principle in the writings
of Seneca (4 BCE-65 CE) (Epistles 47:11) with respect to the
treatment of slaves, in the context of punishment in the Bud-
dhist Dhammapada and honest measurement in the Qur’an,
and in the preaching of kingly virtues in the “Letter to Ar-
isteias” (207) included within the corpus of the Jewish apoc-
rypha. Indeed, discussions of the practical implications of
such teachings for the maintenance of primary social order
constitute a central focus of more recent golden-rule dis-
course, from the classic analysis of the essential structure of
power in works such as Leviathan (chapter 15), by Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679), to the scathing critique of humanity’s
hypocritical sacralization of its own self-interest in chapter
5 of Civilization and Its Discontents, by Sigmund Freud
(1856-1939).

Within the Greek vision of the maximum fulfillment of
human capacity, this issue is commonly linked to the con-
cept of justice, in the sense of the interpersonal balancing of
conflicting needs and wants. In this light, certain negative
formulations of the Golden Rule may be understood as mir-
ror images of the concept of retributive justice, prescribing
a sort of proactive or reactive payment in kind for undesir-
able behavior. In its starkest form, this type of interpretation
may even be reduced to the unforgiving terms of the lex -
lionis, “an eye for an eye,” in apparent opposition to the doc-
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trine of compassionate forgiveness suggested by the textual
contiguity of the Golden Rule to the sermon on the mount
in its Gospel manifestations. But just as the literal application
of the principle of retributive justice was replaced early on
in Jewish law by the concept of mutual responsibility, “re-
quiting love for love” (gemilut-hasadim), so, too, in a famous
passage in the Analects (14:34), Confucius (551-479 BCE) is
pictured as rejecting the idea of repaying injustice with jus-
tice (literally, “requiting injury with virtue”) on the grounds
that this would constitute a breach of equity, preaching in-
stead that one repay only virtuous behavior in kind and re-
spond to injury with the “correctness” of justice.

METAPHYSICAL AND THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS. In a
number of important canonic enunciations of the Golden
Rule, both in scriptural and in commentarial writings, think-
ers go beyond the positing of its wisdom as the central pillar
of their respective ethical systems espousing consideration
and justice toward one’s neighbor (variously construed as
one’s fellow Jew, fellow members of the Islamic community
of the faithful, and the like, or in the broadest sense, all of
one’s fellow human beings) and ascribe to this precept signif-
icance of a metaphysical or theological character. Thus, for
example, an authoritative rabbinic commentary on the Leviz-
icus injunction to “Love thy neighbor” (Palestinian Talmud,
Nedarim 9:4) cites this single verse as comprising the entire
“book of the creation of man” (sefer rol’dot-ha'adam).

In certain formulations (e.g., the Jain Sarakrtanga) the
scope of application of the principle of universal empathy is
expanded to a cosmic level to take in all one’s fellow crea-
tures, indeed all of creation, as coterminous with one’s own
eternal Self. This same exegetical impulse also finds expres-
sion in the philosophical writings of a number of later Con-
fucian thinkers, among them Wang Yangming (1472-
1529), who see in the moral message of the Golden Rule
enunciated in the Analects a metaphysical identification with
the “single body” (yiti) of the entire universe. This under-
standing gives new meaning to Mencius’s attachment of his
own positive formulation of the Golden Rule to the startling
proposition that “the ten-thousand things are all within my-
self,” here not an expression of the vaunt of unbounded ego
but a soaring affirmation of the innate moral core lodged
within every human heart. This leap of faith from basic
human interrelatedness to a spiritual identification with all
creation may also help to explain the textual linkage in both
Jewish and Christian scripture between the parallel com-
mands to “love thy neighbor” and to “love thy God,” as well
as Ibn al-"Arabi’s mystical extrapolation from the wisdom of
the Golden Rule to the submission of humans to the infinity
of the divine will.

SEE ALSO Morality and Religion.
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GOLDENWEISER, ALEXANDER A. (1880~
1940), was an American anthropologist and student of prim-
itive religions. Born in Kiev, the son of a distinguished jurist
and criminologist, Alexander Alexandrovich Goldenweiser
was educated in his native Ukraine, and later, at the graduate
level, in the United States. An important early influence was
the intellectual companionship and guidance of his father,
Alexander Solomonovich Goldenweiser, a social thinker in-
fluenced by Hegel and Spencer. Father and son shared a
broad intellectual outlook and traveled together in Europe.

Goldenweiser immigrated as a young man to the United
States and from 1900 to 1901 pursued graduate study in phi-
losophy at Harvard. He later shifted his studies to Columbia,
where he came into contact with Franz Boas and his stu-
dents, and took his doctoral degree in 1910 under Boas’s su-
pervision. Goldenweiser taught as an instructor at Columbia
from 1910 to 1919, served as a lecturer in the Rand School
of Social Sciences from 1915 to 1929, and was professor of
thought and culture at the Portland Extension of the Univer-
sity of Oregon from 1930 until his death in 1940. He also
taught at the New School for Social Research, the University
of Wisconsin, and Reed College.

Although he carried out several months of anthropolog-
ical fieldwork (on the social and political organization of the
Northern Iroquois), Goldenweiser’s primary interests were
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theoretical. He was known as the most philosophical of
American anthropologists, and he remarked once that he
would rather read bad theory than no theory at all. The
formative influence on his mature work was clearly that of
Boas and his students. Goldenweiser’s most influential writ-
ings are sober and sharp-sighted critiques of the cultural evo-
lutionism and diffusionism prevalant in the early twentieth
century.

Goldenweiser’s “Totemism: An Analytical Study” ap-
peared in 1910, the same year as James Frazer’s monumental
Totemism and Exogamy, although, as Lévi-Strauss later noted,
Goldenweiser’s 110 pages were to have a more permanent
theoretical influence than Frazer’s four volumes. Frazer
sought to establish the status of totemism as an evolutionary
stage of religious development, a sort of universal primitive
institution. Goldenweiser argued that what was called “to-
temism” was in fact merely the co-occurrence of three other-
wise distinct traits—the differentiation of formally similar
clans, the use of plant and animal symbols to distinguish
them, and the recognition of a special relation between clan
and totem.

Goldenweiser, often immersed in the themes and issues
of his times, wrote widely on a number of topics relating to
culture and history. It was, however, in such works as his
analysis of totemism, or his essay (1913) on “The Principle
of Limited Possibilities in the Development of Cultures” (in
which he argues, against the diffusionists, that limited possi-
bilities make cultural similarities inevitable) that his remark-
able, critical intellect was able to transcend the limitations
of its era.
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GOLDZIHER, IGNACZ (1850-1921), was a Hun-
garian Arabist and Islamicist. After elementary schooling and
a Jewish religious education in his birthplace, Székesfehérvir,
Goldziher moved to Budapest in 1865. By the time he com-
pleted the Gymnasium in 1868, he had already begun to
study Islamic languages at the university under Arminius
Vambéry. From 1868 until 1870 he pursued his studies first
in Berlin with Friedrich Dieterich and Emil Rédiger for Ara-

bic and Hebrew, and with Abraham Geiger and Moritz
Steinschneider for the historical relations between Judaism
and Islam, and then in Leipzig, where he received his final
training as an Arabist under Heinrich Leberecht Fleischer,
obtaining his doctorate in 1870. The work of the Austrian
scholar Alfred von Kremer opened up for Goldziher the per-
spective of an intellectual history (Geistesgeschichte) of Islam.
Appointed privatdocent at the University of Budapest in
1871, he undertook several journeys, including a year’s stay
in Egypt (1873-1874), where he attended lectures at al-
Azhar mosque. Goldziher became secretary of the Liberal
Jewish Community in Budapest in 1876 and had to confine
his research largely to the evenings; yet during these years he
prepared his major publications. He became professor of the
philosophy of Judaism at the Jewish Seminary in 1900 and
was appointed to the chair of Semitic philology at the Uni-
versity of Budapest in 1905; from there he exerted great in-
fluence as the “patriarch” of Islamic studies until his death
in 1921.

Goldziher may be said to have laid the foundation of
Islamic studies as a scholarly discipline based on the literary
and historical study of texts, most of which were at the time
available only as manuscripts. It required great erudition and
immense knowledge acquired through the reading of the
original sources, and a creative use of the categories of the
history of religions, to reconstruct the architecture of the his-
tory of Islamic religion as he did.

Goldziher’s first contribution was to reveal and then
study Islam’s sources (such as the Qur'an and the badith lit-
erature) as well as its religious disciplines: the techniques of
Qur’an exegesis (zafsir), jurisprudence (figh), and philosoph-
ical theology (kaliam). He also successfully undertook the
study of texts pertaining to the further development of reli-
gious ideas, including those of mystical and “sectarian” de-
velopments.

Second, by trying to understand the problems treated
in the religious texts within the framework of Muslim
thought itself, Goldziher was able to show the inherent logic
of the history of ideas in Islam. He could situate texts and
ideas not only in the “outward” history of Islamic institu-
tions and in political history but also as part of the inner de-
velopment of Islam as a religion.

Third, Goldziher carried out a critical quest for histori-
cal truth and strived to show the historical situation, charac-
ter, and limitations of ideas and practices that were of a reli-
gious nature and that were consequently held to be of an
eternal validity. As a historian, he revealed the historical char-
acter of the texts that, with their interpretations, form part
of Islamic religion and culture. He also traced external histor-
ical influences that have played a role in the development of
Islam.

Goldziher revealed Islam as a complete entity in itself—
that is to say, a religious entity—and encouraged its study.
His insights into Islamic scripture and tradition, law, and
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theology were certainly enhanced by his familiarity with sim-
ilar problems in the study of Judaism. The respect he enjoyed
among Arabs is noteworthy; his contacts with Muslim schol-
ars were many, and several of his publications have been
translated into Arabic. The diary he maintained—an unusual

habit in the world of scholarship—was published in 1978.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

The following publications of Goldziher’s have become classics in
Islamic studies. In Die Zahiriten: Ihr Lebrsystem und ibre
Geschichte; Beitrag zur Geschichte der mubammedanischen
Theologie (Leipzig, 1884), which has been translated into En-
glish as The Zahiris: Their Doctrine and Their History; A Con-
tribution to the History of Islamic Theology (Leiden, 1971),
Goldziher provides an in-depth treatment of the distinctive
jurisprudence and theology of an early medieval Islamic
school that later disappeared. Perhaps most important was
the publication of his two-volume work Mubammedanische
Studien (Halle, 1889-1890), which has been translated as
Muslim Studies, 2 vols. (Chicago, 1966-1973). The second
volume contains a historical study of the development of
hadith, or tradition literature (pp. 3-274), and traces the
writing of particular groups of badiths to various currents
and trends of the first one and one-half centuries of Islam.
Goldziher also published a survey of the history of Islam,
Vorlesungen diber den Islam (Heidelberg, 1910), which origi-
nally had been intended as the Haskell Lectures of 1908; it
is available in English as Introduction to Islamic Theology and
Law (Princeton, N.J., 1981). His last major publication, a
study of the different schools of Qur’an exegesis (#2f577), was
Die Richtungen der islamischen Koranauslegung (1920; re-
print, Leiden, 1970). Among other works by Goldziher avail-
able in English is his A Short History of Classical Arabic Litera-
ture (Hildesheim, 1966). Goldziher’s Gesammelte Schrifien,
edited by his pupil Joseph de Somogyi, have been published
in six volumes (Hildesheim, 1967-1973). The first volume
contains a biographical account by the editor.

A bibliography of Goldziher’s publications, Bibliographie des
euvres de Ignace Goldziher, has been compiled by Bernard
Heller (Paris, 1927). Supplements have been published in
the two Ignace Goldziher Memorial Volumes (Budapest, 1948,
and Jerusalem, 1958). Goldziher’s diary, or Tagebuch, has
also appeared, in an edition edited by Alexander Scheiber
(Leiden, 1978).

New Sources

Goldziher, 1., M. Hartmann, and L. Hanisch, “Machen Sie doch
unseren Islam nicht gar zu schlecht” der Briefwechsel der Islam-
wissenschaftler Ignaz Goldziber und Martin Hartmann, 1894—
1914. Wiesbaden, 2000.

Goldziher, 1., K. Dévényi, and T. Ivanyi, On the History of Gram-
mar among the Arabs. Philadelphia, 1994.

Smith, W.R., I. Goldziher, and S. A. Cook, Kinship é“Marriﬂge
in Early Arabia. London, 1990.

JACQUES WAARDENBURG (1987)
Revised Bibliography

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION

GOOD, THE 3635

GOLEM see LOW, YEHUDAH BEN BETSAL’EL OF
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GOOD, THE. A distinction has to be made between two
sets of questions related to the concept of the good. There
are ethical problems about how to elaborate reasonable
criteria of goodness, where goodness is conceived as a charac-
teristic of human actions and of things or properties that are
directly or indirectly relevant to human life. And there are
questions concerning the goodness of God or of existence as
such, apart from God’s benevolence and love for the human
race. I shall concentrate upon the latter question.

In archaic and polytheistic religions, gods are not neces-
sarily good either in the sense of caring about human well-
being or in the sense of providing humanity with a model
of moral conduct; some are, some are not, and many com-
bine good and evil characteristics in both respects. Yet in the
myths of origin, the evil of gods has been connected, as a
rule, with destruction and disorder, and goodness with cre-
ation and harmony, whether or not any one of the gods was
invariably and systematically good or evil. In Iranian dualist
mythology good and evil were attributed respectively to one
and another mutually hostile divine beings. In all monotheis-
tic religions God is totally good in an absolute and unquali-
fied sense, and his goodness consists not only in that he loves
his creatures: It is his intrinsic, nonrelative property; God
would be good even if he had not created the universe. So
conceived, goodness acquires a metaphysical meaning that
probably cannot be further analyzed, cannot be reduced to
other concepts, and has an axiomatic character.

Philosophical reflection on this kind of goodness is
Plato’s legacy; he discovered the idea of the good, which is,
of course, desirable and therefore good for humankind, as
well as the source of all goodness; but the good is not good
because desirable, but desirable because intrinsically good.
This topic was taken up and elaborated by later Platonists,
including, in particular, Plotinus; to him the One is good
both in terms of human needs and happiness and good in
itself, apart from this relationship. Other Platonists, howev-
er, denied that the characteristics of goodness could be mean-
ingfully attributed to the first principle: Speusippus, Plato’s
successor in the academy, made the point, and so did the last
pagan philosopher, Damascius, to whom the first principle,
being utterly ineffable, could not possibly have any proper-
ties, whether relative or even absolute; having no name (even
the word principle is not appropriate) and no relationship
with other realities or even with itself, it cannot be called
good in any sense.

Christian philosophy, which assimilated many Platonic
categories, has always stressed all the meanings of divine
goodness: God is good in himself, he is the creator of all
goodness, he is benevolent, and he is the source of criteria
whereby one’s acts are called morally good or evil. Whatever
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else is good is such derivatively and by participation in the
goodness of God. And, apart from a few dualistic sects, all
creation was, in Christian thinking, attributed to God; be-
cause no existence is conceivable apart from God, whatever
exists is good by definition. Evil has no positive ontological
characteristics and is to be defined as pure negativity, priva-
tio, lack of being: evil comes from the ill-will of human or
diabolic creatures endowed with freedom of choice and abus-
ing this freedom; yet even the devil, insofar as he exists, is
good, even though his will is incurably and totally corrupt.
This doctrine has been elaborated in detail by Augustine. In
Thomas Aquinas’s idiom it is summed up in saying that
being and goodness are coextensive (esse et bonum convertun-
tur). Some Christian philosophers and theologians discussed
the question (broached already by Plato): Are the criteria of
good and evil, given by God, arbitrary or intrinsically valid?
In other words, is the good good because God has decreed
it to be good (as some nominalists and Descartes believed),
or has God said that it is good because it is good in itself (as
Leibniz argued)? If the former, moral rules appear to humans
as arbitrary and contingent as, say, the rules of traffic; God
could have decreed other norms of conduct and said, for in-
stance, that adultery is good and loving one’s neighbor
wrong—a conclusion that sounds outrageous to common
sense; yet, if God orders what is intrinsically good, apart
from his decrees, he appears to be bound by laws that do not
depend on him, which makes his omnipotence doubtful.
The question can be invalidated, however, by saying—in
conformity with Thomist metaphysics—that God is what he
decrees and that there are no rules of goodness different from
his essence, therefore he neither obeys a foreign law nor issues
arbitrary decrees of which the content is contingent upon his
essence.

If God is good in himself, and not only benevolent to
his creatures, it is essential, in Christian terms, that one
should love him not only as a benefactor and savior but be-
cause he is who he is. The point was strongly stressed by
many Christian mystics and other “theocentrically” oriented
writers. They argued that God is not only the highest good
but the only good proper, therefore humankind is for God,
rather than he for humans; individuals should admire him
utterly oblivious of all favors and graces received from him;
indeed their love should be the same even if they knew that
he condemned them to hell, and they should be happy to
accept his will unconditionally, whatever it means to them;
they ought only to want God to be God, whereas to love God
in reciprocity for his benevolence is unworthy or perhaps sin-
ful. The standard Christian teaching, while stressing the
value of the disinterested love of God, never goes so far as
to say that worshiping God in connection with his gifts and
graces is a sin or to deny that one’s salvation is an intrinsic
good and not only an instrument whereby God’s glory is
augmented; indeed, the last two statements sound heretical.
The theory of “pure love” was hotly debated in the Catholic

church in the seventeenth century.

The idea of divine goodness as a nonrelative property
does not seem to be a product of pure philosophical specula-
tion. It is rooted in, and makes explicit, the old tenet of many
religions: Creation as such is good, and therefore the creator
is good as such.

The distinction between autotelic (or intrinsic) and in-
strumental goods has been almost universally admitted by
philosophers since Plato and Aristotle, yet there has never
been an agreement about how to draw the line between them
and how to define what is good in itself; many philosophers
have denied that a collection of properties can be found that
would be common to all the things and experiences people
have called good. In the conflict between utilitarians and
Kantians, and between utilitarians and pragmatists, these
problems are among the most often debated.
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GOODENOUGH, ERWIN R. (1893-1965), was

an American historian of religions. After studying for the
Methodist ministry at Drew Theological Seminary and Gar-
rett Biblical Institute, Goodenough spent three years in New
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Testament and Jewish Studies at Harvard University, chiefly
with George Foot Moore, before proceeding to Oxford Uni-
versity and earninga D. Phil. in 1923. Little influence of Ox-
ford is discernible in his work, except perhaps in the sketch
of Middle Platonism provided in his dissertation on Justin
Martyr. In the published version (Jena, 1923) he mentions
none of his teachers. The book does, however, foreshadow
his later studies of Philo Judaeus, for in it Goodenough dis-
covered the influence of Philo to be pervasive in early Chris-
tian theology.

Goodenough began teaching at Yale University in 1923
and remained there until his retirement, steadily producing
articles and books to demonstrate that many sectors of Juda-
ism had been receptive to Greco-Roman influence, not only
in the realm of philosophical ideas but also in those of mysti-
cal intuition and artistic representation. His By Light Light,
subtitled 7The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic Judaism (1935), was
not universally accepted by students either of the Hellenistic
world or of Judaism, but like all his works it stimulated inter-
est in his hero, Philo.

In 1953 began the publication of Goodenough’s major
work, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, which was
posthumously completed in 1968 in thirteen volumes (in-
cluding a volume of valuable indexes and maps). The genesis
of this remarkable combination of fact and analysis was a
visit Goodenough made to Rome during his time at Oxford.
In Rome he saw catacomb frescoes and intuitively concluded
that the depictions of Old Testament scenes must have had
Jewish models. Excavations in the early 1930s at Dura-
Europos (in which Yale participated) seemed to confirm his
theory, for a third-century synagogue with bold and mysteri-
ous frescoes of biblical themes (now preserved at Damascus)
was found.

Such paintings, prohibited by rabbinic teaching, re-
quired explanation, and Goodenough took two primary lines
of approach. First, he went back to the Jewish catacombs at
Rome and to many museums elsewhere, searching for the
symbols present at Dura and working out their meanings for
members of the Jewish communities. Then, influenced by
psychoanalytic methods, he proceeded to explain their
“basic” (usually Freudian) significance. Another principle he
employed had to do with his division of the paintings into
“left” and “right” on the basis of Pythagorean and gnostic
notions, although the scenes themselves seem to be arranged
“up” and “down.”

The possibility or even likelihood that Goodenough was
overinterpreting naturally occurred to him as well as to oth-
ers, but he preferred to take this course rather than to retreat
into agnosticism. As an “ex-Christian,” as he called himself,
he found mystical theories especially attractive. His tendency
to say what he thought, and to point out what he did not
believe, aroused the ire of the youthful William F. Buckley,
Jr., whose God and Man at Yale (1951) included an attack
on Goodenough’s lack of orthodoxy in teaching college stu-
dents.
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During a year at Brandeis University (1962-1963)
Goodenough moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he
contemplated writing a study of early Christianity based on
his Hellenistic Jewish model. In a commemorative essay,
Goodenough’s friend and sometime student Samuel Sand-
mel raised questions about the possibility of such a work, in
view of Goodenough’s lack of knowledge of the history of
scholarship, especially in the New Testament field, but he
concluded that what Goodenough considered “prolegome-
na” to this proposed final work were probably more valuable
than any book on Christian origins would have been.

Goodenough was active in learned societies, serving as
editor of the Journal of Biblical Literature from 1934 to 1942
and as president of the Connecticut Academy of Arts and
Sciences from 1947 to 1958. He took an active part in the
American Council of Learned Societies from 1953 to 1965
and was a member of its Committee on the History of Reli-
gions. In this setting especially he was highly influential be-
cause of his learning, common sense, and personal charm.
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GORAKHNATH, also known by the Sanskrit form of
his name, Goraksanatha, was a teacher of hathayoga who
lived sometime between 900 and 1225 CE. A leading Hindi
scholar, Hazariprasad Dwivedi, has observed that “since the
time of Sankaracirya there has not been anyone in India as
influential or as great” as Goraksanatha. There is still no con-
sensus about either his dates or the compositions that may
be correctly attributed to him.

Scholars who favor an early date for Gorakhnath base
their claim mainly on indications of an early date for his
guru, Matsyendranath. They focus especially on a reference
made by Abhinavagupta (tenth century?), in which he identi-
fies a Matsyendranath as his own guru. Some sources call
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Gorakhnath’s guru Minanath (both mina and marsya signify
“fish”). Most scholars take Matsyendranath and Minanath
to be the same person. Svatmarama’s Hathayoga-pradipika,
however, lists Gorakhnath as the fifth or sixth in spiritual de-
scent from Matsyendra and the direct disciple of Mina. This
lineage would lead one to conclude that Matsyendra and
Mina are different and that Gorakhnath lived more than a
hundred years after Matsyendra. A later date for Gorakhnath
is based on the genealogy of Jiandev, the author of the
Marathi classic J7idanesvari, which, according to some manu-
scripts, was written in the year 1290. Jiiandev claims to be
the third in spiritual descent from Gorakhnath. This would
place Gorakhnath in the early thirteenth century.

No reliable data on the life of Gorakhnath exist. He is,
however, the subject of many fascinating legends, legends
that provide an archetypal portrait of a great yogin and won-
der-worker. The majority of these legends originated with
the Hindu sect known as the Kanphata Yogis—also called
naths and nath siddhas—who have been the principal propo-
nents of the doctrine and practice of hathayoga.

It is said that Gorakhnath’s doctrine was first propound-
ed by the god Siva. Siva imparted the doctrine to his wife,
Parvati, while they were seated in a boat, or castle, floating
on the milk ocean. Matsyendranath changed himself into a
fish in order to listen surreptitiously to Siva’s teachings.
When the god became aware of this ruse, he uttered a curse
foretelling that Matsyendranath would forget what he had
learned. Eventually, Matsyendranith became ensnared by
the charms of the women of the mythical land of Kadali and
forgot the doctrine. His disciple Gorakhnath disguised him-
self as one of the dancing girls of Kadali and broke his guru’s
enchantment through the words of his songs. Matsyen-
dranath and his disciple then returned to their former prac-
tice of austere yogic asceticism.

Gorakhnath and Matsyendranath are included among
the eighty-four siddhas, who belong as much to Buddhist
Sahajiy tradition as to the Saiva tradition of the Kanphatas.
The Kanphatas also include them among the so-called nine
ndarhs. Although the names of some of these naths vary from
list to list, two of them—]Jalandharipa or Hadisiddha, an
Untouchable brother-disciple of Matsyendranath, and
Kanhupa, Jalandharipa’s chief disciple—form the principal
subjects of a related cycle of legends that recount their rela-
tions with King Gopicind and his mother, Queen
Mayanamati. Kanhupa may be identical with Krsnapada,
the author of several of the Tantric Buddhist songs called
carydpadas.

The texts attributed to Gorakhnath are all expositions
of the practices and mystic doctrines of hathayoga. Some are
written in Sanskrit and others in Hindi or other languages
of North India. Most important are the Siddha-
siddhinta-paddhati and the Goraksa-sataka in Sanskrit and
the Sabadr and Gorakhbodh in old Hindi.

The Goraksa-sataka (Hundred verses of Goraksa) is one
of the basic texts of hathayoga and shares many verses with

other such texts such as the Hathayoga-pradipiki and
Gheranda-sambiti. The Goraksa-$ataka describes the six
(elsewhere eight) “limbs” of yoga— postures (dsana), breath
control (prandyima), sense withdrawal (pratyahira), concen-
tration (dhirand), meditation (dhyana), and illumination
(samadhi)—and pays particular attention to certain yogic
practices such as the khecari mudra, the muscle contractions
called bandhas, and meditations on the seven mystical cen-
ters (cakras).

The Siddhasiddhanta-paddhati is a more extended and
theoretical work that gives a somewhat different map of the
supraphysical anatomy of the subtle body. It describes nine
cakras, together with sixteen mental supports (ddharas),
three points of concentration (/aksyas), and five firmaments
(vyomans). These are all used as points of reference and aids
to the attainment of supreme reality, here called the andman
(“nameless”). An elaborate cosmology postulates a series of
correspondences between the microcosm of the individual
body and the macrocosm of the physical universe. The god-
dess Sakti is called the support of the body. Anamanis closely
related to, or identical with, the union of Siva and Sakti.
When the master yogin produces this union within his sub-
tle body, the supernatural powers (siddhis) appear spontane-
ously. After twelve years of practice the yogin becomes the
equal of Siva himself.

SEE ALsO Cakras; Hathayoga.
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DAvID N. LORENZEN (1987)

GORRES, JOSEPH VON (1776-1848), was a Ger-
man publicist and Romantic mythologist. Born in the
Rhineland and educated in Catholic schools, Johann Joseph
von Gérres remains best known for his fervent nationalist ac-
tivities as editor and pamphleteer: successively a republican,
monarchist, and, as Catholic polemicist, an ultramontan-
ist—this last position also marked his tenure as professor of
history at Munich in the final third of his life, during which
he wrote Die christliche Mystik (4 vols., 1836-1842). His na-
tionalism is reflected in his mythic interests. While lecturing
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at Heidelberg from 1806 to 1808, he was associated with
Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano, who were then
publishing their landmark German folklore collection Des
Knaben Wunderhorn (1806-1808). Gérres published his
own collection Die teutschen Volksbiicher (1807) and Altteuts-
che Volks und Meisterlieder (1817). In 1820, after having
studied Persian from about 1808, he presented a translation
entitled Das Heldenbuch von Iran (part of the Shahnameb).
His major work on myth is Mythengeschichte der asiatischen
Welr (1810).

This “history of the myths of the Asiatic world” seeks
to demonstrate that a primal monotheism originated in India
and spread from there through the world, though in con-
fused or debased form. Gorres carries his thesis into discus-
sions of Indic, Persian, Chaldean, Egyptian, Greek, Chinese,
and Germanic myth. Seen from this perspective, his book is
a prime example of German Romantic descriptions of pagan
myth as “plagiarized” versions of the one true monotheistic
revelation—a doctrine borrowed from earlier Christian writ-
ers. But his book is not a history in any rigorous sense so
much as a grand Romantic visionary system, rapturously
elaborated. He openly relies on “higher” intuitive insight
where scholarly evidence is lacking or recalcitrant. His
thought (always difficult) is perhaps best understood as sug-
gesting that the godhead is perpetually present. In the far-off
mythic age, original humankind lived in the godhead, open-
ly, spontaneously, and wholly. When this golden age dis-
solved, humans entered “history” and came to believe in an
external “nature.” Still, the original truth survives in myth
and can be at least partially recovered despite humanity’s dis-
persal and self-division into many peoples and languages.
There are echoes of Schelling in Gérres’s emphasis on nature
and history as the self-revelation of the godhead. But he also
seems at times to deny history or nature any real status what-
ever, and in this vein he may be close to certain views of Wil-

liam Blake.
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GOSALA, more fully Goéala Maskariputra (sixth century
BCE according to tradition, but, following Western research,
rather fifth, or even fourth century BCE); one of the principal
heterodox religious figures of early India. A contemporary of
the Buddha and the Jina, Go$ala was the leader of the Ajivika
community and is said to have regarded himself as the
twenty-fourth  tirtharikara of the avasarpini
(“descending”) age. His name is given in various forms de-
pending on the source of the reference: Makkhali Gosala in
Pali; Maskarin Gosala (“the ascetic with the bamboo rod”)
in Buddhist Sanskrit; Gosala Mankhaliputta in the Jain Pra-
krits; and Markali in Tamil.

current

Much of the information concerning Goéala and the
Ajivikas derives from early Buddhist and Jain scriptures and
the commentarial literature that developed around them. As
a result, the picture of the Ajivikas suffers from the inevitable
distortions of sectarian prejudice. Some stray allusions to the
Ajivikas can also be found in Sanskrit literature. The Tamil
epics, however, are comparatively well acquainted with the
sect and the Ajivikas are mentioned in South Indian epi-
graphs dating from the fifth to the fourteenth century CE.

A fairly reliable account of Gosala’s life and his relation-
ship with Mahavira can be found in the fifteenth chapter of
the fifth a7iga of the Jain canon. According to this account,
Gosala was born in the kingdom of Magadha (Bihar), proba-
bly the son of a markha or professional mendicant. Im-
pressed by the teachings and personality of Mahavira, Gosala
insisted on being admitted as his disciple and for at least six
years accompanied him on his peregrinations. At last, feeling
himself to be spiritually more advanced than his master, he
undertook the practice of austerities, acquired magic powers,
and challenged Mahavira. Surrounding himself with disci-
ples, he is alleged to have established his headquarters in
Sravasti (northwest of Magadha), forging close links with the
potters’ community there.

In the twenty-fourth year of his asceticism Gosala was
visited by six other ascetics, possibly disciples. It is surmised
that at that meeting the teachings of Gosala were codified
to form the core of Ajivika scripture. It was on this occasion
that he enumerated the six inevitable factors of life: gain and
loss, joy and sorrow, and life and death, along with the two
“paths,” song and dance. It is now believed that the original
corpus of Ajivika scripture was composed in an eastern Pra-
krit, perhaps akin to the Jain Prakrit Ardhamagadhi. Quota-
tions and adaptations of these scriptures appear to have been
sporadically inserted in Buddhist and Jain accounts of the
sect, but the Ajivika scriptures themselves failed to survive.

Ajivika doctrine apparently contained elaborate teach-
ings on cosmology, reincarnation, and the elemental catego-
ries. It divided humanity into six groups, classified according
to their psychic color (black, blue, red, green, golden/white,
white/supremely white. Compare the lesyas in Jainism).
However, the school is best remembered (and condemned
in Buddhist and Jain sources) for its uncompromising deter-
minism (77yatd). In a Jain text an Ajivika deity declares that
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there is in fact no real human effort, no deed, no strength,
no courage, no action or prowess: all beings are instead “de-
termined” (after Basham). This determinism thus denies free
will, moral responsibility, or the maturation of karman. It
was this tenet that elicited the strongest condemnation from
the Buddha in his assessment of various “false views.”

SEE ALSO Ajivikas.
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COLETTE CAILLAT (1987 AND 2005)

GOSPEL. As a word in the English language, gaspel repre-
sents Middle English terminology derived from the Old En-
glish godspel (from god, “good,” and spel, “story”). “Gospel”
is the common translation of the Late Latin evangelium,
which is a virtual transliteration of the Greek enaggelion. In
classical Greek, eunaggelion designated everything connected
with the enaggelos, the bearer of good news (from ex, “well,”
and aggelos, “messenger, one who announces”). Initially ex-
aggelion designated the reward given to the messenger who
brought happy news (see Homer, Odyssey 14.152-153). In
the plural the term enaggelia was used to designate the offer-
ings to the gods made in thanksgiving upon the reception
of good news (e.g., Xenophon, Historia Graeca 4.13.14).
Later euaggelion came to be used for the content of the mes-
sage, the good news itself, usually an announcement of a mil-
itary victory.

Euaggelion occasionally entered into religious use, where
its connotation was derived from oracular usage. Within this
context, eunaggelion signified a divine utterance, but the term
was also used in the cult of the emperors. There it enjoyed
a mythical quality. Anything having to do with the emperor

could be qualified as ewaggelion, particularly imperial birth
announcements and news of the emperor’s ascension to the
throne, but even imperial decrees. A significant passage in
this regard is a calendar inscription (9 BCE) from Priene in
Asia Minor that comments upon the birth of the emperor
Augustus. This passage is usually translated “For the whole
world the birthday of the [emperor] god began the joyful
news [eunaggelion, a genitive plural] in his regard,” but the
passage is mutilated, and the Greek ewaggelion may just as
well refer to “joyful sacrifices” instead of “joyful news.”

Hellenistic Jewish authors, such as Philo of Alexandria
(d. 45-50 CE) and Josephus Flavius (37—c. 100 CE), used ex-
aggelion with a secular connotation. The term was also em-
ployed by the translators of the Greek Bible (the Septuagint),
who used enaggelion to render the Hebrew bsr. In the He-
brew scriptures bsr is used only in a secular sense. Eunaggelion
likewise has only a profane meaning in the Septuagint. There
euaggelion is used of the reward given to a messenger in 2
Samuel 18:22 and of a joyous message in 2 Samuel 18:20
(likewise 2 Sm. 4:10, 18:25, 18:27; 2 Kgs. 7:9).

THE SEPTUAGINT. In the Septuagint (a Greek translation of
the Hebrew scriptures), the verb eunaggelizein, cognate with
eunaggelion, is commonly used in the profane sense with the
meaning “to announce.” In “Second Isaiah” (/. 40:9, 52:7,
60:6, 61:1), however, and in some texts dependent upon it
(Na. 1:15; Ps. 68:11, 96:2), euaggelizein specifically connotes
the announcement of the good news of salvation. The mes-
senger of good news (enaggelizomenos) announces that the
time of salvation is at hand, that Yahveh will reign as king,
that a new age is about to dawn. Within this context the use
of the verb acquires an eschatological connotation. The era
of salvation is made present by the announcement of it. Nei-
ther “Second Isaiah” nor the dependent texts use the noun
eunaggelion in this eschatological, salvific sense.

The notion of the bearer of the good news of salvation
persisted in both Hellenistic and Palestinian Judaism (see the
Targum on Isaiah 40:9 as well as 1QM 18:14 from among
the Dead Sea Scrolls). The mid-first-century Psalms of Solo-
mon (11:1-2) uses euaggelizein in the eschatological sense,
while in postbiblical Judaism &sr and its cognate verb refer
not only to concrete historical news but also to prophetic
messages of weal and woe, angelic messages, and divine an-
nouncements of consolation and blessing.

NEW TESTAMENT. Within the New Testament, euaggelion
is used far more frequently by Paul than by any other author
(forty-eight times in the indisputably Pauline writings). His
writings are the first literary attestation to the Christian usage
of the term. It is characteristic of Paul that he uses the term
in an absolute sense and without any qualifying adjective. To
some authors this suggests that Paul first gave a Christian
connotation to the term euaggelion, while to others it implies
that Paul had taken over an earlier Christian usage. In any
event, there is little doubt that the term acquired its Chris-
tian significance in a Hellenistic environment. While some
scholars maintain that the early Christian usage was derived
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from emperor worship, the more common opinion locates
the roots of the Christian use of ewaggelion in “Second
Isaiah.”

Paul. In the Pauline letters two passages confirm the
thesis that Paul has taken over the absolute use of euaggelion
from early Christian usage. The passages in question are /
Corinthians 15:1-4 and Romans 1:1-4. In his first letter to
the Corinthians, Paul uses classic language to describe the
handing on of traditional teaching and employs eunaggelion
to identify the content of that teaching. Paul explicates the
content of the euaggelion by citing a creedal formula, proba-
bly derived from Palestinian Christian circles, that focuses on
the death and resurrection of Jesus. In the opening verses of
the letter to the Romans, the content of the gospel is the dis-
closure of Jesus as the Son of God and the Lord by his resur-
rection from the dead. Thus, for Paul, the basic content of
the gospel is the resurrection by means of which Jesus is con-
stituted as Lord. This is understood as the fulfillment of the
scriptural promise. Paul sometimes (e.g., I Cor. 9:12, 2 Cor.
2:12) calls it the gospel of Christ (enaggelion tou Christou) be-
cause the good news of salvation has Christ as its central
object.

In the writings of Paul, euaggelion also defines the oral
proclamation of the missionary (e.g., 2 Cor. 8:19, Phil. 4:15).
In 1 Corinthians 9:14, Paul uses the word in two senses, that
is, as his message and as the act of proclamation. The act of
proclamation involves more than recitation of a creedal for-
mula or recital of the traditional kerygma on Jesus” death and
resurrection. Paul’s whole person is involved (see 1 Thes. 1:5,
2:8). His proclamation is the work of an apostle “approved
by God to be entrusted with the gospel” (1 Thes. 2:4). Paul
writes succinctly of “my gospel” (Rom. 2:16) or “our gospel”
(2 Cor. 4:3). Those who receive his message receive it “not
as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God,
which is at work” (I Thes. 1:13). For Paul, the gospel is the
“gospel of God” (e.g., I Thes. 1:9, 2 Cor. 11:7) because it
comes from God and is about God’s work. Coming from
God, the gospel is powerful. Its proclamation brings about
the eschatological era of salvation; it implies the ending of
one world order and the beginning of a new one.

Mark. Both in understanding of the term euaggelion
and in frequency of its usage (seven times), Mark is similar
to Paul. This does not imply a direct dependence of Mark
on Paul, because both of them reflect earlier Christian mis-
sionary usage. Mark, however, uses only euaggelion, the
noun, and not the related verb. For Mark, enaggelion is a
technical expression used to denote the kerygmatic an-
nouncement of salvation. Jesus is the subject of the gospel
insofar as he proclaimed the coming of the kingdom of God
(Mk. 1:15). When proclamation occurs, that which is pro-
claimed becomes a reality. Accordingly, the activity of Jesus
became the object of the gospel. Mark editorializes on the
tradition he has incorporated into his work in order to affirm
that the gospel relates to that which has been done in and
through Jesus. Mark emphasizes this notion by opening his
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work with “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God” (Mk. 1:1). This striking statement brings into
focus a point of view even if it does not, strictly speaking,
function as a title for the entire work.

Matthew and Luke. Neither Matthew nor Luke em-
ploys eunaggelion so frequently as does Mark, and the Johan-
nine literature does not use the term at all. Matthew uses the
term four times but never without further qualification. He
writes of “the gospel of the kingdom” (Mz. 4:23, 9:35), of
“this gospel” (Mz. 26:13), and of “this gospel of the king-
dom” (Mz. 24:14). In all four instances Matthew uses exagge-
lion in relation to a speech complex. For him Jesus is no lon-
ger the content of the gospel; instead, he is the
communicator of the gospel. The speeches of Jesus are “gos-
pels.” Matthew’s emphasis is on Jesus’ preaching and teach-
ing as providing a paradigm for the Christian way of life.

Luke does not use euaggelion at all in the first part of
his written work, but it appears twice in Acts (15:7, 20:24).
Nonetheless, Luke employs the verb enaggelizomai (“I bring
the good news”) frequently both in his gospel (ten times) and
in Acts (fifteen times). By doing so, Luke emphasizes the act
of preaching, which is then explained by the direct object
that accompanies the verb. He sharply distinguishes the
preaching of the apostles from Jesus” own preaching. Willi
Marxsen has suggested that Luke deliberately avoided using
eunaggelion in the first part of his work because instead of giv-
ing a record of the church’s proclamation he was writing a
type of “life of Jesus.”

THE WRITTEN GOSPEL. The general Pauline usage of enagge-
lion to mean the proclamation of salvation as concretized in
the death and resurrection of Jesus continued into the second
century as the writings of Polycarp of Smyrna (Lester to the
Philippians 9.2) and the Didache (12.3.1) attest. Aristides of
Athens, the first of the Christian apologists, once mentions
the “evangelical writing” (euaggelike graphe), and Ignatius of
Antioch intimates that the gospel was a written text when he
wrote to the church of Smyrna that neither “the prophetic
predictions nor the law of Moses nor the gospel” has con-
vinced his opponents (Letter to the Smyrneans 5.1).

Even when euaggelion came to be applied to a written
text, the word continued to be employed in the singular, and
this use of the singular was still widespread in the third cen-
tury. The usage bespeaks the conviction that the gospel was
identical with the teaching of the Lord. This usage is reflect-
ed in the formulaic expression “the Lord says in the gospel”
(e.g., 2 Clem. 8:5), but it is also reflected in the titles of the
Gospels. The earliest parchment codices of the New Testa-
ment, namely, the fourth-century Sinaiticus and Vaticanus
codices, entitled the Gospels “according to Matthew,” “ac-
cording to Mark,” and so on. This manner of providing each
of the written gospels with a title suggests that exaggelion ap-
plied to the whole collection of the four canonical gospels.
Nonetheless, three of the early New Testament papyri have
made use of more complete titles: Gospel according to Mat-
thew (P4) and Gospel according to John (P66, P75). Even this
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is a strange turn of phrase if the sole intention is to designate
authorship. These titles seem to suggest that the single gospel
was narrated according to the vision of a specific evangelist.
There was only one message of final, eschatological salvation,
namely, salvation accomplished through the death and resur-
rection of Jesus, but the message could be conveyed in differ-
ent ways.

In the middle of the second century, Justin Martyr (c.
100-163/5), writing in Rome, was the first Christian author
to write of the Gospels in the plural (euaggelia). In his First
Apology (c. 155) and his Dialogue with the Jew Trypho he re-
fers to the “memoirs of the Apostles” on some fifteen occa-
sions. The first time he mentions the memoirs, he adds by
way of explanation “which are called gospels” (batina kaleitai
eunaggelia; Apol. 1.66.3). In two other places, however, he re-
tains the singular use of enaggelion (Dial. 10.2, 100.1). At the
time of Clement of Alexandria (150?-215?) the enaggelion
was understood to be a book on the system of Christian mo-
rality. Subsequently the term was also applied to the so-called
apocryphal gospels, the oldest of which come from the sec-
ond century.

The transference of enaggelion from the designation of
an oral proclamation to a written text—a usage that most
probably derives from the first verse of Mark—attests that
these texts had the same content and purpose as the oral
proclamation. Both the oral proclamation of the gospel and
the written gospel speak of eschatological salvation accom-
plished in the life and death of Jesus of Nazareth. Far from
being biographies of Jesus, the four canonical gospels attest
to his preaching and to his activity in the light of his death
and resurrection. The historical traditions they contain are
subordinated to their religious and kerygmatic purpose.
They were written to evoke and/or confirm faith in Jesus as
Christ and Lord (see /. 20:31). The central content of the
gospel is one, even if it is attested in documents written by
different authors.

LATER USAGE OF THE TERM. At the time of the continental
Reformation, Martin Luther (1483-1546) sharply distin-
guished between the law and the gospel. The law makes de-
mands and provokes anxiety; the gospel bestows grace and
brings consolation. From his study of Romans 1:16-17,
where Paul writes of the gospel as “the power of God for sal-
vation . . . for in it the righteousness of God is revealed
through faith for faith,” Luther concluded that justification
did not depend on outward obedience to the law. Although
the content of the law is the unchangeable will of God, the
law brings humans before the throne of judgment. The first
use of the law deters people from sin by fear of punishment;
a second use makes even believers conscious of their sin. In
contrast, the gospel, appropriated through faith, reveals the
saving love of God, assures believers of justifying grace, and
offers a promise of the forgiveness of sins.

In modern times, preaching the gospel is characteristic
of Christian missionary endeavors throughout the world.
Gospel faith is popularly associated with evangelical preach-

ing and the view that Jesus is one’s personal savior. The read-
ing of a passage from one of the four canonical gospels (Maz-
thew, Mark, Luke, John) is a key feature of worship services
of the more liturgically oriented Christian churches. Fre-
quently the excerpt that is read is simply referred to as “the
gospel.”
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GOZAN ZEN. The Japanese term gozan (also pro-
nounced gosan; Chin., wushan; “five mountains”) refers to
a system of monastic organization and its associated culture
that flourished in Song-dynasty China and medieval Japan.
Because many Buddhist monasteries in premodern China
and Japan were located on mountains and conceived of as
being secluded from the world, the word mountain came to
connote a monastery. The “five mountains” were a designat-
ed group of Zen (Chin., Chan) monasteries. Gozan organi-
zation began to develop in China during the Song dynasty
(960-1279) and was transmitted to Japan during the Kama-
kura period (1185-1333). These monasteries developed a
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distinctive pattern of Zen monastic life, a common organiza-
tional hierarchy, and a characteristic cultural style. Thus the
expression “five mountains” is also applied to the literature
produced by monks from these monasteries (gozan bungaku),
the wood-block books printed in these monasteries (gozan-
ban), and the art and culture associated with them (gozan
bunka). This article will outline the development of the
Gozan administrative organization, define the Gozan style of
Zen, and introduce Gozan literature and culture.

As with Zen itself, Gozan organization, learning, and
culture had their origins in China, and throughout their his-
tory in Japan the Gozan monasteries remained major con-
duits for the dissemination not only of Zen but also of Chi-
nese culture in the broadest sense. During the Song dynasty
some fifty large Chan monasteries in the Hangzhou and
lower Yangze regions of China were brought under the regu-
lation of civilian officials and organized into a three-tier hier-
archy headed by five great monasteries (wushan; Jpn., gozan).
These were among the most prestigious Chan training cen-
ters in China. They were visited by such Japanese monks as
Eisai, Dogen, and Enni, who went to China in search of Zen
beginning in the late twelfth century. From the mid-
thirteenth century on, Chinese monks from these monaste-
ries, fleeing the advancing Mongols and seeking a new mis-
sion field for Chan, made their way to Japan, where they
were patronized by shoguns, provincial warrior chieftains,
and members of the imperial court.

Before the close of the thirteenth century a similar three-
tier hierarchy of Zen monasteries was beginning to take
shape in Japan under the patronage and regulation of the
Hojo regents who dominated the Kamakura bakufu. The
early Kamakura Gozan included Kenchoji, Engakuji, and Ju-
fukuji. Jochiji and Jomydji were added later. With the over-
throw of the Kamakura bakufis in 1333, the Kemmu Resto-
ration of 1333 to 1336, and the establishment of the
Muromachi bakufu after 1336, political power shifted back
to Kyoto. A Kyoto Gozan hierarchy was quickly designated
by the emperor Go-Daigo and the early Ashikaga shoguns.

The Gozan network assumed its final configuration, al-
though by no means its full scale, under the third shogun,
Ashikaga Yoshimitsu. By an edict of 1386 the five Kyoto
Gozan, ranked in order of seniority, were Tenryiji,
Shokokuji, Kenninji, Tofukuji, and Manjuji. Their counter-
parts in Kamakura were Kenchoji, Engakuji, Jufukuji,
Jochiji, and Jomy®dji. The great Kyoto monastery of Nanzenji
was set at the apex of the Kyoto and Kamakura Gozan as a
superior temple. Lesser Zen monasteries in Kyoto, Kamaku-
ra, and throughout the provinces were ranked beneath the
Gozan as either jissatsu (“ten temples”) or shozan (“many
mountains”). Just as the Gozan category had been inflated
from five to eleven monasteries, so too the jissazsu and shozan
tiers grew rapidly in number. By the fifteenth century there
were nearly fifty jissatsu and more than two hundred shozan.

This network was a fairly centralized system with uni-
form monastic regulations and organization and with close
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links maintained between the Gozan in Kyoto and Kamaku-
ra and their satellites in the provinces. Monks could move
fairly freely among the monasteries, and a novice who began
his religious career in a provincial shozan might continue his
training in a larger regional jissazsu and, perhaps, go on to
hold high office in a central Gozan. The whole network was
supervised by a Zen monk official, known as the soroku, from
a subtemple within Shokokuji. The soroku served as the me-
diator between the bakufi and the Gozan. Not all Zen
monasteries were included within the Gozan. The Gozan
system was dominated by those branches of the Rinzai
school, especially the lineage of Muso Soseki, who found
favor with the bakufu. Very few S6t6 Zen monasteries were
included, and the Rinzai monasteries of Daitokuji and
Myoshinji were excluded.

Zen monastic life within the Gozan was lived under the
traditional Buddhist monastic precepts and characteristic
Zen regulations known as shingi (“regulations for the pure
community”). Gozan Zen practice in Japan was based on the
codes in force in Chinese Chan monasteries and shaped by
such Chinese émigré monks as Lanqi Daolung and Wuxu
Zuyuan in the thirteenth century, and their successors Muso
Soseki, Gido Shishin, and Zekkai Chishin in the fourteenth
century. The core of monastic life was communal meditation
in the monks’ hall, private and public interviews with a Zen
master involving the resolution of £dan, lectures on the stitras
and Zen texts in the Dharma Hall, and prayers and sitra
chanting in the Buddha Hall. In the late Kamakura and early
Muromachi periods the standards of Gozan monastic life
were fairly strictly observed. By the fifteenth century, howev-
er, a slackening of discipline was becoming evident as monks
took the privilege of the great monasteries for granted, ne-
glected the rigorous practice of Zen, and devoted themselves
to more worldly interests or to cultural activities. The monk
Ikkyt Sojun was so disappointed that he quit the Gozan in
disgust and joined the Daitokuji community. He castigated
Gozan monks, calling them idle rice bags who were con-
cerned only with eating well and living comfortably.

Many Chan masters of the Song dynasty had consorted
with lay scholars and artists, whose cultural interests they
shared. Chan monks became well known as calligraphers,
painters in ink monochrome, poets, and students of Chinese
philosophy. Some masters rejected these non-Buddhist avo-
cations as distractions from the true quest for enlightenment
through Chan. Other monks defended them as legitimate
means of expressing, enhancing, or relaying the insights of
the search for enlightenment. These cultural interests were
too strong to contain and the acquisition of secular learning
and cultural accomplishments became a part of life in the
great Chinese monasteries. These tastes were quickly trans-
mitted to the Japanese Gozan, where they served to draw the
Zen monks and their warrior and court patrons more closely
together. Calligraphy and the writing of Chinese poetry were
the two most common avocations, but Gozan monks were
also accomplished ink painters, designers of gardens and
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buildings, arbiters of taste in art objects, interior decoration,
and the advocates of drinking tea, as well as teachers of Con-
fucian and Daoist thought.

Under the patronage of the bakufu, the court, and the
provincial warrior nobility, the Gozan system flourished eco-
nomically. Gozan monasteries acquired estate holdings
throughout Japan. The Kyoto Gozan, in particular, were ac-
tive participants in trade with China, in commerce, and in
money lending. The bursars of some monasteries acquired
reputations as astute managers of resources and lands. Politi-
cally, Gozan monks were active in defense of their monastic
interests. They lent their managerial and diplomatic expertise
to warriors, serving as advisers and go-betweens in domestic
disputes and in the conduct of diplomacy and trade with
China. By the fifteenth century, the Gozan was much more
than a network of monasteries. It could be counted among
the most influential and powerful religious, political, and
economic institutions in medieval Japanese society.

The weakening of the Muromachi bakufu and the war-
fare of the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries exposed the
Gozan to depredation. Many monasteries were burned or
lost their landholdings. Communities were scattered, morale
was reduced to a low ebb, and spiritual concerns were ne-
glected. Although some recovery took place under the pa-
tronage of Hideyoshi and the Tokugawa shoguns, the Gozan
never recovered the influence it had had in the medieval peri-
od. Perhaps the last prominent Gozan monk was Ishin
Suden of Nanzenji, who served both as sgroku of the Gozan
and as an influential adviser to Tokugawa Ieyasu.

Many of the former Gozan monasteries survive today,
some of them as Zen training centers. Among these are Nan-
zenji, Shokokuji, and Tenryaji in Kyoto, and Engakuji in
Kamakura. The Gozan system, however, as a monastic hier-
archy and means of regulation and centralization faded out
with the Meiji Restoration. Contemporary Zen monasteries
are grouped by lineage around their major monasteries (son-
zan). Moreover, contemporary Rinzai Zen owes more to
Hakuin Ekaku (1686-1769) and the Daitokuji and
Myoshinji lineage than it does to the medieval Gozan.

SEE ALsO Tkkya Sojun; Muso Soseki; Zen.
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GRACE. The religious significance present in the Anglo-
French word grace is both multifaceted and ambivalent. As
a theological term, it may attempt to pinpoint the activity
of God here and now, or it may disclose nothing less than
the reality underlying all of religion and faith.

This almost transparent term points to the fundamental
power and horizon of every revelation, to the ultimate reli-
gious question and statement in any religion, for grace stands
primarily not for human virtue but for God’s presence.
Grace is a divine activity in human history and in human
lives. The reality signified by hesed (“loving-kindness”) in the
Hebrew scriptures and by charis (“grace”) in the Greek scrip-
tures can be found in the Dao, in the power of the Hindu
triad, and in the radical absence contemplated by Buddhism.
Occasionally one can find in these other traditions the same
theological discussions about the mediation by grace of the
divine in human freedom and suffering.

Christian theologians have filled volumes with defini-
tions and classifications of grace. Because God remains mys-
tery, the ineffable presence of the deity eludes precise defini-
tion, and therefore the ultimate meaning of the word
remains mysterious. In theology, as distinct from the expres-
sion of religion in art (where grace is shown rather than de-
fined), the word grace frequently denotes either too much or
too litdle.

Moving back through the Latin gratia to the Greek cha-
ris, with its overtones of graciousness and liberality, the word
grace assumed a Christian theological importance with Paul.
Buct even for Paul, whose creative interpretation of Christian-
ity began the turbulent odyssey of this term, the word has
several meanings. Charis can mean a power coming from the
spirit of Jesus active in a Christian (the charism of healing
or preaching; I Cor. 12), but it can also mean the power of
God to help one follow Christ despite the evils and difficul-
ties of human life. And with Paul there is also a more objec-
tive meaning of grace. The foundation of all grace and of all
graces (charisms) is the generous saving activity of God man-
ifested toward humankind in the history and destiny of Jesus.
God’s grace is the gift of persevering, loving, purposeful gen-
erosity that becomes visible in a climactic way in the life,
teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus.

Charis means the favor of God, but that favor made ac-
tive in the advent of Jesus Christ, particularly so in his words
and deeds. God’s loving generosity in Christ bestows not
only forgiveness of sin but a new, death-surviving mode of
existence. Jesus Christ is grace objectified, and in and after
him the worlds of creation, time, and human personality
have been radically (if invisibly) altered. Paul applied Jesus’
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phrase “the kingdom of God” largely in a concrete manner
to Jesus himself, particularly through the triumphant guaran-
tee of newness assured by Jesus risen from the dead.

In a significant phrase, Paul proclaims that while sin in-
evitably leads to death, the charisma of God to humanity is
“eternal life in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 6:23). The following
chapters of that letter describe this charisma: new freedom,
familial intimacy with God, the capability to follow the new
“law” of love, the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in men and
women, and God’s advocacy on behalf of needy individuals
(Rom. 8). Personal entry into this life is begun by baptism
conceived as rebirth in Christ’s death, burial, and resurrec-
tion. The event of Easter has both personal and cosmic
results.

A final realization of charis for Paul comes from this very
baptismal life. The new life of grace is not only a divine favor
and an adoption but also a commissioning for action. Charis-
mata, charisms, are powers of the Holy Spirit active in ma-
ture Christians, empowering them to act on behalf of the
reign of God and the life of the church. Christians are not
passive. Each Christian has through the baptismal spirit
some active gift to aid the church either inwardly or in its
mission of service and evangelization. Drawing on his meta-
phor of the body, Paul faces the difficult challenges of diver-
sity and unity in the young churches and of leadership amid
a variety of services. Nonetheless, Paul will not abandon this
final realization of the new presence of God where grace con-
tinues through time to be present in human life and minis-
tries of service (Rom. 12, 1 Cor. 12).

HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN THE THEOLOGY OF GRACE.
Eastern Christian theology was heir to thought forms of
human participation in the divine and subsequently empha-
sized less the evil and ruinous counterpart to grace than the
almost mystical capacity of the human person to become,
through grace, a participant in the life of the triune God. In
the first two centuries of Christianity, the church was largely
Greek-speaking. However, by the end of the second century,
with the influence of Tertullian in the West and Clement of
Alexandria in the East, Greek and Latin theology had begun
to take distinct directions. In the more Hellenistic, Neopla-
tonist world of the Eastern Empire the seeds of the New Tes-
tament teaching about a new creation, a new man and
woman, and a human being who is the temple of the spirit

of God found fertile soil.

The school of Alexandria in the third century, the great
bishop-theologians of the fourth century, and monasticism
and mysticism in the fifth to eighth centuries solidified and
concretized Eastern theology—a theology of trinitarian,
divinizing grace renewed by Christ. In the East, Manichaean
dualism and the Augustinian theology of a God redeeming
a segment of the fallen world were overshadowed by a view
owing much to Neoplatonism, which envisioned a single
world in which the divine plan and presence was intertwined
with creation and the Trinity continues that plan and pres-
ence through the effects of redemption.
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After the sporadic but often intense persecution in the
second and third centuries, the role of baptism as a commis-
sion for an eschatological life related less to the fading idea
of martyrdom than to the newer opportunity of communal
eremitical monasticism. Some monastic figures stressed the
ascetic side, others the contemplative. With schools and the-
ologies influenced by orientations based in the thought of
Origen and Dionysius the Areopagite, the monastic life be-
came a school of contemplation fulfilling in a special way the
Christian vocation. Far from being simply training for vi-
sions and miracles, monasticism viewed grace as the seed or
enabler of a God-bestowed contemplative outlook that, as it
intensified, fostered not visions but apophatic faith in touch
with the darkness of the divine essence. Furthermore, in the
Eastern Christian churches, the liturgy became the sacra-
mental place where grace reaches the concrete; in the liturgy,
the social and the historical meet contemplatively the time-
less icon, hymn, and sacrament of worship.

In the West, Christianity came to emphasize salvation
from sin. With Augustine grace took on characteristics of an
intermediate power sent from God to heal the effects of evil
in human beings. Augustine’s life and conversion led him to
emphasize sharply the human person’s proneness to evil and
corresponding need for some divine assistance so that men
and women might turn to God in faith and hope and to their
neighbors in mercy and love. With Augustine, grace appears
in a triad along with freedom and evil. Human freedom can
mean freedom to choose this or that, but more often it means
the freedom to choose God as the personal ultimate in a life.
Evil can mean the fallen human condition—characterized,
for example, by prison camps—or it can mean the personal
realization of evil in a sinful act.

Within Western Christianity the history of the contro-
versies over grace illustrate the changing and perduring
meanings of the word. In the first decades after Christ Paul
asserted, against Jewish or Christian groups who based their
hopes on external religious observances, the free and open
salvation made widely accessible by God’s recent entry into
human history. Augustine upheld against the ascetic Pelagius
(whose view of the positive capacity of human nature made
a strict following of the Christian way more plausible) the
pervasive infection of the primal fall. Augustine considered
human choice without grace to be enchained, bereft of the
contact of a divine activity (namely, grace) by which one
could please and live for God. In Augustine, conceptions of
the fall, the human sinful condition, and original sin describe
the opposite of salvation, of true goodness and life. The view
of the nature of grace as an intermediary, as a quasi entity
of divine promise and power, began to appear.

In the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas, who was at
work on his synthesis of nature and society with Christian
teaching, disagreed with his Augustinian colleagues over the
need for grace. Thomas defended the natural potentialities
of the human personality to do their work—to know the
truth, to seek the good. He considered original sin to be a
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serious wounding of the personality from within the emo-
tions and the ground of the will but not an irrevocable termi-
nation of the image of God. He brought back into Western
thinking the spirit of the Alexandrian school, a synthesis of
nature and grace where every aspect of creation and grace has
the potential to find its place in a harmonious whole.

Martin Luther, propelled by his rediscovery of Augus-
tine and Paul, protested against the localization of divine
power in things (e.g., indulgences and noncommunal litur-
gy) and denied that the forms and laws of the church had
a monopoly over grace. Luther’s theology of justification by
faith permitted him to disengage grace from human control
and to return its meaning to God alone. Despite the extrinsic
nature of grace for Luther and its initial separation from vir-
tue and service, it would not be correct to view Luther as un-
concerned with progress in the Christian life, that is, with
sanctification. For Luther, the Christian life is different from
the life of sin: The Christian life is lived as the product not
of law and effort but of an initial constituting and saving
(justifying) grace. Calvin selected other emphases for his Re-
formed theology of grace, particularly God’s sovereignty
manifested in the divine transcendent plan for the elect.

The Reformation began a long period filled with con-
troversies over the nature of grace. Essentially these were ar-
guments over how human freedom in need of redemption
was affected by truly divine grace. If grace is God’s act or the
exercise of God’s power, how do the finite and the created
participate in it? How can predestination and human free-
dom be reconciled?

The great topic of Baroque Roman Catholic theology
lasting for almost two centuries after the middle of the six-
teenth century was grace conceived as a finite, God-given
force that converts, sanctifies, inspires, and saves. Corre-
sponding to the culture of the times, with its new empirical
science and Cartesian philosophy, grace had the characteris-
tics of the subjective, the mechanical, and the theatrical. Ital-
ian and Middle European art and architecture of the period
were frequently statements of a cosmic and mystical theology
of grace: In a sacral world of light and golden divine symbols,
great saints were depicted in their triumphant lives.

For Protestant communities as well as for Catholic reli-
gious orders the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were
times of meticulous theological analyses of grace. Strongly
held views on God’s action and human psychological re-
sponse (both at the time of conversion and during the span
of a Christian life), similar to those of the Jansenists, Jesuits,
and Dominicans, brought into existence Arminians, Meth-
odists, and Pietists who debated the triad of divine action,
human freedom, and sin.

The spirituality of the Jesuits reflects the Baroque (and
later nineteenth-century) Catholic devotional analysis of the
interior life as activated by modes of “created grace,” that is,
God as the principle of human transformation rather than
God as God (“uncreated grace”). In the seventeenth century,

the Jesuits, providing leadership to the Counter-
Reformation, found themselves embroiled in controversies
over freedom and grace on three fronts. The origin of the Je-
suits’ positive view of human efforts cooperating with grace
lay with the great Reformation theologies. Within Roman
Catholicism, the Dominicans judged the Jesuits’ theory of
human freedom to be exaggerated and their theology of di-
vine foreknowledge to be inadequate, while the followers of
Michel de Bay (Baius) and Jansen asserted that the Jesuits
neglected the seriousness of original sin.

As the eighteenth century progressed, such theological
controversies seemed dated and were swept aside by the ra-
tionalism and naturalism leading to the Enlightenment. If
human nature was good, wounded by the past structures of
society, it needed not a divine jostle but its own education
to pursue the good. Grace is transformed, even replaced, by
the human mind and will, a nature awaiting cultivation, and
even by human history, where religion should be viewed as
a facet of reason.

Nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophy provides
a different interpretation of the active presence of God in his-
tory and life. The movement from Schelling and Hegel to
Marx saw no need to preserve any separation of grace from
nature and sin. Consciousness, freedom, and development
become aspects of one reality, the enactment of the life of
the ultimate, and in that process of enactment there is no su-
pernature above nature.

After World War I some theologians began to rethink
Christianity precisely as a religion of grace, but from modern
perspectives on the self and freedom. Grace was viewed as
a horizon of consciousness and history, as the challenge made
by the holy against the demonic in life. Grace is the presence
rather than the mechanics of God. For Paul Tillich, all as-
pects of human life could be theonomous, that is, transpar-
ent to the divine, rather than authoritarian or superstitious.
As symbols of God, nature, religion, and art inspire a new
being in believers, one that struggles with the problems of
meaning, life, and morality. For Tillich’s Roman Catholic
counterpart, Karl Rahner, grace was no less than God as ho-
rizon and presence. God’s activity in human life and history
is universal and actively draws the world to a future that is
the plan and future of God. Human life, open to and vivified
by grace, is realized, preached, and exemplified particularly
in Christ. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, the Jesuit paleontolo-
gist, was convinced that the ultimate force driving the
threads of evolution—spiritual as well as biological—on
earth was not instinct but grace. What the Gospel of John calls
agape, love, is in Christ the source and the goal of the cos-
mos. For Teilhard, religious history, like evolutionary histo-
1y, is acted out over a long time. From the great religions of
the world a central line emerges—that of Christ as the incar-
nation of God’s gracious purpose. In the contemplation and
discipleship of grace, a higher, developmental phylum intro-
duces to the human race individuality-in-community and
freedom-in-charity. Rather than the end of the world being
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close, the human race, for Teilhard, is only a few steps out
of the cave.

In the thought of these three popular twentieth-century
theologians, Tillich, Rahner, and Teilhard, one sees the
modern, post-Kantian, and post-Heideggerian shift to the
historical subject. Grace is both a divine presence and a de-
velopmental horizon of all history; Christ and the church are
grace manifest, but they are not its exclusive repositories. In
short, grace is viewed no longer as the change of God’s will
(Luther) or as a supernatural divine power agitating within
human minds and wills (Council of Trent, 1545—-1563), but
as the patient, luminous, inviting presence of a transcendent
and mysterious God intimately active in the pain and glory

of life.

PROSPECTS IN THEOLOGY OF GRACE. Reinterpretations of
grace reestablished grace as nothing less than the underlying
reality of all religious enterprises, as the very presence of God.
In this way it is the foundation for various schools of spiritu-
alitcy—Origenist, Greek and Russian, Benedictine, Francis-
can, Dominican, Anabaptist, Carmelite—Dbut it also con-
fronts and stimulates Christian ethics to put greater emphasis
on issues of peace and justice in the world. Grace is perceived
as the axis along which the kingdom of God confronts insti-
tutionalized evil.

The ecumenical movement, which began as the mutual
acceptance of Christian churches—Protestant, Catholic, An-
glican, and Orthodox—gradually discovered through schol-
arly investigations a remarkable lack of conflict between, for
example, Luther’s and Thomas Aquinas’s interpretations of
grace, and between Trent’s and Karl Barth’s. There are fewer
doctrinal and theological differences than first assumed.
Drawing on the tradition held by mainstream Christianity
that God’s active presence reaches an incarnation and a cli-
max in Jesus Christ but is not monopolized by Christ, Chris-
tian theologians such as Karl Rahner and official Christian
assemblies such as the Second Vatican Council have increas-
ingly acknowledged the presence of grace in other world reli-
gions and in the struggles of individual lives in increasingly
secular and agnostic contexts. For example, dialogue between
Christianity and Buddhism is now not simply an exchange
of similar words about ritual or theodicy but an exploration
of different presentations and explorations of grace in specu-
lative, monastic, and mystical traditions.

Realms as diverse as art, politics, and monasticism dis-
close different approaches to what Jesus called the kingdom
of God and to what the history of Christian theology calls
grace. In the realm of art is found the presentation in various
media of the primal dialectic between sin and grace. Here
grace emerges from the dramatic reiteration of an active un-
seen presence that reveals “the more” and its opposite, the
violent exploitation of the holy, the beautiful, and the
human. The structure of Gothic architecture, the oils of Fra
Angelico and the engravings of Rembrandt, the formation
of light by the Baroque, the planned abstractions of Kandin-
sky (which are there to make real “the realm of the spiritual”)
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are struggles with the horizons of the holy, of the spiritual,
of grace. Such novelists as Fyodor Dostoevsky, Graham
Greene, Georges Bernanos, Frangois Mauriac, and Flannery
O’Connor have often had evil and grace as their themes. In
such works, grace challenges in the most surprising ways the
conventions of religion and society, and evil is presented as
the almost necessary counterpoint to grace. Life becomes a
chiaroscuro of evil and grace.

The Christian theological term grace, then, can refer at
the same time to the most abstract dimension of religious
power or human transcendentality and to the blood and
sweat of ordinary everyday life. The record of theological
controversies over grace illustrates its prominence as a reli-
gious problem and its ultimate mystery. The core of that
mystery is God as active in history and in every human life.

SEE ALSO Evil; Free Will and Determinism; Free Will and
Predestination, article on Christian Concepts; History, arti-
cle on Christian Views; Justification; Kingdom of God;
Merit, article on Christian Concepts; Paul the Apostle; Re-
demption; Sin and Guilt; Transcendence and Immanence.
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GRAEBNER, FRITZ (1877-1934), German ethnolo-
gist, was born on March 4, 1877, the son of a schoolteacher
in Berlin. Graebner attended school in Berlin from 1887 to
1895 and studied history, German philology, and geogra-
phy, and other subjects (especially ethnology) at the universi-
ties of Berlin and Marburg (1895-1901). In 1901 he re-
ceived his doctorate in philosophy at Berlin with a
dissertation on medieval history. By this time he was already
employed at the Berlin Museum of Ethnology as an auxiliary
scientific assistant.

In 1906 he transferred to the museum of ethnology in
Cologne (called the Rautenstrauch-Joest Museum after those
who endowed it), became a full assistant there in 1907, and
the museum’s director in 1925. In 1911 he qualified as a pri-
vatdocent at the University of Bonn. His work was interrupt-
ed by his capture in Australia at the outbreak of World War
I; because he was German, he was kept prisoner there until
1919. In 1921 he was appointed professor extraordinarius at
Bonn and in 1926 became an honorary professor at the Uni-
versity of Cologne. However, he was unable by this time to
lecture any longer, because he was already suffering from a
serious illness that soon made all scientific work impossible.
He retired in 1928 and returned to his native city, Betlin,
where he died on 13 July 1934.

Graebner’s fields of specialization were the cultures of
Oceania and Australia. He first became generally known in
the field of ethnology through his 1904 lecture “Kulturkreise
und Kulturschichten in Ozeanien,” which was delivered at
a meeting of the Berlin Society for Anthropology, Ethnolo-
gy, and Prehistory and published in Zeitschrift fiir Ethnologie
37 (1905). (Bernhard Ankermann, a colleague of Graebner,
delivered the lecture “Kulturkreise und Kulturschichten in
Afrika” at the same meeting.) From then on, Graebner pro-
duced numerous detailed studies that dealt with, among
other things, themes of social organization and spiritual cul-
ture (thus it is wrong to consider him merely a “museum eth-
nologist” who concentrated in a one-sided way on the mate-
rial aspects of culture). In these studies he made broad
comparisons that ranged throughout the world. Contesting
the theories, prevalent at the time, of the more or less unilin-
ear evolution of culture and the “clementary idea,” Graebner

(in his first book, Methode der Ethnologie, 1911) took up
ideas first espoused by Friedrich Ratzel and Leo Frobenius
and developed the culture-historical method. This method
seeks to bring cultural-historical processes to light even
where written sources are lacking or insufficient. To this end,
Graebner’s method begins with particular facts and seeks to
establish “culture circles” (Kulturkreise), then to infer from
the geographical locations of these complexes their “culture
strata” (Kulturschichten), that is, the relative ages of cultures
and their reciprocal influences, and, finally, to uncover the
origins of individual cultures.

Because a culture circle must comprise all the necessary
categories of cultural life, including religious ideas, Graebner
also took up certain problems of the history of religions. He
rejected speculations that traced all religious manifestations
back to a single primordial phenomenon (e.g., animism or
belief in magic); he subjected the theories of E. B. Tylor and
James G. Frazer to detailed criticism and sought, unlike
them, to bring to light the religious phenomena typical of
individual culture circles or, as the case might be, larger cul-
tural groups. Thus he regarded patrilinear and matrilinear
cultures not as phases of a single standardized development
but as independent cultural forms that coexisted with each
other; he established, for example, that animism, worship of
the dead, and lunar myths played a greater part in matrilinear
cultures, whereas belief in magic and sun myths were more
important in patrilinear cultures. He discussed this system
(which was in large measure taken over by Wilhelm
Schmidt) in many essays on specific topics, in the relevant
sections of his comprehensive presentation of ethnology
(“Ethnologie,” in Die Kultur der Gegenwart, edited by Paul
Hinneberg, 1923) and in full detail in his final major work,
Das Welthild der Primitiven (1924). In this last book he rep-
resented the religious ideas of nonliterate peoples as the
points of departure for the religions of the high cultures and
for subsequent philosophical systems.

SEE ALSO Schmidt, Wilhelm.
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GRAIL, THE. Late in the twelfth century, a mystic
theme appeared in Western literature that was fast taken up
as the central feature of chivalric romances with a religious
message and appeal. The key image of the theme is “the
Grail,” or, frequently, “the Holy Grail,” which is still a meta-
phor for spiritual salvation and the goal of a quest by the
elect. As a religious concept the Grail is of interest for having
served, for about one century and in the context of contem-
porary civilization, as a symbol with, in social terms, a
strongly aristocratic connotation. The two pivotal works of
the Grail cycle, Conte del Graal (or Perceval) by Chrétien de
Troyes and Joseph d’Arimathie (or Roman de lestoire dou
Graal) by Robert de Borron, were dedicated, respectively, to
Count Philip of Flanders and Count Gautier of Montfau-
con, both feudal lords, both Crusaders who died in the Holy
Land.

THE FORERUNNER: CHRETIEN’S GRAIL PROCESSION. It is
widely accepted that the earliest appearance of the Grail
theme is in Chrétien’s Conte del Graal, written in the late
eighties of the twelfth century but left unfinished, probably
because of the author’s death. The relevant narrative is con-
centrated in two brief scenes, the one set in the “Grail Cas-
tle,” the other in the “Hermitage.” An innocent young
knight, unaware of the realities of life and aimlessly wander-
ing, is directed by a mysterious fisher to a mysterious castle.
In the hall he meets the same fisher, the “Fisher King” and
lord of the castle, an invalid bound to his couch. The youth
then sees a strange procession passing by, full of symbols: a
squire with a white lance, from which a drop of blood falls
on his hand; two squires bearing golden candelabra; a noble
maiden carrying a graal, a receptacle set with precious gems
and shedding a brilliant light; another maiden with a platter
of silver. The young knight, who has not yet matured enough
to fulfill his destiny and who overrates the chivalric virtue of
silence, does not ask the question of charity expected of him,
“Who is served with the graal?”He thus fails to meet the test
that would have restored the ailing Fisher King and the
wastelands surrounding him. When he awakens the next
morning the spell has disappeared, the castle is empty, and
he resumes his wanderings, now in search of the lost castle.
After five years he is directed to a hermitage and begs help
from a holy man, who consents to the repentant’s desire for
salvation. The Fisher King, he learns, is his uncle, whose fa-
ther’s life was sustained by a Host brought to him in the
Grail.

CHRISTIANIZATION OF CHRETIEN’S PROTOTYPE. Soon after
Chrétien, in whose Grail fragment Christian doctrine is han-
dled in rather ambiguous terms (as pointed out by Leonardo
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Olschki, 1966), the topos is again taken up and transformed
into the central feature of a spiritual, and ever more Chris-
tian, body of literature. The following titles exemplify the
genre.

Robert de Borron (late twelfth to early thirteenth centu-
ry) is the author of Joseph d’Arimathie, written in verse and,
somewhat like a Christian legend, based on apocryphal gos-
pels, the Evangelium Nicodemi and the Vindicta Salvatoris
(Vengeance of the Lord). Joseph, thrown into prison, sur-
vives thanks to the wveisse/ in which Christ, during the last
supper, instituted the Eucharist and in which his blood was
gathered during the passion. The symbolization has taken a
sharp turn: The Host, which was the content of the Grail
in Chrétien’s story, is here replaced by Christ’s holy blood,
and the vessel itself has changed into the chalice of the sacra-
ment. Borron, furthermore, links the evangelization of Brit-
ain with the transfer of the Grail to the West.

A prose version of Joseph d’Arimathie, named Didoz-
Perceval (after the manuscript collection in which it is pre-
served) and attributed to the same Robert de Borron, is pat-
terned after Chrétien yet has a distinct religious reinterpreta-
tion of the happenings: The Grail of the procession, for
example, becomes the receptacle of the last supper, and Perc-
eval, if he passes the test, will become the guardian of Christ’s

blood.

Perlesvaus, a prose text (written between 1191 and
1212), blends a chivalric romance with a Christian allegory,
strongly in the Cistercian spirit. Here the Knights of the
Grail have become knightly monks.

A group of five romances in prose, attributed to Walter
Map and called the Vulgate Cycle (1215-1230), was the
most popular of the Grail versions. Among them are the Es-
toire del Saint Graaland the Queste del Graal. In these stories
the quest of illustrious knights for the Grail is told in terms
of expiation and redemption, election and rejection. The
Christianization is emphasized by changing the carrier of the
Grail, according to sacramental usage, from a woman to a
man. The knights’ worldly virtues have been replaced by
chastity and charity. The Grail, now the goal of the quest,
symbolizes the blending of the two worlds of contemporary
civilization, knighthood and religion.

THE ELUSIVE GRAIL. The corpus of the Grail romances
raises questions that, in general, are unanswerable. The Grail
itself has remained a riddle: Its shape varies from vase to cup
to dish to stone; the use is that of a talisman or a reliquary;
its symbolic meaning shifts with the context. By the middle
of the twelfth century the term appears in the western French
dialects, still marked by the indefinite article as a common
noun (“a grail”). This is also the way Chrétien uses it. But
already in his prologue, and from Borron on, it is commonly
used as a proper name, “the Grail.” The derivation of the
word itself is still hypothetical. There is a consensus on a base
form gradalis, but the consensus stops at the root morpheme
of gradalis: It has been variously identified as gradus (“degree,
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step”), implying that food was placed in the vessel “step by
step”; as cratis (“wickerwork”) or creta (“fuller’s earth”), both
of which hint at the material used in making the receptacle;
and as cratus, a shortened tenth-to-thirteenth-century Latin
form of the Greco-Latin cratera/craterus (“crater”), secondar-
ily expanded by the suffix -a/is in analogy to other words for
vessels, such as baucalis and garalis.

The long history of exegesis, striving to bare the issue
of the myth, has been moving in two directions. The one is
synchronic: It relates a work to the events and currents of its
time and thereby aims to discover the meaning (sens) a story
may have had for its contemporary public. The other direc-
tion is diachronic: It centers on the subject matter (matiére),
which it locates in a tradition and which it derives, as far as
possible, from specific models. Knowledge of the model
highlights the “message” of the work.

THE SYNCHRONIC VIEW. The impact of the contemporary
world on the Grail corpus and, above all, on Chrétien’s Conte
del Graal has been traced to religious diversity and policy,
upper-class education and ethical perceptions, and to events
of historical import. Various interpretations follow.

1. The objects carried in the ceremonious procession be-
fore the Fisher King, such as the Host in the Grail, the bleed-
ing lance, and the candelabra, have been explained as echoes
of the eucharistic procession practiced in the Byzantine Mass

(Konrad Burdach, William A. Nitze).

2. The extensive Christianization manifest in the Queste
del Saint Graal has been interpreted as a reflection of Cister-
cian mysticism, specifically that of Bernard of Clairvaux (Al-
bert Pauphilet, Etienne Gilson).

3. The spiritual structure of the Conze is related to ideas
current at Chartres, the Western center of the twelfth-
century Renaissance. Chrétien realizes in his work what Ber-
nard Silvester, the humanist, requested of a true author:
“Being a philosopher, he has to write about the nature of
human life.” And Chrétien has created in Perceval a charac-
ter motivated by the two forces of theology and charity, from
which the Fisher King and the wastelands expect their re-
demption (Leo Pollmann).

4. The legend implies a heretical attempt (Nitze speaks
of its “heterodox tinge”) to fight the supremacy of Rome and
to replace Rome’s propaganda of the doctrine by another au-
thority (Giulio Bertoni).

5. The Grail myth is considered a militant allegory, in-
spired by the activity of Count Philip of Flanders, against the
heresy of the Cathari and other dualistic sects; the father of
the Fisher King is the Perfect Man of Catharism (Otto Rahn,
Leonardo Olschki). To Olschki, the castle, representing the
dualistic beliefs, is contrasted to the hermitage, which stands
for Christian orthodoxy; and Perceval does not yield to the
lure of the former but embraces the true faith of the latter.

6. Chrétien’s Conte del Graal is an Erziehungsroman, a
novel of education, describing the military, chivalric, spiritu-

al, and religious formation of Perceval, the perfect knight and
the perfect Christian (Martin de Riquer). Specifically, be-
cause Perceval displays traits of Prince Philip Augustus, the
Conte seems to have been designed as a “mirror of princes,”
sponsored by Philip of Flanders to further the education of
his royal godson and pupil, the future king (Rita Lejeune).

7. Perceval symbolizes the two virtues of prowess and
charity (defined as “love of God”), and charity finally prevails
over prowess (David C. Fowler).

8. The decadence and fall of the kingdom of Jerusalem
function as a starting point. An analogy can be drawn be-
tween the concept of the Crusades and the religious theme
of the Grail: The quest for and conquest of a Christian ideal
is transferred to the elect in a castle of mystery. The construct
of defeat and renewal represents an underlying exhortation

to persevere in the Crusades (Helen Adolf).

9. The quest for the Grail is the conversion of the Jewish
Temple, intended to offset further bloodshed of the Jews by
fanatic Crusaders. Chrétien was working against the hatred

of the Jews (Urban T. Holmes, Jr., M. Amelia Klenke).

10. The Grail procession was inspired by representa-
tions in Christian art of the Crucifixion, with such figures
as Longinus, the carrier of the lance, and a beautiful young
woman who gathers the blood of Christ in a vase; she in turn
becomes an allegory of the church who brings the Eucharist
to the Old King (Riquer). Similarly, Klenke relates the ob-
jects of the procession to the cathedral art of contemporary
France.

11. According to C. G. Jung’s depth psychology, the
vessel is not a historical reality but an idea, or primal image,
and as such is of universal significance, found in untold num-

bers of myths and legends.

THE DIACHRONIC VIEW. The supposed models of the Grail
romances vary widely as to provenance and genre. They in-
clude specific paradigms such as the Indic Vedas, an Iranian
national epic, the Alexander legend of late antiquity. But
three great traditions of medieval culture are now recognized
as the dominant influences: Christian legends, Celtic folk-
lore, and ancient rituals.

Christian legends. The hypothesis of a Christian foun-
dation of the Grail myth centers on the objects in the Grail
procession. The apocryphal gospel Vindicta Salvatoris con-
tributed a cardinal episode to Robert de Borron’s version:
that of the elect, Joseph of Arimathea, kept alive by a vessel—
an image deeply noted in Christian tradition. Once in exis-
tence (as Willy Staerk points out), the Grail blended with the
varying perceptions of the last supper in early Christianity.
Staerk recognizes five connotations of the Grail: vessel with
Christ’s blood; receptacle of the last supper; calix of the first
Eucharist; receptacle of the Host; calix in which the first
Mass was celebrated. The image of the lance, too, was em-
bedded in the Christian tradition: It is the lance with which
Longinus, a pagan soldier and Christian martyr, opened the
side of the crucified Christ (/7. 19:34). Longinus turned into
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the hero of a legend (Burdach). The third object, the silver
plate (zailleor d’arjant), has been repeatedly identified as the
paten on which the calix of the Last Supper was placed. Some
analysts question the assumption of an underlying Christian
model and see Chrétien’s Conte, the first medieval form of
the Grail story, as still “pré-Christianisé” (the term used by
Pierre Gallais). They see in Robert de Borron’s Christian ver-
sion an ex post facto reconstruction of the myth’s “early histo-

ry,” produced with the aid of pseudogospels.

Celtic folklore. Because the Arthurian world provides
the milieu for the Grail romances, the repeated attempts to
derive features of the myth from Celtic lore are certainly jus-
tified. Irish sagas and Welsh tales, it is assumed, were taken
up by Breton storytellers, who adapted their themes to the
French environment. The Grail objects are among such
themes: The magic horn of the gods, the wish platter, and
the horn of plenty anticipate the Grail, and the spear of
Lugh, either dripping blood or held before a caldron of
blood, returns in Chrétien’s bleeding lance. Above all, one
character vital to the narrative, the Fisher King, has his Celtic
counterpart: The maimed king, his wound, and his waste-
lands reflect the pagan belief, transferred into Celtic lore,
that the reproductive forces of nature were related to the sex-
ual potency of the ruler (R. S. Loomis, William A. Nitze,
Emma Jung and Marie Louise von Franz).

Ancient rituals. The Grail myth in its sundry versions
can be read as a saga of nature worship (Jessie L. Weston).
The mythic prototype discernible behind it is the ancient
cult of Adonis, the deity linked to vegetation and fertility and
symbolizing the fading and rebirth of nature. He was the
lover of both Persephone, goddess of death, and Aphrodite,
goddess of love, and thus always on his way from death to
life, and from life to death. Proceeding from there, Weston
interprets the episodes and characters of the Grail story in
terms of a nature ritual: The maimed Fisher King, deprived
of his reproductive powers, is to be restored to life by the ful-
fillment of the quest, and thus is an analogue of the waste-
lands; cup and lance are the sexual symbols of female and
male, just as blood stands for life; the Grail, by providing the
sacramental meal, represents the source of life.

Following a similar line of thought, Nitze senses behind
Perceval’s story, with the decisive role of his mother and the
nonrole of his father, echoes of a matriarchal system; and he
sees in the suffering of the Fisher King and his land, to be
ended by the inidate’s (at first unasked) question, the key to
the Grail procession: the restoration of life and vegetation.
This leitmotiv is prefigured (without, as Nitze emphasizes,
an immediate connection) in ancient ceremonies such as the
Eleusinian mysteries and the cults of Mithra and Isis.

CouNT PHILIP’S BOOK. In his prologue to the Conte, Chré-
tien states that Count Philip of Flanders transmitted to him
a book containing a very good story, the Tale of the Grail,
with the suggestion “to turn it into rime.” This cryptic state-
ment by the author about his source has provoked numerous
hypotheses, not least concerning its reliability. Because Chré-
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tien is unlikely to have made a playful or insincere reference
to the illustrious name of his patron, one must assume that
the model for the Conte was a real one and that it was a story
written in prose. Of the sources mentioned here, ancient rit-
uals anticipated, in several respects, the sen of Chrétien’s
Gerail narrative, and Celtic lore prefigured various details of
the objects and characters. But none of these analogues, nor
their aggregate, amount to what Chrétien’s prologue praised
as “the best story every told at a royal court.” Yet such a story,
the authors of this article suggest, did exist. The model was
the Isis Book, the eleventh book—half fiction and half a per-
sonal memoir—of Apuleius’s novel, the Metamorphoses (sec-
ond century). In Chrétien’s time the Metamorphoses existed
in Florence in at least one manuscript but was not well
known in France and had hardly been exploited for literary
purposes. A comparison reveals both direct analogues be-
tween the works of Apuleius and Chrétien, and source mate-
rial contained in the Apuleian text, which Chrétien may have
associated with features of other traditions.

Analogues. The similarities cover subject matter, struc-
ture, textual homologies, and major and minor details. The
Isis Book is, in the words of Arthur Darby Nock, “one of the
great ancient documents of a conversion.” Its theme, like that
of the Conte, is the salvation and rebirth of a young man, Lu-
cius, who is selfish and a sinner and yet a select, and who after
his tribulations (narrated in the preceding ten books) is initi-
ated into a mystery religion. The Isis Book, in the portions
comparable to Chrétien’s Grail story, describes the proces-
sion of Isis and the conversion of Lucius. The Isis procession,
moving in ritual order, is dominated, just as Chrétien’s pro-
cession is, by gold, light, beauty, and mystery. Lucius’s con-
version, like Perceval’s, is staged as a dialogue between two
characters, the initiate and the initiator. The phases of the
ritual run parallel in both versions, with numerous textual
concordances: selection; the initiate’s readiness; his prayer for
help; revelation; the hortatory sermon; the initiation.

Four topoi occurring in the Conte, three of them in the
hermitage scene, are prefigured in a Hermetic dialogue
which was traditionally ascribed to Apuleius and likewise
narrates an initiation. From the ninth century on, an apocry-
phal treatise, the Asclepius, was included among the works of
Apuleius. The editio princeps (1469) of the Metamorphoses,
based on an unknown manuscript, contained the Asclepius.
In short, it is not clear whether Count Philip’s book con-
tained the treatise together with the novel or not. The Ascle-
pius was the Latin translation of a Greek dialogue that de-
scribed the catechesis of Asklepios by the mystagogue
Hermes Trismegistos. It was familiar to and often quoted by
the prominent authors of the school of Chartres. The ana-
logues to the Conte are a secluded sanctuary as the locus of
the ritual, with four men present; the Hermetic term malitia
for spiritual ignorance (agnosia), rendered as mal by Chré-
tien; a vegetarian meal ending the conversion; and the topos
of the wastelands as an apocalyptic vision of Egypt, which
in the Conte is tied to Perceval’s (failed) test.



3652 GRAIL, THE

Stimuli. Chrétien’s technique of syncretism seems to
emerge from his use of the Isis procession, which provides
motifs for the two central features of his Grail scene.

The Fisher King. The prelude of the Isis procession, the
Anteludia, consists of a bizarre spectacle of persons and prop-
erties. Among the many unconnected items are (in this
order) the following: a hunting spear; a hunter; a sword; a
fowler; a fisherman with hooks; a sedan on which someone
is carried; a golden cup; a feeble old man. These eight unre-
lated words (or phrases) return in Chrétien’s word portrait
of the Fisher King and his court: a fisherman fishing with
hooks in a river (where Perceval meets him first) reappears as
the lord of the castle, marked as such by having among his
men a hunter and a fowler; maimed by a spear, he is confined
to a couch on which he s carried around; he presents a sword
to his guest and pours wine from a cup of gold, while he
watches the procession that brings the life-sustaining wafer
to the feeble old man, his father. By welding these incoherent
bits into one figure and linking it to ancient fertility myths
and Celtic lore, Chrétien created an impressive character of
medieval literature.

The Grail. Two vessels carried in the main body of the
Isis procession share the salient features of the Grail, above
all, those of its external aspect: Both are golden; in addition,
the cymbium (“bowl”) sheds an intense light and the wrnula
(“small urn”) is ornamented and mysterious. The inherent
powers of the Grail, on the other hand, are prefigured in
other sources. Celtic tradition may have contributed the idea
of the horn of plenty. As to the ancient rituals, the Corpus
Hermeticum seems to have provided with its fourth treatise,
entitled 7he Krater, a model of the Grail that contributed its
mystic functions. The Greek text states that “the vessel is di-
vine,” repeated nearly verbatim in Chrétien’s “Tant sainte
chose est li graaus” (“The Grail is so holy an object”). The
content of the Hermetic vessel is nous, intellect, which makes
one perfect; it is concretized as the wafer that the Grail con-
tains. The Old King (the Fisher King’s father), sustained in
his retreat by such spiritual rather than material nourish-
ment, evolves, in other words, into Perfect Man. The means
by which the Hermetic materials were transmitted to Chré-
tien is not clear. The fourth treatise of the Corpus Herme-
ticum was known in Byzantium, to be sure, and Chrétien,
quite knowledgeable about contemporary Byzantine affairs,
as he demonstrated in his Cligés, could easily have heard
about Hermetism and its mystical appeal. But Hermetic
ideas were in vogue at the school of Chartres, and if the Old
King is a replica of the Hermetic Perfect Man, as he is por-
trayed in the death scene of Hermes in the contemporary
Liber Alcidi, the scene at the Grail Castle turns into an exam-
ple of twelfth-century theosophy and “literary paganism.”

‘WoLFrRAM’S KYOT. With his Grail story Chrétien left a rich
legacy to medieval letters; yet his followers divided the heri-
tage. On the one hand, starting with Robert de Borron, the
romances of the Grail cycle displayed an ever greater empha-
sis on the Christian aspect; on the other hand, there stands,

by itself, a masterpiece of literature, Wolfram von Eschen-
bach’s Parzival (c. 1200-1212). Its narrative, to be sure, is
modeled after Chrétien’s Perceval. The differences of con-
tent, frequently at the frontier of religion, appear to be relat-
ed to a difference of sources. But on the question of sources
the two authors are not very helpful. Chrétien’s puzzling re-
mark about Count Philip’s book has its counterpart in Wol-
fram: He mentions an enigmatic informant, Kyot, as having
provided an Arabic model for the Parzival and, in addition,
as having expressed his misgivings about Chrétien’s choice
of the (unspecified) source for Perceval. Questions of Kyot’s
provenance and even his mere existence have provoked vary-
ing hypotheses. On the basis of Wolfram’s scattered remarks,
of the Catharist beliefs ascribed to the Grail community, and
of the striking role that the science of geomancy plays in
Parzival, the authors of this article identify Kyot as Guillot
(i.e., William) of Tudela, in Navarre, the author of the first
part of the Chanson de la Croisade albigeoise. He was, as the
author of this work, familiar with Catharism, was an adept
of geomancy, had settled around 1199 in southern France,
wrote in a Provencal French Mischsprache, and in all proba-

bility knew Arabic.

The source that Kyot transmitted to Wolfram and that
Wolfram fused with Chrétien’s story was, again in this analy-
sis, the Corpus Hermeticum ascribed to Hermes Trismegistos.
The treatises of this body of works communicate the mystical
beliefs of a loosely structured brotherhood in second- and
third-century Egypt, and they were written in Greek, known
in Byzantium, and transmitted to the West through Arabic.
The treatise that topically comes closest to Chrétien’s Grail
fantasy is the one on the soteriological vessel of Hermetism,
the Krater. Wolfram re-created the Grail in Hermetic terms
as an astral myth. In The Krater it is stated that “God filled
a great krater with intellect and sent it down to earth”; simi-
larly, in Wolfram’s version, the Grail is an astral vessel whose
powers derive from a wafer brought down by a dove. The
radiant maiden who carries the vessel in Wolfram’s Grail
procession also represents a Hermetic concept: She is called
Repanse de Schoye, which translates the Greek for “knowl-
edge of joy,” the second most important virtue (after knowl-
edge of God) in the process of spiritual rebirth.

The great religious conversion scene at the hermitage in
the Conte also seems to be re-created by Wolfram in accord
with his Hermetic inspiration. In the treatises of the Corpus
Hermeticum, Hermes Trismegistos appears as the dominant
figure: He is a saint, an ascetic, a teacher, a sage; he is the
symbol of learning and the founder of astrological science.
Wolfram’s mystagogue, Trevrizent, appears to be a portrait
of Hermes Trismegistos. He is a holy man, has written about
religious doctrine, and is a teacher of astrology. This typolog-
ical derivation accords with the etymological root of this
name. The epithet wrismegistos, “the thrice-great,” was ren-
dered in Arabic as “the thrice-sage,” which was translated
into medieval Latin as riplex scientia (“threefold wisdom”)
and into Old French whose obvious (although not docu-
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mented) equivalent #reble escient was, finally, corrupted by
Wolfram into Trevrizent.

The works whose resemblances to the Grail myth have
been outlined here, the Isis Book for Chrétien and the Corpus
Hermeticum for Wolfram, fall within the broad class of
sources often subsumed under the label of “ancient rituals.”
Yet the web of homologies involving subject matter, struc-
ture, characters, text, key terms, and the ambience of mystery
appears sufficiently dense to consider these works, on the
borderline between religion and literature, as the specific
models of the two Grail romances.

SEE ALSO Hermetism.
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GRAIL MOVEMENT. The Grail movement was
begun in the Netherlands in 1921 by a Dutch Jesuit priest,
Jacques van Ginneken, and a group of students at the Catho-
lic University of Nijmegen who were among the first Dutch
Catholic women to earn university degrees. They were in-
spired by van Ginneken’s vision that Western civilization
was in crisis and in need of major changes, arguing that
women had never had a fair chance to develop their capaci-
ties to the full, in either the church or society, and that
women had great gifts with the potential to change the world
and move it in a Godward direction. Van Ginneken envi-
sioned a movement of young women, under female leader-
ship, willing to give themselves totally to spreading the king-
dom of God, not as nuns in the cloister but as laywomen in
the midst of the modern world.

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS. By 1936 the Grail move-
ment had spread to Great Britain, Germany, and Australia,
although the movement was suppressed in Germany by
Adolf Hitler’s government in 1939. In April 1940, on the
eve of the German invasion, two Dutch Grail leaders sailed
for the United States to establish the Grail in the Chicago
archdiocese. Serious disagreements with diocesan authorities
led them to relocate to Cincinnati, Ohio, where Archbishop
John T. McNicholas welcomed the group of autonomous
laywomen determined to define their own work. They pur-
chased a farm in Loveland, Ohio, where they established a
training center named Grailville and offered programs of al-
ternative education, preparing women for leadership in the
lay apostolate. Grailville quickly became the hub of a nation-
al movement, with eleven other centers spanning the country
from coast to coast.

The Grail in the United States pioneered in many fields,
promoting full, active participation of the laity in the liturgy,
fostering vigorous contemporary expressions of a Christian
spirit in the arts, and disseminating its ideal of a new Chris-
tendom through publications, exhibits, and art and book
stores. In the 1950s the Grail trained teams of young Ameri-
can women and sent them to developing countries. Other
Grail teams organized projects for racial and economic jus-
tice in the inner cities of Detroit, Brooklyn, and Cincinnati,
and in rural Louisiana. In the 1960s the Grail was in the fore-
front of ecumenical dialogue and opened its membership to
women of other Christian traditions. It also played a signifi-
cant part in the modern catechetical movement, emphasizing
personalist, psychological, and artistic approaches in the
teaching of religion.

From 1940 to 1965 the Grail continued to expand in-
ternationally. Teams from the lay mission school at Ubber-
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gen in Holland were sent to Brazil, Surinam, and Java in the
1940s. In the 1950s and 1960s teams from Holland and the
United States went to South Africa, Basutoland, Uganda,
Nigeria, and Japan.

PosT-VATICAN II. The many liberation movements of the
1960s brought vast religious, social, and cultural changes.
The Grail responded with a rethinking of both its structures
and its key concepts. Structurally, as a result of an interna-
tional process of consultation carried on from 1964 to 1967,
the organization changed from a highly centralized and hier-
archical pyramid, having at its apex a core group committed
to celibacy, to a more collegial institution. The new structure
enabled all members—married, single, or celibate—to share
as peers in policy and decision making and to be eligible for
any functional role. Grail work was reorganized into three
task forces; working nationally and internationally, each fo-
cused on a broad goal that included living the faith, the em-
powerment of women, and liberation.

The early concerns with racial and economic justice that
had led Grail members into the inner cities and overseas ser-
vice were deepened by a feminist liberation theology that em-
phasized the interconnections between racism, sexism, class-
ism, heterosexism, and environmental degradation. The goal
of the struggle for justice was broadened to include justice
for the earth and a global ecological vision of a sustainable
society. The original psychology of complementarity that
stressed the fostering of womanly qualities as the way to em-
powerment gave way, after a long process of study, to the de-
velopment of a strong feminist consciousness among Grail
members. The feminist approach included a thorough analy-
sis of sexism in church and society, and an affirmation of
women as moral and religious agents, fully capable of engag-
ing in theology and of setting ethical norms. Moreover, the
1940s goal of striving to build a new Christendom in the
midst of a secular world gave way to an acceptance of reli-
gious pluralism. In the words of the 1988 International Gen-
eral Assembly, “We are a faith community of women. We
are learning that we are nourished by different wellsprings.”
A 1999 Grail pamphlet adds, “We support one another in
our search for God. We work towards transforming our
world into a place of justice, peace, and love.”

The Grail has empowered thousands of women who
have participated in its activities, enabling them to move be-
yond what was expected of women by church and society.
Since 1969 the movement has contributed significantly
through its conferences, programs, and publications to the
development of feminist theology and spirituality in the
United States and Europe, a contribution recognized by
many theologians, Protestant as well as Catholic. Mary Jo
Weaver, a professor of religious studies at Indiana University,
commented:

Their commitment to women has resulted in some
stunning and influential programs . . . [that] brought
women together from all over the country to discover
and articulate the need for a more inclusive theology

and liturgical language . . . broke new ground for
women and supported an emerging feminist theology
that begins, not with God, but with a theological reflec-
tion on women’s experience. . . . The Grail is small

. as contrasted with NCCW (National Council of
Catholic Women) but it is significantly more influential
as a forum for Catholic feminist thought. (1993,
pp- 126-127)

Nelle Morton, a professor of theology at Drew University,
wrote: “These two conferences [Alverno 1971, Grailville
1972] became a watershed for women of religion to critique
boldly the traditional male-oriented theology as partial (not
including woman experience) and examine our own experi-
ences for sources of theological reflection” (1985, p. 12). Eli-
sabeth Schiissler Fiorenza, a professor of scripture at Harvard
Divinity School, evaluated the 1972 Grailville Conference
by saying: “This workshop proved to be one of the birth-
places of feminist theology, a movement that since has pro-
foundly changed both theology and church” (1998,
pp- 1-2).

By 1998 the Grail had become established in Australia,
Brazil, Canada, Germany, Italy, Kenya, Mexico, Mozam-
bique, the Netherlands, Nigeria, Papua New Guinea, Philip-
pines, Portugal, South Africa, Sweden, Tanzania, Uganda,
and the United States.

SEE ALsO Christianity, article on Christianity in North
America; Feminist Theology, article on Christian Feminist
Theology.
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GRANET, MARCEL (1884-1940), was an eminent

French Sinologist associated with the Durkheimian sociolog-
ical tradition. Granet wrote extensively on ancient Chinese
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religious institutions in relation to the development of Chi-
nese civilization. He was born at Luc-en-Diois and, after
demonstrating his outstanding scholastic abilities at several
lycées, enrolled at the elite Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris,
where he studied European history and came under the sway
of Emile Durkheim, who was offering lectures there. The
crystallization of Granet’s intellectual interests, along with
his turn toward China, came about during his graduate work
from 1908 to 1911 at the Foundation Thiers. His commit-
ment to sociological theory deepened, and in looking for
comparative material to extend his study of the code of
honor in European feudalism, he took up the study of Chi-
nese language and history under the direction of the re-
nowned Sinologue Edouard Chavannes. From this point on,
Granet’s academic focus was fixed on China. As forecast by
his initial interest in feudalism, he was continually concerned
with the problem of the development and significance of an-
cient Chinese “feudal” institutions as interrelated with kin-
ship, morality, and religion.

Granet’s baptism as a Chinese scholar came when he
studied the Chinese classical texts and commentaries in Beij-
ing during the years 1911 to 1913, the traumatic period of
the republican overthrow of the Qing dynasty. He was to re-
turn to China only once more, for a brief stay in 1918, at
the end of his World War I military service. Returning to
Paris, he married in 1919, took his doctorate in 1920, and
resumed writing and teaching in his prewar position at the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes. At about this same time
he accepted an additional teaching appointment at the Sor-
bonne, and in 1926 he was elected to a prestigious chair at
the Ecole Nationale des Langues Orientales Vivantes and was
installed as the first director of the Institute des Hautes
Etudes Chinoises. Throughout this period Granet gained
fame for his brilliantly synthetic style as an author and teach-
er and was actively engaged in Parisian intellectual circles
that included such notable colleagues as Marcel Mauss,
Henri Maspero, Marc Bloch, Edouard Mestre, and Louis
Gernet. After the fall of France in 1940, Granet took over
the fifth section of the Ecole Pratique from Marcel Mauss,
who, because he was a Jew, was forced by the Nazis to relin-
quish his post. Granet’s distinguished career was tragically
ended shortly thereafter, when he died suddenly at the age
of fifty-six.

Granet’s importance stems both from his specific analy-
sis of ancient Chinese religion and from the methodological
implications these specialized investigations have for the
overall interpretive study of religion. With regard to his ap-
proach to early Chinese tradition, especially as set forth in
Fétes et chansons anciennes de la Chine (1919; translated into
English as Festivals and Songs of Ancient China, 1932) and
Danses et légendes de la Chine ancienne (1926), Granet violat-
ed the traditional Sinological mold of strict philological and
historical exegesis by considering the whole corpus of ancient
Chinese documents, both the classics and nonorthodox texts,
as fragmentary specimens of a comprehensive system of
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thought. The point of textual analysis, therefore, is not just
to distinguish between true historical facts and false mytho-
logical embellishments but to accept the fact that an entire
ancient text, or set of texts, reveals a particular logic that is
ideologically grounded in mythic and ritual themes. In fact,
for Granet and his contemporary Henri Maspero, the actual
historical facts are often only emblematic scraps manipulated
in accordance with a mythic and ritual code that, in turn,
categorically reflects back on the forms and transformations
of ancient social life.

From this admittedly controversial perspective, Granet
attempted to show that the ordinarily ignored aspects of
primitive, peasant, or folk tradition are embedded even in or-
thodox classical works and that these archaic social and reli-
gious patterns are crucial for understanding the fundamental
“collective representations” that regulate all subsequent Chi-
nese thought. In Fétes et chansons, for example, Granet un-
covered in the classical Chinese Book of Odes an ancient
spring and autumn festival cycle that, he implied, is the basic
categorical imperative for the later Chinese cosmological sys-
tem of complementary dualism. Although he typically es-
chewed the use of comparative ethnographic material, in
Danses et légendes he extended his earlier analysis, much in
the spirit of Marcel Mauss’s “Essai sur le don” (1923-1924),
by demonstrating how the mythic and ritual themes of to-
temism, initiatory masculine brotherhoods, and potlatch
that are found in the whole ensemble of ancient texts help
to expose a specific pattern of cultural development that
leads from ancient peasant society through a clan system of
alternating prestations (i.e., a comprehensive system of social
reciprocity) to a developed patriarchal feudal system.

Aside from other important technical writings that also
touch on the same key theoretical issues, the culminating ex-
pression of Granet’s approach to China in particular and to
methodology in general is La pensée chinoise (1934). The sig-
nificance of this stylistically graceful and keenly insightful ex-
ample of haute vulgarisation is that, besides presenting a bril-
liant portrait of the distinctive character of the Chinese
mind, it implicitly goes beyond a simple application of a
Durkheimian sociology of knowledge by suggesting that the
categories of Chinese thought may be viewed as a total trans-
formational system of linguistic representations not wholly
determined by the historical flux of social forms. As with his
last work on kinship, Catégories matrimoniales et relations de
proximité dans la Chine ancienne (1939), which the anthro-
pologist Claude Lévi-Strauss acknowledged as a precursor to
his own methodology (Les structures élémentaires de la par-
enté, 1949), La pensée unconsciously points toward the mod-
ern development of structural hermeneutics, as is seen, for
example, in Lévi-Strauss and, appropriately enough, in the
work of Granet’s students, the Indo-Europeanist Georges
Dumézil and the paleohistorian André Leroi-Gourhan.

Granet has often been condemned by Sinologists as too
much of a poetic generalist and by sociologists as too much
of a narrow specialist. And it is true that his special genius
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was to fall between the two camps by respecting both philo-
logical limits and interpretive breadth. Granet was an artisan
of texts who sometimes “gambled” with his speculative con-
clusions, and there is no doubt that much of his work on
Chinese religion and society must be discarded or at least
drastically revised. At the same time, however, recent scholar-
ship indicates that Granet’s pioneering methodological spirit
and some of his specific findings still have considerable rele-
vance for the study of traditional Chinese religion and the
general sociology of religion.
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GREAT MOTHER See GODDESS WORSHIP

GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCH is a broad term

used to describe several historical expressions of the life of

the Christian church. The terms Greek Christianity and
Greek church are often used as synonyms for it, but with dif-
ferent nuances. This article seeks to clarify the term Greek
Orthodox church by describing Greek Orthodox Christianity
through its historical development to its twenty-first century
expressions.

THE EARLY CHURCH AND GREEK CHRISTIANITY. In their
broadest meaning, Greek church and Greek Christianity can
refer to the earliest development of Christianity as it moved
from its Jewish matrix into the Greek cultural world of the
Roman Empire. In this sense it is contrasted to Jewish Chris-
tianity. Cultural life at the time was imbued with the Greek
heritage: language, philosophy, religion, literature, and polit-
ical values. In the early Christian tradition, Greek often
meant pagan or Gentile, but it referred, as well, to Christians
who came to the faith from a polytheistic background as dis-
tinguished from Jews who accepted the messiahship of Jesus.
Much of the New Testament and the earliest Christian pa-
tristic documents were written in the Greek language. Thus,
insofar as early Christianity was a religion of conversion, it
reflected its immersion in Greek language and thought.

GREEK CHRISTIANITY AND LATIN CHRISTIANITY. Greek
Christianity soon came to be distinguished from other cul-
tural embodiments of the Christian experience, especially
Latin Christianity. The early development of Latin Chris-
tianity has its roots in the Greek tradition as exemplified by
Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130—c. 200). The Greek approach to
Christianity was strongly theological, seeking to come to as
careful a comprehension as was possible of the mysteries of
the Christian faith. It expressed itself, as well, in rich worship
traditions and iconography, on the one hand, while cultivat-
ing monastic, ascetic, and mystical Christian traditions on
the other. But by the late third century the special character-
istics of the Latin cultural milieu began to influence the
church in the West and formed a more practical, legally ori-
ented Christian expression. Nevertheless, Greek and Latin
Christianity at this period were not contrasting forms of the
faith but were complementary to each other.

BYZANTIUM’S GREEK CHRISTIANITY. The Christian church
in the Byzantine (East Roman) Empire (325-1453) retained
and developed the ancient traditions of Greek Christianity.
Organizationally, this fostered more of the early church’s
sense of local autonomy, in which the council remained cen-
tral to church life. The early Christian tradition, as expressed
in the Greek fathers, Eastern monastic spirituality, early ca-
nonical practice, and liturgical life became normative for By-
zantine Christianity. Distinct Christian traditions, however,
differentiated from the Greek tradition, producing other ec-
clesial identities. These were the Oriental Orthodox church-
es, the Nestorian church, and the Roman Catholic Church.

The Oriental Orthodox churches (each with a national
component and traditionally characterized as monophysite)
and the Nestorians became ecclesially distinguished from
Greek Christianity by the fifth century. Latin Christianity,
following its own inner dynamic, and strongly influenced by
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the rise of Frankish and Germanic political and economic
power in western Europe, developed into a distinct ecclesias-
tical reality. This distinction was formalized with the Great
Schism between the two great halves of Christendom that oc-
curred over a period from the ninth to the early thirteenth
century. The schism between Greek East and Latin West was
made permanent by the sacking of Constantinople in 1204
during the Fourth Crusade. It then became a linguistic con-
vention to refer to the church in the West as “the Roman
Catholic Church” and the church in the East as “the Greek
Orthodox church.”

GREEK ORTHODOXY AND SLAVIC ORTHODOXY. With the
rise of Slavic Christianity, a new ethos affected the identity
of the Greek Orthodox church. This development was a di-
rect result of Greek Orthodox missionary policy in the ninth
through the twelfth century, which fostered indigenous cul-
tures, liturgical languages, and clergy in each mission church.
Originally, the church hierarchy was composed of Greeks.
But each of the various Slavic and other peoples eventually
obtained their own hierarchies. All of these new churches,
however, received the Christian faith in its Greek form (in
contradistinction to the Latin/Roman form). But while there
was a deep-rooted spiritual identity with the ancient Greek
Orthodox tradition of Christianity, there came into being a
new Slavic identity within these churches.

What intensified the mix of traditional Greek Orthodox
Christianity and the Orthodox Christianity of local noneth-
nic Greeks was the millet system put in place by the Muslim
conquerors of the Byzantine Empire (1453). As a means of
governing the Orthodox Christian peoples, as well as all
other ethnic-religious groups, the Muslims understood them
to be one people, or nation (the miller). The patriarch of
Constantinople was recognized as the head of the Orthodox
Christian nation with civil as well as religious duties. Greek
metropolitans and bishops were appointed over the various
Orthodox peoples to exercise this new administration, which
included responsibilities for collecting taxes, assuring the ob-
servance of the law, and the loyalty of the Orthodox Chris-
tian populations to the central government. The combina-
tion of spiritual and secular responsibilities created many
difficulties and occasioned abuses, but it also provided many
opportunities for service to Orthodox unity. Thus, the ecu-
menical patriarchate served as a focal point in the defense of
the Orthodox faith from incursions of Roman Catholic and
Protestant missionaries intent on proselytizing the Orthodox
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Numerous
councils were held for this purpose. With only a few excep-
tions, all of the documents arising out of this movement were
written originally in Greek.

At the same time, the ecumenical patriarchate, both as
a representative of the Turkish authorities and as an agency
of Greek ethnic influence upon the indigenous cultures of
these Orthodox peoples, began to be perceived in some ways
as an alien force. When, in the first half of the nineteenth
century, various national wars of independence were initiat-
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ed against the Muslim Ottoman Empire, they were often
concurrently actions of independence from the Greek cultur-
al influence of the patriarchate of Constantinople as well as
from its political influence. This led to the formation of inde-
pendent (autocephalous) national churches. A partial excep-
tion was the Church of Greece. Its separation from the ecu-
menical patriarchate was forced by political considerations
only.

Generally, the new order of things required a church or-
ganization and consciousness that would demarcate the
newly organized autocephalous churches from the ethnic
Greek traditional character of the ecumenical patriarchate,
while concurrently acknowledging fully its historical ecu-
menical character as primus inter pares (first among equals)
of the Orthodox world. In this manner, the Orthodox
churches of Russia (1448), Serbia (1879), Romania (1885),
Bulgaria (1870), Czechoslovakia (1922), Finland (1923),
Poland (1924), and Albania (1937) came into being. Thus,
for example, today it is possible to differentiate Greek Ortho-
doxy from Slavic Orthodoxy and Romanian Orthodoxy as
cultural realities within the canonically unified Eastern Or-

thodox church.

GREEK ORTHODOX CHURCHES TODAY. In the modern and
ethnic sense, Greek Orthodoxy is understood to include
those churches whose language, liturgy, and spirit keep Or-
thodoxy and the Greek ethnic cultural tradition united.
These churches are the Church of Greece, the patriarchate
of Constantinople (in part because it is also the international
center of world Orthodoxy), the patriarchate of Alexandria,
the patriarchate of Jerusalem, the Church of Cyprus, and the
ethnic Greek diaspora jurisdictions throughout the world.

The Church of Greece. The most restricted meaning
of Greek Orthodox church refers to the autocephalous
Church of Greece. Prior to the Greek War of Independence,
which began in 1821, Christianity in what is now known as
Greece was, for most of its history, part of the ecumenical
patriarchate of Constantinople. Even though the church was
self-declared autocephalous in 1833, it understands itself to
be in direct continuity with the founding of Christianity in
Thessalonica, Philippi, Corinth, Athens, Nicopolis, and
other Greek cities by the apostle Paul. Given the Orthodox
tradition that ecclesial order often follows civil governmental
patterns, over the centuries the church in Greece has come
under various patterns of ecclesial jurisdiction. Following the
early period, when metropolitan sees had been established in
the major cities, Greece came under Constantinople, where
it stayed—with a few interruptions—until the nineteenth
century. Originally, the autocephalous Church of Greece in-
cluded only the southern part of the modern nation of
Greece, since only that area was liberated in 1830. Over the
years, as the Greek nation expanded, the church also grew
in territorial size and numbers. But this equation of the
boundaries of the state and the jurisdiction of the Church
of Greece is not absolute. Several areas of the nation of
Greece are ecclesiastically under the control of the ecumeni-
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cal patriarchate: the Dodecanese, Crete, and Mount Athos.
The Orthodox church is the official church of Greece, while
at the same time freedom of religion is guaranteed by the
constitution. The vast majority of Greece’s population of
over ten million people are baptized Orthodox Christians.
In addition to the archbishop of Athens, there are eighty-five
bishops in seventy-seven dioceses and almost seventy-five

hundred parishes.

The patriarchate of Constantinople. With the estab-
lishment of the modern secular Turkish state in 1921, under
Kemal Acatiirk, the position of the patriarchate of Constanti-
nople has suffered severe weakening. Following the destruc-
tion of the Greek military forces in the Greco-Turkish war
of 1922, an erosion of the Greek population of Asia Minor
has continued unabated. It began with the exchange of popu-
lations between Greece and Turkey as mandated in 1923 by
the Treaty of Lausanne. Only the Greek population located
in western Thrace and Constantinople (Istanbul) was ex-
empted from the removal to Greece. The treaty also guaran-
teed the independence, freedom, and permanence of the pa-
triarchate in its location in Constantinople, but it soon
became a pawn in the political conflicts of Greece and Tur-
key. The conflict of Turkish and Greek interests in Cyprus
has been the occasion for the patriarchate to become a pres-
sure point against Greek interests.

In 1955, after years of general harassment, government-
inspired riots wrought havoc on the Greek community of Is-
tanbul, in which not only private homes and shops but
churches, cemeteries, schools, and other institutions were
vandalized and destroyed. Economic and administrative
pressures forced a large part of the Greek Orthodox popula-
tion to leave the last remaining enclave of Greek Orthodoxy
in Turkey. Only a couple thousand now remain, as the patri-
archate clings to its legal rights to remain in its historic city.

The patriarchate’s numerical strength resides in the nu-
merous Greek Orthodox dioceses, or eparchies, within its ju-
risdiction in the diaspora. In addition to four eparchies in
Turkey, the Patriarchate of Constantinople exercises juris-
diction over the Archdiocese of Crete, with eight metropoli-
tan sees; the four metropolitan sees of the Dodecanese; the
historic monasteries of Patmos and Mount Athos; the Greek
Orthodox Archdiocese of North and South America, with
ten dioceses; the Archdiocese of Australia, with five archdioc-
esan districts; the Archdiocese of Thyateira and Great Britain
and the Exarchate for Western Europe, Ireland, and Malta,
with eight bishops, in addition to the archbishop; the Me-
tropolis of France and the Exarchate of Iberia, with three
metropolitan regions; the Metropolis of Germany and the
Exarchate of Central Europe, with three bishops and the
archbishop; the Metropolis of Austria and the Exarchate for
Italy and Hungary; the Metropolis of Belgium and the Ex-
archate for the Low Countries, with the archbishop and one
bishop; the Metropolis of Sweden, Scandinavia, and the
Northern Lands, with one bishop; the Metropolis of New
Zealand and the Exarchate for India, Korea, Japan, the Phil-

ippines, Singapore, Indonesia, and Hong Kong, with the
archbishop; the Metropolis of Switzerland and the Exarchate
of Europe, with the metropolitan who also presides over the
Orthodox Center at Chambesy, Switzerland. The Ecumeni-
cal Patriarchate maintains a permanent representative at the
World Council of Churches in Geneva. Although there are
some exceptions, nearly all of the people making up the con-
gregations of these ecclesiastical jurisdictions are of Greek

background.

The patriarchate of Alexandria. Egypt was one of the
first areas to come under the influence of Islam in the eighth
century. The larger portion of the Christian population that
survived belonged to the Coptic church. Nevertheless, the
Greek Orthodox patriarchate of Alexandria continued to
exist in Egypt throughout the centuries. Its major constitu-
ency consisted of a well-organized Greek community that
was strongly entrenched in leadership positions in com-
merce, finance, and education. Numerous educational and
cultural institutions were supported by the Greek communi-
ty. In addition the patriarchate of Alexandria had canonical
control over all of Orthodoxy on the African continent. By
and large these jurisdictions were composed of Greeks in the
various African nations and some missionary churches. The
numerical strength of the Greek Orthodox patriarchate in
Egypt was broken with the rise of Gamal Abdel Nasser in
1954. The Greek population of Egypt lost much of its eco-
nomic and social status and began to emigrate. Nevertheless,
in 2002 the patriarchate continued to serve about 350,000
Orthodox Christians whose members worship in the Greek,
Arabic, and several native East African languages. There are
thirteen metropolitan sees.

The patriarchate of Jerusalem. Though severely tried
throughout the years of the Muslim conquests of the Holy
Land, the patriarchate of Jerusalem was able to sustain itself
until the Crusaders conquered the city of Jerusalem in 1099.
The Greek Orthodox patriarch was expelled and replaced
with a Latin patriarch. This situation lasted until 1177. In
1517 the area came under the control of the sultan in Con-
stantinople while the church continued to struggle to main-
tain its rights to the holy places of Jerusalem. In the mid-
nineteenth century, international agreements affirmed the
rights of the Greek Orthodox patriarchate over the ancient
churches of the Holy Sepulcher. Changing political circum-
stances in the area have required the negotiation of agree-
ments regarding the status of the patriarchate with the Brit-
ish, Jordanians, and Israelis. At the beginning of the twenty-
first century, the patriarchate counted 130,000 members
with sixteen bishops and maintained under its jurisdiction
the archdiocese of Sinai, in present-day Egypt.

The Church of Cyprus. The Church of Cyprus, con-
sisting exclusively of Greek Cypriots, received its indepen-
dence as an autocephalous church through the eighth canon
of the Council of Ephesus (431), but its history goes back
to New Testament times (Aczs 11:19). Its bishops participat-
ed in the Council of Nicaea (325). Although the Orthodox
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church suffered severe repression during the period of Latin
domination (1191-1571), it retained its Greek Orthodox
character. Under the Turks (1571-1878) the Orthodox hier-
archy was fully acknowledged. The Orthodox church is very
close to the people of Cyprus, especially since the 1974
Turkish invasion of the island nation when almost half of its
members were made refugees in their own land. In 2002, the
Church of Cyprus counted more than 442,000 members
with six dioceses, seven bishops, and twelve hundred priests.

The Greek Orthodox diaspora. The Greek Orthodox
Christians found throughout the world today in traditionally
non-Orthodox lands are primarily under the jurisdiction of
the Patriarchate of Constantinople. The various ecclesial ju-
risdictions are mentioned above. Those in English-speaking
lands are the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of North and
South America, the Archdiocese of Australia, the Archdio-
cese of Thyateira and Great Britain, and the Metropolis of
New Zealand. Of these, the American jurisdiction is the
largest.

The Archdiocese of North and South America was es-
tablished in 1922. Sixty years later it consisted of the archdi-
ocese and ten dioceses with 488 parishes, 569 churches, 530
priests, and 670,000 duly recorded members, although it
serves a much larger number of persons who identify them-
selves as Greek Orthodox Christians. It supported 24 paro-
chial schools and 412 afternoon Greek schools. The church
also has two institutions of higher learning, Hellenic College
and Holy Cross Greek Orthodox School of Theology. It
maintains an orphanage and several old-age homes. In 1984
it supported 518 catechetical schools for children and 186
adult religious education programs. By 2002 the archdiocese
counted 540 parishes and 800 priests, and a membership es-
timated at 1.5 million. Nearly every parish has a “Philopto-
hos [Friends of the Poor] Society” and one or more youth
groups. It publishes a bimonthly newspaper, The Orthodox
Observer, and a scholarly theological journal, The Greek Or-
thodox Theological Review, through the Holy Cross School
of Theology. This pattern of organization and functioning
is the model for the other churches of the Greek Orthodox

diaspora.

SEE ALSO Eastern Christianity; Russian Orthodox Church;
Schism, article on Christian Schism.
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GREEK RELIGION [FIRST EDITION]. [7%is
entry focuses on Greek religion during the Archaic and Classical
periods, from the eighth to the fourth century BCE. Other reli-
gious systems of the ancient Mediterranean region are treated in
Aegean Religions, which discusses the earlier cultures of Cyclad-
ic, Minoan, and Mycenaean peoples, and in Hellenistic Reli-
gions, which surveys the later history of religions in the Greek-
speaking world.]

The Greek religion of the Archaic and Classical periods
(eighth—fourth century BCE) presented several characteristic
traits that should be borne in mind. Like other polytheistic
cults, Greek religion was a stranger to any form of revelation:
it knew neither prophet nor messiah. It was deeply rooted
in a tradition in which religion was intimately interwoven
with all the other elements of Hellenic civilization, all that
gave to the Greece of the city-states its distinctive character:
from the language, the gestures, and the manner of living,
feeling, and thinking to the system of values and the rules
of communal life. This religious tradition was neither uni-
form nor strictly defined; its nature was not dogmatic in any
way. It had no sacerdotal cast, no specialized clergy, no
church, and no sacred book in which the truth was fixed
once and for all. It had no creed that gave the faithful a co-
herent set of beliefs about the beyond.

MYTHOLOGY AND RELIGION. On what basis, then, did the
deep-seated religious convictions of the Greeks lie, and how
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were they expressed? As their beliefs were not based on doc-
trine, they did not entail for the devout any obligation to ad-
here, for fear of impiety, on all points and to the letter to a
body of defined truths. It sufficed for a person performing
rites to give credence to a vast repertory of stories learned in
childhood. Each of these stories existed in many versions, al-
lowing a wide margin of interpretation. It was within the
context of this narrative tradition that beliefs about the gods
developed and that a consensus emerged as to their nature,
their role, and their requirements. Rejecting this core of
common beliefs would have been, for a Greek, like giving
up the Greek language or the Greek way of life. However,
for all that, the Greeks were fully aware that other languages
and other religions existed. They could, without falling into
disbelief, remain objective enough about their own religious
system to engage in a free and critical reflection on it, and
they did not hesitate to do so.

But how did they preserve and transmit this mass of tra-
ditional “knowledge” about the social reality of the other-
world—the families of the gods, their genealogies, their ad-
ventures, their conflicts or agreements, their powers, their
spheres and modes of action, their prerogatives, and the hon-
ors that were due them? Where language was concerned, es-
sentially in two ways. First, through a purely oral tradition
maintained in each household, especially by women: nurses’
tales or old grandmothers’ fables, as Plato called them, were
absorbed by children from the cradle. These stories, or
muthoi—which were all the more familiar for having been
heard by children at the age when they were learning to
speak—helped shape the mental framework in which the
Greeks imagined the divine, situated it, and conceived it.

As adults, the Greeks learned about the world of the
gods through the voices of the poets. Through the tales about
the gods, the remoteness and strangeness of the otherworld
took a familiar, intelligible form. Performed with a musical
instrument, the poets’ songs were not heard in private, inti-
mate surroundings, as were the tales told to children, but at
banquets, official festivities, and important competitions and
games. The rise of a written narrative tradition modified and
preserved the very ancient tradition of oral poetry and came
to occupy a central place in the social and spiritual life of
Greece. The poets’ songs were not a luxury reserved for the
learned elite, nor were they merely personal entertainment
for an audience; they functioned as a real institution that
kept alive the social memory, as an instrument for the preser-
vation and communication of knowledge. As a verbal form
that could be memorized easily, poetry expressed and fixed
the fundamental traits that went beyond the particularities
of each city and were the foundation of a common culture
for all of Hellas—especially those traits reflected in religious
representations of the gods proper, daemons, heroes, or the
dead. Had it not been for all the works of the epic, lyrical,
and dramatic poetry, we could speak of Greek cults in the
plural instead of a unified Greek religion. In this respect,
Homer and Hesiod played prominent roles: their narratives

about the divine beings acquired an almost canonical value
and functioned as sources of reference for the authors who
came after them as well as for the public that listened to or
read them.

Certainly, the poets that succeeded Homer and Hesiod
were not as influential. As long as the city-state remained
alive, however, poetic activity continued to act as a mirror,
reflecting the image of the inhabitants and allowing them to
perceive their dependence on the sacred and to define them-
selves with reference to the immortal. Poetic activity gave the
community of mortals its cohesiveness, its continuity, and
its permanence.

Consequently, a problem arises for the historian of reli-
gions. If poetry was the vehicle through which the attributes
of divine creatures, their roles, and their relationships with
mortal creatures were expressed, and if it fell to each poet to
present, with occasional modifications, the divine and heroic
legends that, taken together, constituted an encyclopedia of
knowledge about the otherworld, should these poetic tales
and dramatized narrations be considered as religious docu-
ments or be given a purely literary value? That is, do myths
and mythology, in the forms given them by Greek civiliza-
tion, belong to the field of religion or to that of literary
history?

For the scholars of the Renaissance, as for the great ma-
jority of the scholars of the nineteenth century, the reply was
self-evident. In their eyes, Greek religion was, above all, an
abundant treasure of legendary tales transmitted to us by the
Greek authors (assisted by the Romans) in which the spirit
of paganism remained alive long enough to offer the modern
reader in a Christian world the surest path to a clear view of
ancient polytheism.

Actually, in taking this standpoint, they simply walked
in the footsteps of the ancients. In the sixth century BCE,
Theagenes of Rhegium and Hekataios inaugurated a critical
approach to the traditional myths, as recounted by Homer
in particular. They subjected these stories to a reasoned ex-
amination or applied to them a method of allegorical exege-
sis. In the fifth century, work was begun that would be sys-
tematically pursued in essentially two directions. First,
chroniclers undertook the collection and inventory of all the
legendary oral traditions peculiar to a city or a sanctuary.
Like the atthidographs of Athens, these scholars attempted
to set down in writing the history of a city and its people
from its earliest beginnings, going back to the fabulous time
when the gods mingled with men, intervening directly in
their affairs to found cities and to beget the first reigning
dynasties. Thus was made possible, from the Hellenistic peri-
od onward, the enterprise of scholarly compilation that led
to the drafting of veritable repertories of mythology: the Bib-
liotheca of “Apollodorus,” the Fabulae and Poetica Astronomi-
ca of Hyginus, book 5 of the Bibliotheca historica of Diodorus
Siculus, the Metamorphoses of Antoninus Liberalis, the
three miscellaneous collections known as the Mythographi
Vaticani.
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Parallel to this effort, which aimed at a systematic sum-
mary of the legends common to all Greeks, there became ap-
parent a certain hesitation and uneasiness—already percepti-
ble among the poets—about how much credit should be
accorded to the scandalous episodes that seemed incompati-
ble with the eminent dignity of the divine. But it was with
the development of history and philosophy that interroga-
tion reached full scale; from then on criticism assailed myth
in general. Subjected to the investigations of the historian
and the reasonings of the philosopher, the fable, as fable, was
deemed incompetent to speak of the divine in a valid and
authentic fashion. Thus, at the same time that they applied
themselves, with the greatest care, to setting down their leg-
endary heritage, the Greeks were led to challenge the myths,
sometimes in the most radical manner, and to raise the prob-
lem of the truth—or falsechood—of the myth. The solutions
varied from rejection, or pure and simple negation, of the
myths to the multiple forms of interpretation that permitted
them to be “saved”; for example, a banal reading might be
replaced with learned hermeneutics that brought to light a
secret lesson underlying a narrative and analogous to those
fundamental truths—the privilege of the wise—which, when
known, reveal the only real sure access to the divine. Yet,
from one point of view, no matter if the ancients were care-
fully collecting myths, if they interpreted or criticized them
or even rejected them in the name of another, truer kind of
knowledge—it all came down to recognizing the role gener-
ally assigned to myths in the Greek city-state, namely, to
function as instruments of information about the other-
world.

During the first half of the twentieth century, however,
historians of Greek religion took a new direction. Many re-
fused to consider the legendary traditions as strictly religious
documents that could be useful as evidence of the real state
of the beliefs and feelings of the faithful. For these scholars,
religion lay in the organization of the cult, the calendar of
sacred festivals, the liturgies celebrated for each god in his
sanctuaries. Next to these ritual practices, which constitute
the “real” religious comportments, the myth appears as a lit-
erary outgrowth, a mere fabulation. As a more or less gratu-
itous fantasy of the poets, myth could be only remotely relat-
ed to the inner convictions of the believer, who was engaged
in the concrete practice of cult ceremonies and in a series of
daily acts that brought him into direct contact with the sa-
cred and made him a pious man.

In the chapter on Greece in Histoire générale des religions
(1944), A.-]. Festugitre warned the reader in these terms:

No doubt poets and sculptors, obeying the requisites of
their art, were inclined to represent a society of highly
characterized gods; form, attributes, genealogy, history,
everything is clearly defined, but the cult and popular
feeling reveal other tendencies. Thus, from the begin-
ning, the field of the religious is enclosed. In order to
understand fully the true Greek religion, forgetting
therefore the mythology of the poets and of art, let us
turn to the cult—to the earliest cults.
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What are the reasons for this exclusive bias in favor of the
cult and for the importance attributed to its most archaic ele-
ments? There are two, very distinct reasons. The first is of
a general nature and has to do with the personal philosophy
of the scholar and with his idea of religion. The second is
a response to more technical requirements: the progress of
classical studies—in particular, the strides made in archaeol-
ogy and epigraphy—opened new areas of investigation, be-
sides the mythological field, to students of antiquity. These
advances led scholars to call into question, and sometimes
even modify profoundly, the image of Greek religion fur-
nished by literary tradition alone.

Today, the rejection of mythology is based on an anti-
intellectualist presumption in religious matters. Scholars of
this standpoint believe that behind the diversity of reli-
gions—just as beyond the plurality of the gods of polythe-
ism—Iies a common element that forms the primitive and
universal core of all religious experience. This common ele-
ment, of course, cannot be found in the always multiple and
varying constructions that the mind elaborates in its attempt
to picture the divine; it is placed, therefore, outside of intelli-
gence, in the sacred terror that a human being feels each time
he or she is compelled to recognize, in its irrecusable strange-
ness, the presence of the supernatural. The Greeks had a
word for this effective, immediate, and irrational reaction in
the presence of the sacred: thambos (“reverential awe”). Such
awe would be the basis of the earliest cults, the diverse forms
taken by the rites answering, from the same origin, to the
multiplicity of circumstances and human needs.

Similatly, it is supposed that behind the variety of
names, figures, and functions proper to each divinity, a ritual
brought into play the same general experience of the divine,
considered a suprahuman power (kreitton). This indetermi-
nate divine being (Gr., theion, or daimonion), underlying the
specific manifestations of particular gods, took diverse forms
according to the desires and fears to which the cult had to
respond. From this common fabric of the divine, the poets,
in turn, cut singular characters; they brought them to life,
imagining for each a series of dramatic adventures in what
Festugitre does not hesitate to call a “divine novel.” On the
other hand, for every act of the cult, there is no other god
but the one invoked. From the moment he is addressed, “in
him is concentrated all divine force; he alone is considered.
Most certainly, in theory he is not the only god since there
are others and one knows it. But in practice, in the actual
state of mind of the worshiper, the god invoked supplants
at that moment all the others” (Festugiere, 1944, p. 50).

Thus the refusal of some scholars to take myth into ac-
count becomes clear: it leads exactly to that which from the
beginning was meant, more or less consciously, to be proved.
By effacing the differences and the oppositions that distin-
guish the gods from one another, any true difference is ef-
faced between polytheisms of the Greek type and Christian
monotheism, which then becomes a model. This flattening
out of religious realities to make them fit a single mold can-
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not satisfy the historian. Must not his first concern be, on
the contrary, to define the specific traits that give each great
religion a character of its own and that make it, in its unicity,
an entirely original system? Apart from reverential awe and
a diffused feeling of the divine, the Greek religion presents
itself as a vast symbolic construction, complex and coherent,
that allows room for thought, as well as feeling, on all levels
and in all aspects, including the cult. Myth played its part
in this system in the same way as ritual practices and repre-
sentations of the divine. Indeed, myth, rite, and figurative
portrayals were the three modes of expression—verbal, ges-
tural, and iconic—by which the Greeks manifested their reli-
gious experience. Each constituted a specific language that,
even in its association with the two others, responded to par-
ticular needs and functioned autonomously.

The work of Georges Dumézil and Claude Lévi-Strauss
on myth led to a totally different presentation of the problem
of Greek mythology: How should the texts be read? What
status did they assume in Greek religious life? The days when
one could discuss myth as if it were a poet’s individual fanta-
sy, a free and gratuitous romantic invention, are gone. Even
in the variations to which it lent itself, a myth obeyed the
severe constraints of the community. During the Hellenistic
period, when an author, such as Callimachus, wrote a new
version of a legendary theme, he was not free to modify the
elements or to recompose the scenario as he pleased. He be-
longed to a tradition; whether he conformed to it exactly or
deviated on a certain point, he was restrained and supported
by it and had to refer to it, at least implicitly, if he wanted
the public to hear his tale. As Louis Gernet (1932) noted,
even when a narrator seemed to have completely invented a
tale, he was actually working according to the rules of a “leg-
endary imagination” that had its own functioning, internal
necessities, and coherence. Without even knowing it, the au-
thor was obliged to submit to the rules of the play of associa-
tions, oppositions, and homologies that had been established
by a series of previous versions of the tale and that composed
the conceptual framework common to the type of narrative.
To have meaning, each variation of a myth had to be linked
to, as well as compared with, the other variations. Together,
they composed one semantic space, whose particular config-
uration appears as the characteristic mark of Greek legendary
tradition. By analyzing a myth in all its versions, or a corpus
of diverse myths centered around the same theme, we are
able to explore this structured and organized mental space.

Interpretation of a myth, therefore, operates along lines
different from those characterizing the study of literature and
must meet other goals. It seeks to determine the conceptual
architecture of the very composition of the fable, the impor-
tant frameworks of classification that are involved, the
choices made in the division and the coding of reality, and
the network of relationships that the story, by its narrative
procedures, establishes between the various elements of the
plot. In short, the mythologist seeks to reconstitute what
Dumézil calls the “ideology,” that is, the conceptualization

and appreciation of the great forces that in their mutual rela-
tionships and their perfect equilibrium govern the natural
and supernatural worlds and human society and makes them
what they ought to be.

In this sense myth, which should not be confused with
ritual or subordinated to it, does not conflict with ritual as
much as has been supposed. In its verbal form, myth is more
explicit than rite, more didactic, more apt to theorize. It thus
contains the germ of that knowledge that—on another level
of language and thought—is the concern of philosophy
when it formulates its assertions using concepts and terms
that are removed from any reference to the gods of the com-
mon religion. The cult is more engaged in considerations of
a utilitarian nature. But it is no less symbolic: a ritual ceremo-
ny unfolds according to a scenario whose episodes are as
strictly organized and as fraught with meaning as the se-
quences of a narrative. Every detail of this mise-en-scéne, in
which the worshiper in defined circumstances undertakes to
act out his relationship with one god or another, has an intel-
lectual dimension and goal: it implies a certain idea of the
god, the conditions for his approach, and the results that the
various participants, according to their role and status, have
the right to expect from this means of entering into symbolic
commerce with the divinity.

Figurative representation is of the same nature. Al-
though it is true that during the Classical period the Greeks
gave a privileged place in their temples to the great anthropo-
morphic statues of the gods, they were familiar with all the
forms of divine manifestation: aniconic symbols, either natu-
ral objects, such as a tree or a rough stone, or products shaped
by the human hand (e.g., a post, a pillar, a scepter); diverse
iconic figures, such as a small, rough-hewn idol whose form
was completely hidden by clothes; monstrous figures min-
gling the bestial and the human; a simple mask whose hollow
face and fascinating eyes evoked the divine; a fully human
statue. These figures were not all equivalent, nor were they
indiscriminately suited to all the gods or to all aspects of the
same god. Each had its own way of translating certain aspects
of the divine, of “making present” the beyond, of locating
and inserting the sacred in the space of the here and now.
Thus, a pillar or post driven into the ground had neither the
same function nor the same symbolic value as an idol that
was ritually moved from one place to another; as an image
locked away in a secret repository, its legs bound to prevent
its escape; or as a great cult statue whose permanent installa-
tion in a temple demonstrated the lasting presence of the god
in his house. Each form of representation implied for the spe-
cific divinity a particular way of making himself known to
man and of exercising, through his images, his supernatural
powers.

If, following various modalities, myth, image, and ritual
all operate on the same level of symbolic thought, it is under-
standable that they combine to make each religion a com-
plete whole in which, to quote Dumézil in L héritage indo-
eurapéen a Rome (Paris, 1949, p. 64), “concepts, images and
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actions fit together and by their relations form a kind of net
in which, potentially, all the matter of human experience
must be caught and distributed.”

THE WORLD OF THE GODS. To find the lines of the net, to
pick out the configurations shaped by its meshes: such must
be the historian’s task. In the case of Greek religion, this
proves to be far more difficult than with the other Indo-
European religions, in which the pattern of the three func-
tions—sovereignty, war, and fertilicy—is maintained. Where
it is clearly attested, this structure serves as the framework
and keystone of the entire edifice and provides a unity that
seems to be lacking in Greek religion.

Indeed, Greek religion presents an organization so com-
plex that it excludes recourse to a single reading code for the
entire system. To be sure, a Greek god is defined by the set
of relationships that unite or put him in opposition to other
divinities of the pantheon, but the theological structures thus
brought to light are too numerous and, especially, too diverse
to be integrated into the same pattern. According to the city,
the sanctuary, or the moment, each god enters into a varied
network of combinations with the others. Groups of gods do
not conform to a single model that is more important than
others; they are organized into a plurality of configurations
that do not correspond exactly but compose a table with sev-
eral entries and many axes, the reading of which varies ac-
cording to the starting point and the perspective adopted.

Take the example of Zeus. His name clearly reveals his
origin, based on the same Indo-European root (meaning “to
shine”) as Latin dies/deus and the Vedic dyeus. Like the Indian
Dyaus Pitr or the Roman Jupiter (lovpater), Father Zeus
(Zeus Pater) is the direct descendant of the great Indo-
European sky god. However, the gap between the status of
the Zeus of Greece and that of his corresponding manifesta-
tions in India and in Rome is so evident, so marked, that
even when comparing the most assuredly similar gods one
is compelled to recognize that the Indo-European tradition
has completely disappeared from the Greek religious system.

Zeus does not appear in any trifunctional group compa-
rable to the pre-Capitoline Jupiter-Mars-Quirinus, in which
sovereignty (Jupiter) is contrasted with the action of the war-
rior (Mars) and the functions of fertility and prosperity
(Quirinus). Nor is he associated, as Mitra is with Varuna,
with a sovereign power that expresses not only legal and ju-
ridical aspects but also the values of magic and violence. Ou-
ranos, the dark night sky, who has sometimes been compared
with Varuna, is paired in myth with Gaia, the earth, not with
Zeus.

As sovereign, Zeus embodies greater strength than all
the other gods. He is the supreme power: with Zeus on one
side and all the assembled Olympians on the other, it is Zeus
who prevails. Confronted by Kronos, whom he dethroned,
and the Titan gods, whom he fought and imprisoned, Zeus
represents justice, the fair distribution of honors and offices,
respect for the privileges to which each person is entitled,
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concern for what is due even to the weakest. In him and by
him, order and power, law and violence are reconciled and
conjoined. “All kings come from Zeus,” wrote Hesiod in the
seventh century BCE, not to oppose monarch, warrior, and
peasant, but to affirm that there is no true king who does
not set himself the task of quietly making justice triumph.
“From Zeus are the kings,” echoes Callimachus four centu-
ries later, but this kinship between kings and the royalty of
Zeus does not fit into a trifunctional framework. It crowns
a series of similar statements that link a particular category
of men to the divinity who acts as its patron: blacksmiths to
Hephaistos, soldiers to Ares, hunters to Artemis, and singers
accompanied by the lyre to Phoibos (Apollo).

When Zeus enters into the composition of a triad, as
he does with Poseidon and Hades, it is to delimit by their
apportionment the cosmic levels, or domains: the heavens to
Zeus, the sea to Poseidon, the subterranean world to Hades,
the surface of the earth to all three. When he is paired with
a goddess, the dyad thus formed brings out different aspects
of the sovereign god, depending on the female divinity who
is his counterpart. Joined with Gaia (“earth”), for example,
Zeus is the celestial principle, male and generative, whose fer-
tilizing rain reaches deep in the ground to animate young
sprouts of vegetation. United with Hera in a lawful marriage
that engenders a legitimate line, Zeus becomes the patron of
the institution of matrimony, which, by civilizing the union
of man and woman, serves as the foundation of every social
organization; the couple formed by the king and queen is the
exemplary model. Associated with Metis, his first wife
(whom he swallowed and assimilated entirely), Zeus the king
is identified with cunning intelligence and with the under-
handed shrewdness needed to win power and to keep it. He
is able to ensure the permanence of his reign and to protect
his throne from traps, snares, and surprises, for he is always
prompt to foresee the unexpected and to ward off dangers.
Taking Themis for his second wife, he fixes, once and for
all, the order of the seasons, the balance of human groups
in the city (order and balance represented by the Horai,
daughters of Zeus and Themis), and the ineluctable course
of the Fates (the Moirai). He becomes cosmic law, social har-
mony, and destiny.

Father of the gods and humankind, as he is designated
already in the //iad—not because he sired or created all be-
ings but because he exercises over each of them an authority
as absolute as that of the head of a family over his house-
hold—Zeus shares with Apollo the epithet patroios (“the an-
cestral”). Together with Athena Apatouria, Zeus, as
Phratrios, ensures the integration of individuals into the di-
verse groups that compose the civic community. In the cities
of Tonia, he makes of all the citizens authentic brothers, cele-
brating in their respective phratries, as in one family, the fes-
tival of the Apaturia, that is, of those who acknowledge
themselves children of the same father. In Athens, joined
with Athena Polias, Zeus is Polieus, patron of the city. Mas-
ter and guarantor of political life, Zeus forms a couple with
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the goddess, whose function as titulary power of Athens is
more precise and, one might say, more localized. Athena
watches over her city as a particular city distinguished from
the other Greek city-states. She favors Athens, according it
the dual privileges of concord within the city and victory out-
side of it.

Celestial and judicious wielder of supreme power,
founder of order, guarantor of justice, governor of marriage,
father and ancestor, and patron of the city, the tableau of the
sovereignty of Zeus includes still other dimensions. His au-
thority is domestic as well as political. In close connivance
with Hestia, Zeus has supreme control not only over each
private hearth—that fixed center where the family has its
roots—but also over the common household of the state in
the heart of the city, the Hestia Koing, where the ruling mag-
istrates keep watch. Zeus Herkeios, the god of the courtyard
and the household, circumscribes the domain within which
the head of the house has the right to exercise his power;
Zeus Klarios, the divider of estates, delineates and sets
boundaries, leaving Apollo and Hermes in charge of protect-
ing the gates and controlling the entries.

As Zeus Hikesios and Zeus Xenios, he receives the sup-
pliant and the guest, introduces them into the unfamiliar
house, and ensures their safety by welcoming them to the
household altar, although he does not assimilate them entire-
ly to the members of the family. Zeus Ktesios, the guardian
of possession and wealth, watches over the property of the
head of the house. As an Olympian and a celestial god, Zeus
opposes Hades; yet as Ktesios, Zeus’s altar is deep in the cel-
lar, and he takes on the appearance of a serpent, the most
chthonic of animals. The sovereign can thus incorporate that
chthonic part of the universe normally controlled by the
powers of the underworld but occasionally incarnated by
Zeus himself in a kind of internal tension, polarity, or even
a double image. The celestial Zeus, who sits at the summit
of the shining ether, is mirrored by a Zeus Chthonios, Zeus
Katachthonios, Zeus Meilichios, a Zeus of the dark under-
world, who is present in the depths of the earth where he
nurtures, in the proximity of the dead, the riches or retribu-
tions that are ready, if he is willing, to surge into the light
led by the chthonic Hermes.

Zeus connects heaven and earth by means of the rain
(Zeus Ombrios, Huetios, lkmaios, “rainy,” “damp”), the
winds (Zeus Ourios, Euanemos, “windy,” “of a good wind”),
and the lightning (Zeus Astrapaios, Bronton, Keraunios,
“wielder of thunderbolts,” “thunderer”). He ensures com-
munication between high and low through signs and oracles,
which transmit messages from the gods of heaven to mortals
on the earth. According to the Greeks, their most ancient or-
acle was an oracle of Zeus at Dodona. There he established
his sanctuary at the site of a great oak, which belonged to him
and which rose straight as the tallest column toward heaven.
The rustling of the leaves of the sacred oak above their heads
provided the consultants with the answer to their questions
to the sovereign of heaven. Moreover, when Apollo pro-

nounces his oracles in the sanctuary of Delphi, he speaks not
so much for himself as in the name of his father, with whom
he remains associated and, in his oracular function, seems to
obey. Apollo is a prophet, but he is the prophet of Zeus: he
voices only the will and decrees of the Olympian so that
here—at the navel of the world—the word of the king and
father may resound in the ears of those who can hear.

The different epithets of Zeus, wide as their range may
be, are not incompatible. They all belong to one field and
emphasize its multiple dimensions. Taken together, they de-
fine the contours of divine sovereignty as conceived by the
Greeks; they mark its boundaries and delimit its constituent
domains; they indicate the various aspects that the power of
the king-god may assume and exercise in more or less
close alliance (according to circumstances) with the other
divinities.

An entirely different matter is the Zeus of Crete, the
Kretagenes, Diktaios, or Idaios, the youthful god whose in-
fancy was associated with the Curetes, with their dances and
orgiastic rites and the din of their clashing weapons. It was
said of this Zeus that he was born in Crete and that he also
died there; his tomb was shown on the island. But the Greek
Zeus, in spite of his many facets, can have nothing in com-
mon with a dying god. In the Hymn to Zeus, Callimachus
firmly rejects the tradition of these stories as foreign to his
god, “ever great, ever king.” The real Zeus was not born in
Crete, as those lying Cretans told it: “They have gone so far
as to build you a tomb, O King; Nay, you never died; You
are for eternity.”

In the eyes of the Greeks, immortality, which sets a rig-
orous boundary between the gods and mortals, was such a
fundamental trait of the divine that the ruler of Olympus
could in no way be likened to one of the Oriental deities who
die and are reborn. During the second millennium, the
framework of the Indo-European religious system, whose in-
fluence is reflected in the name of Zeus, may well have col-
lapsed among those people speaking a Greek dialect, who
came in successive waves to settle Helladic soil and whose
presence is attested as far as Knossos in Crete from the end
of the fifteenth century BCE. Contacts, exchanges, and inter-
mixing were numerous and continuous. There were borrow-
ings from the Aegean and Minoan religions, just as there
were from the Oriental and Thraco-Phrygian cults when the
Greeks later expanded throughout the Mediterranean. Nev-
ertheless, between the fourteenth and the twelfth centuries,
most of the gods revered by the Achacans—and whose names
figure on the Linear B tablets from Knossos and Pylos—are
the same ones encountered in the classical Greek pantheon:
Zeus, Poseidon, Enualios (Ares), Paean (Apollo), Dionysos,
Hera, Athena, Artemis, and the Two Queens, that is, Deme-
ter and Kore.

The religious world of the Indo-European invaders of
Greece could well have been modified and opened to foreign
influences, but while it assimilated some concepts, it kept its
specificity and the distinctive features of its own gods. From

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGION, SECOND EDITION



the religion of the Mycenaeans to that of the age of Homer,
during those obscure centuries that followed the fall or the
decline of the Achaean kingdoms after the twelfth century,
continuity was not only marked by the persistence of the
names of the gods and cult places. The continuity of certain
festivals celebrated by the Ionians on both shores of the Med-
iterranean proves that these festivals must already have been
customary in the eleventh century at the outset of the first
wave of colonization, whose point of departure may have
been Athens, the only Mycenaean site to remain intact, and
which established groups of emigrants on the coast of Asia
Minor to found Greek cities.

This permanence of Greek religion must not be mis-
leading, however. The religious world evoked by Homer is
no more representative of the religion of an earlier period
than the world of the Homeric poems is representative of the
world of the Mycenaean kings, whose exploits the bard, after
an interval of four centuries, undertook to evoke. During this
time a whole series of changes and innovations were intro-
duced: behind apparent continuities was a veritable rupture
(that the epic text effaces but whose extent can be measured
through archaeological research and a reading of the tablets).

THE CIvIC RELIGION. Between the eleventh and eighth cen-
turies, technical, economic, and demographic changes led to
what the English archaeologist Anthony Snodgrass called the
“structural revolution,” which gave rise to the city-state
(polis). The Greek religious system was profoundly reorga-
nized during this time in response to the new forms of social
life introduced by the polis. Within the context of a religion
that from then on was essentially civic, remodeled beliefs and
rites satisfied a dual and complementary obligation. First of
all, they fulfilled the specific needs of each group of people,
who constituted a city bound to a specific territory. The city
was placed under the patronage of its own special gods, who
endowed it with a unique religious physiognomy. Every city
had its own divinity or divinities, whose functions were to
cement the body of citizens into a true community; to unite
into one whole all the civic space, including the urban center
and the chora, or rural area; and to look after the integrity
of the state—the people and the land—in the presence of
other cities. Second, the development of an epic literature cut
off from any local roots, the construction of great common
sanctuaries, and the institution of pan-Hellenic games and
panegyrics established and reinforced, on a religious level,
legendary traditions, cycles of festivals, and a pantheon that
would be recognized equally throughout all of Hellas.

Without assessing all the religious innovations brought
about during the Archaic period, the most important should
be mentioned. The first was the emergence of the temple as
a construction independent of the human habitat, whether
houses or royal palaces. With its walls delimiting a sacred en-
closure (temenos) and its exterior altar, the temple became an
edifice separated from profane ground. The god came to re-
side there permanently through the intermediacy of his great
anthropomorphic cult statue. Unlike domestic altars and pri-
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vate sanctuaries, this house of the god was the common prop-
erty of all citizens.

To mark and confirm its legitimate authority over a ter-
ritory, each city built a temple in a precise place: in the center
of the city, the acropolis or agora, the gates of the walls sur-
rounding the urban area, or in the zone of the agros and the
eschatiai—the wilderness that separated each Greek city from
its neighbors. The construction of a network of sanctuaries
within, around, and outside the city not only punctuated the
space with holy places but also marked the course of ritual
processions, from the center to the periphery and back.
These processions, which mobilized all or a part of the popu-
lation on fixed dates, aimed at shaping the surface of the land
according to a religious order.

Through the mediation of its civic gods (installed in
their temples), the community established a kind of symbio-
sis between the people and their land, as if the citizens were
the children of an earth from which they had sprung forth
in the beginning and which, by virtue of this relationship
with those who inhabited it, was itself promoted to the rank
of “earth of the city.” This explains the bitterness of the con-
flicts, between the eighth and the sixth centuries, that pitted
neighboring cities against each other in the appropriation of
cult places on those borders that were held in common by
more than one polis. The occupation of the sanctuary and
its religious annexation to the urban center were equivalent
to legitimate possession. When it founded its temples, the
polis rooted them firmly in the world of the gods so that its
territorial base would have an unshakable foundation.

Another innovation with partly comparable significance
left its mark on the religious system. During the eighth cen-
tury, it became customary to put into service Mycenaean
buildings, usually funerary, that had been abandoned for
centuries. Once they were fitted out, they served as cult
places where funeral honors were rendered to legendary fig-
ures who, although they usually had no relationship to these
edifices, were claimed as ancestors by their “progeny,” noble
families or groups of phratries. Like the epic heroes whose
names they carried, these mythical ancestors belonged to a
distant past, to a time different from the present, and consti-
tuted a category of supernatural powers distinct from both
the theoi, or gods proper, and the ordinary dead. Even more
than the cult of the gods (even the civic gods), the cult of
heroes had both civic and territorial value. It was associated
with a specific place, a tomb with the subterranean presence
of the dead person, whose remains were often brought home
from a distant land.

The tombs and cults of the hero, through the prestige
of the figure honored, served as glorious symbols and talis-
mans for the community. The location of the tombs was
sometimes kept secret because the welfare of the state de-
pended on their safety. Installed in the heart of the city in
the middle of the agora, they gave substance to the memory
of the legendary founder of the city (the tutelary hero or, in
the case of a colony, the colonizing hero), or they patronized
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the various components of the civic body (tribes, phratries,
and demes). Disseminated to various points of the territory,
the cults consecrated the affinities that united the members
of the rural areas and villages (the £dmai). In all cases their
function was to assemble a group around an exclusive cult
that appears to have been strictly implanted in precise points

of the land.

The spread of the cult of the hero did not just comply
with the new social needs that arose with the city; the adora-
tion of the heroes had a propetly religious significance. Dif-
ferent from the divine cult, which was obligatory for every-
one and permanent in character, and also from the funerary
rites, which were limited in time as well as to a narrow circle
of relatives, the heroic institution affected the general stabili-
ty of the cult system.

For the Greeks, there was a radical opposition between
the gods, who were the beneficiaries of the cult, and mortals,
who were its servants. Strangers to the transience that defines
the existence of mortals, the gods were the athanatoi (“the
immortals”). Humans, on the other hand, were the brotoi
(“the mortals”), doomed to sickness, old age, and death.
Consequently, the funeral honors paid to the dead were
placed on a different level from the sacrifices and devotions
demanded by the gods as their share of honor, their special
privilege. The narrow strips of material decorating the
tombs, the offerings of cakes for the dead person, the liba-
tions of water, milk, honey, or wine that had to be renewed
on the third, ninth, and thirtieth day after the funeral and
again each year on the festival of the Genesia appear to have
been the temporary continuation of the funeral ceremony
and mourning practices rather than acts of veneration toward
the higher powers. The intent of opening the doors of Hades
to the dead person was to make him disappear forever from
this world, where he no longer had a place. At the same time,
through the various procedures of commemoration, the fu-
neral transformed his absence into a presence in the memory
of the survivors—an ambiguous, paradoxical presence, as of
one who is absent, relegated to the realm of shadows, reduced
henceforth to the social status of a dead man by the funeral
rites. Even this status, however, is destined to sink into obliv-
ion as the cycle of generations is renewed.

The heroes were quite another matter. To be sure, they
belonged to the humankind and thus knew suffering and
death. But a whole series of traits distinguished them, even
in death, from the throng of ordinary dead. The heroes had
lived during the period that constituted the “old days” for
the Greeks, a bygone era when men were taller, stronger,
more beautiful. Thus the bones of a hero could be recognized
by their gigantic size. It was this race of men, later extinct,
whose exploits were sung in epic poetry. Celebrated by the
bards, the names of the heroes—unlike the names of ordi-
nary people, which faded into the indistinct and forgotten
mass of the nameless—remained alive forever, in radiant
glory, in the memory of all the Greeks. The race of heroes
formed the legendary past of the Greece of the city-states and

the roots of the families, groups, and communities of the
Hellenes.

Although they were mortals, these ancestors seemed in
many ways nearer to the gods, less cut off from the divine,
than the rest of humanity. In their day, the gods still mingled
readily with mortals, inviting themselves to their homes, eat-
ing at their tables, and even slipping into their beds to unite
with them and—Dby mixing the two races, the mortal and the
immortal—to beget beautiful children. The heroic figures
whose names survived and whose cults were celebrated at
their tombs were very often presented as the fruit of these
amorous encounters between the divinities and human be-
ings of both sexes. They were, as Hesiod said, “the divine race
of heroes called demigods.” If their birth sometimes en-
dowed them with a semidivine origin, their death also placed
them above the human condition. Instead of descending into
the darkness of Hades, they were “abducted” or transported
by means of divine favor—some during their lifetime but
most of them after death—to a special, separate place on the
Isles of the Blessed, where they continued to enjoy in perma-
nent felicity a life comparable to that of the gods.

Although it did not bridge the immeasurable gulf that
separates mortals from the gods, heroic status seemed to
open the prospect of the promotion of a mortal to a rank
that, if not divine, was at least close to divinity. However,
during the entire Classical period, this possibility remained
strictly confined to a narrow sector. It was thwarted, not to
say repressed, by the religious system itself. Indeed, piety, like
wisdom, enjoined mortals not to pretend to be the equal of
a god; the precepts of Delphi—“know who you are, know
thyself”—have no other meaning than that. Humanity must
accept its limits. Therefore, apart from the great legendary
figures, such as Achilles, Theseus, Orestes, and Herakles, the
status of the hero was restricted to the first founders of the
colonies or to persons, such as Lysander of Samos and Ti-
moleon of Syracuse, who had acquired exemplary symbolic
worth in the eyes of a city.

We know of few cases of men who were heroized during
the Classical period. They never concerned a living person
but always one who after his death appeared to bear a numen
(or formidable sacral power) because of his extraordinary
physical characteristics (size, strength, and beauty), the cir-
cumstances of his death (if he had been struck by lightning
or had disappeared leaving no trace), or the misdeeds attri-
buted to his ghost, which it seemed necessary to appease. For
example, in the middle of the fifth century, the boxer Cle-
omedes of Astypalaia, who was exceptionally strong, killed
his adversary in combat. Denied a prize by the decision of
the jury, he returned home mad with rage. He vented his
fury on a pillar that held up the ceiling of a school, and the
roof caved in on the children. Pursued by a crowd that want-
ed to stone him, Cleomedes hid in a chest in the sanctuary
of Athena, locking the lid on himself. His pursuers succeeded
in forcing it open, but the chest was empty: no Cleomedes,
living or dead, was to be found. The Pythia, when consulted,
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advised the establishment of a hero cult in honor of the
boxer, whose strength, fury, misdeeds, and death set him
above ordinary mortals. Sacrifices were to be made to him
as “no longer a mortal.” But the oracle manifested her reser-
vations by also proclaiming that Cleomedes was the last of
the heroes.

However much the heroes constituted, through the
honors paid to them, a category of superior beings, their role,
their power, and the domains in which they intervened did
not interfere with those of the gods. They never played the
role of intermediary between earth and heaven; they were not
intercessors but indigenous powers, bound to the spot of
ground where they had their subterranean homes. Their effi-
cacity adhered to their tombs and to their bones; there were
anonymous heroes designated only by the names of the
places where their tombs were established, such as the hero
of Marathon. This local quality was accompanied by a strict
specialization. Many heroes had no other realities than the
narrow function to which they were dedicated and which de-
fined them entirely. For example, at Olympia, at the bend
of the track, competitors offered sacrifices at the tomb of the
hero Taraxippos, the Frightener of Horses. Similarly, there
were doctor heroes, doormen, cook, fly-catcher heroes, a
hero of meals, of the broad bean, of saffron, a hero to mix
water and wine or to grind the grain.

If the city could group into the same category of cults
the highly individualized figures of heroes of long ago, whose
legendary biographies were fixed in their epics, of exceptional
contemporaries, of anonymous dead of whom all that re-
mained were funerary monuments, and of all sorts of func-
tional daemons, it was because inside their tombs they mani-
fested the same contacts with the subterranean powers,
shared the same characteristic of territorial localization, and
could be used as political symbols. Instituted by the emerg-
ing city, bound to the land that it protected and to the
groups of citizens that it patronized, the cult of the hero did
not, in the Hellenistic period, lead to the divinization of
human figures, nor did it lead to the establishment of a cult
of sovereigns: these phenomena were the product of a differ-
ent religious mentality. Inseparable from the polis, the hero
cult declined with it.

The appearance of the hero cult, however, was not with-
out consequences. By its newness it led to an effort to define
and categorize more strictly the various supernatural powers.
Plutarch noted that Hesiod was the first, in the seventh cen-
tury, to make a clear distinction between the different classes
of divine beings, which he divided into four groups: gods,
daemons, heroes, and the dead. Taken up again by the Py-
thagoreans and by Plato, this nomenclature of the divinities
to whom men owed veneration was common enough in the
fourth century to appear in the requests that the consultants
addressed to the oracle of Dodona. On one of the inscrip-
tions that have been found, a certain Fuandros and his wife
question the oracle about which “of the gods, or heroes, or
daemons” they must sacrifice to and address their prayers to.
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THE SACRIFICIAL PRACTICES. To find his bearings in the
practice of the cult, the believer, therefore, had to take into
account the hierarchical order that presided in the society of
the beyond. At the top of the hierarchy were the #heoi, both
great and small, who made up the race of the blessed immor-
tals. These were the Olympians, grouped under the authority
of Zeus. As a rule they were celestial divinities, although
some of them, such as Poseidon and Demeter, bore chthonic
aspects. There was indeed a god of the underworld (Hades),
but he was in fact the only one who had neither temple nor
cult. The gods were made present in this world in the spaces
that belonged to them: first of all, in the temples where they
resided but also in the places and the objects that were conse-
crated to them and that, specified as hiera (“sacred”), could
be subject to interdiction. These include the sacred groves,
springs, and mountain peaks; an area surrounded by walls
or boundary markers (zemenos); crossroads, trees, stones, and
obelisks. The temple, the building reserved as the dwelling
of the god, did not serve as a place of worship. The faithful
assembled to celebrate the rites at the exterior alter (6om0s),
a square block of masonry. Around it and upon it was per-
formed the central rite of the Greek religion, the burnt offer-
ing (thusia), the analysis of which is essential.

This was normally a blood sacrifice implying the eating
of the victim: a domestic animal, crowned and decked with
ribbons, was led in procession to the altar to the sound of
flutes. It was showered with water and fistfuls of barley seeds,
which were scattered on the ground and on the altar as well
as on the participants, who also wore crowns. The head of
the victim was then lifted up and its throat cut with a
machaira, a large knife concealed under the seeds in the
kanoun, or ritual basket. The blood that gushed onto the
altar was caught in a receptacle. The animal was cut open and
its entrails, especially the liver, were drawn out and examined
to see if the gods accepted the sacrifice. If accepted, the vic-
tim was immediately carved. The long bones, entirely
stripped of flesh, were laid on the altar. Covered with fat,
they were consumed with herbs and spices by the flames and,
in the form of sweet-smelling smoke, rose toward heaven and
the gods. Certain internal morsels (splagchna) were put on
spits and roasted over the same fire that had sent to the divin-
ity his share, thus establishing a link between the sacred pow-
ers for whom the sacrifice was intended and the performers
of the rite for whom the roasted meat was reserved. The rest
of the meat was boiled in caldrons, divided into equal parts,
and eaten by the participants on the spot, taken home, or
distributed outside to the community at large. The parts that
were thought to confer honor, such as the tongue or the hide,
went to the priest who presided at the ceremony, though his
presence was not always indispensable.

As a rule, any citizen, if he was not impure, had full au-
thority to perform sacrifices. The religious significance of
this must be defined by bringing out its theological implica-
tions. From the start, however, several points are essential.
Certain divinities and certain rituals, such as that of Apollo
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Genetor in Delphi and Zeus Hupatos in Attica, required, in-
stead of a blood sacrifice, food oblations: fruit, palms, grain,
porridge (pelanos), and cakes sprinkled with water, milk,
honey, or oil; no blood or even wine was offered. There were
cases in which this type of offering, usually consumed by fire
but sometimes simply deposited on the altar without being
burned (#pura), was characterized by marked opposition to
customary practice. Considered pure sacrifices, unlike those
involving the killing of living creatures, they served as models
for sectarian movements. Orphics and Pythagoreans referred
to them in advocating a ritual behavior and an attitude to-
ward the divine that, in rejecting the blood sacrifice as impi-
ous, diverged from the official cult and appeared foreign to
the civic religion.

In addition, blood sacrifice itself took two different
forms according to whether it addressed the heavenly and
Olympian gods or the chthonic and infernal ones. The lan-
guage already made a distinction between them: for the first,
the Greeks employed the term thuein; for the second, ena-
gizein or sphattein.

The thusia, as we have seen, was centered on an elevated
altar, the bomos. The chthonic sacrifice had only a low altar
(the eschara) with a hole in it to let the blood pour out into
the earth. Normally the celebration took place at night over
a ritual pit (bothros) that opened the way to the underworld.
The animal was immolated with its head lowered toward the
earth, which would be inundated with its blood. Once its
throat was cut, the victim was no longer the object of ritual
handling; because it was offered in holocaust, it was burned
entirely without the celebrants having the right to touch it
or to eat it. In this kind of rite, in which the offering is de-
stroyed in order to be delivered in its entirety to the beyond,
it was less a matter of establishing with the divinity a regular
commerce of exchange in mutual confidence than of warding
off the sinister forces, of placating a formidable power who
would approach without harm only if defenses and precau-
tions were taken. One might say that it was a ritual of aver-
sion rather than one of reconciliation or contact. Under-
standably, its use was reserved for the cult of the chthonic
and infernal deities, for expiatory rites, or for sacrifices of-
fered to heroes and to the dead in their tombs.

In the Olympian sacrifice, the orientation toward the
heavenly divinities was marked not only by the light of
day, the presence of an altar, and the blood gushing upward
when the throat of the victim was cut. A fundamental feature
of the ritual was that it was inseparably an offering to the
gods and a festive meal for the human participants. Although
the climax of the event was undoubtedly the moment that,
punctuated by the ritual cry (ololugmos), life abandoned the
animal and passed into the world of the gods, all the parts
of the animal, carefully gathered and treated, were meant for
the people, who ate them together. The immolation itself
took place in an atmosphere of sumptuous and joyful cere-
mony. The entire staging of the ritual—from the procession
in which the untied animal was led freely and in great pomp

to the concealment of the knife in the basket to the shudder
by which the sprayed animal, sprinkled with an ablution, was
supposed to give its assent to the immolation—was designed
to efface any traces of violence and murder and to bring to
the fore aspects of peaceful solemnity and happy festivity.
Furthermore, in the economy of the thusia, the procedures
for cutting up the victim, for roasting or boiling the pieces,
for their orderly distribution in equal parts, and for their con-
sumption, either on the spot or elsewhere, were no less im-
portant than the ritual killing. The alimentary function of
the rite is expressed in a vocabulary that makes no distinction
between sacrificer and butcher. The word hiereion, which
designates an animal as sacrificial victim, at the same time
qualifies it as an animal to be butchered, as one suitable for
eating. Since the Greeks ate meat only on the occasion of sac-
rifices and in conformity with sacrificial rules, the thusia was
simultaneously a religious ceremony in which a pious offer-
ing, often accompanied by prayer, was addressed to the gods;
a ritualized cooking of food according to the norms that the
gods required of humans; and an act of social communion
that reinforced, through the consumption of the parts of one
victim, the bonds that were to unite all citizens and make
them equal.

As the central moment of the cult, the sacrifice was an
indispensable part of communal life (whether family or state)
and illustrated the tight interdependence of the religious and
the social orders in the Greece of the city-states. The func-
tion of the sacrifice was not to wrest the sacrificer or the par-
ticipants away from their families and civic groups or from
their ordinary activities in the human world but, on the con-
trary, to install them in the requisite positions and patterns,
to integrate them into the city and mundane existence in
conformity with an order of the world presided over by the
gods (i.e., “intraworld” religion, in the sense given by Max
Weber, or “political” religion, in the Greek understanding
of the term). The sacred and the profane did not constitute
two radically opposite, mutually exclusive categories. Be-
tween the “sacred” in its entirely forbidden aspect and its
fully accessible one a multiplicity of configurations and gra-
dations existed. In addition to those realities dedicated to a
god and reserved for his use, the sacred was also to be experi-
enced by way of objects, living creatures, natural phenome-
na, and both the everyday events of private life—eating a
meal, departing on a journey, welcoming a guest—and the
more solemn occasions of public life. Without any special
preparation, every head of a family was qualified to assume
religious functions in his home. Each head of a household
was pure as long as he had not committed any misdeed that
defiled him. In this sense, purity did not have to be acquired
or obtained; it constituted the normal state of the citizen.

As far as the city was concerned, there was no division
between the priesthood and the magistracy. There were
priesthoods that were devolved and practiced as magistracies,
and every magistrate was endowed by virtue of his duties
with a character of holiness. For any political power to be
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exercised, for any common decision to be valid, a sacrifice
was required. In war as in peace, before giving battle as well
as when convening an assembly or inaugurating a magistrate,
the performance of a sacrifice was just as necessary as it was
during the great religious festivals of the sacred calendar. As
Marcel Detienne so accurately observes in La cuisine du sacri-
fice en pays grec: “Until a late period, a city such as Athens
maintained the office of archon-king—one of whose major
functions was to administer all of the sacrifices instituted by
the ancestors, that is, all the ritual gestures that guaranteed
the harmonious operation of society” (Detienne, 1980,
p. 10).

If the thusia was indispensable for ensuring the validity
of social undertakings, it was because the sacrificial fire, by
causing the fragrant smoke of the burning fat and bones to
rise toward heaven while at the same time cooking food for
people, opened the lines of communication between the gods
and the participants in the rites. By immolating a victim,
burning the bones, and eating the flesh according to ritual
rules, the Greeks instituted and maintained with the divine
a contact without which their entire existence, left to itself
and emptied of meaning, would have collapsed. This contact
was not a communion; even in a symbolic form, the Greeks
did not eat the god in order to identify with him and to par-
ticipate in his strength. They consumed a victim, a domestic
animal, and ate a part different from that offered to the gods.
The link established by the sacrifice emphasized and con-
firmed the extreme distance that separated mortals and im-
mortals, even when they communicated.

Myths about the origin of the sacrifice are most precise
in this respect. They bring to light the theological meanings
of the ritual. It was the Titan Prometheus, son of Iapetus,
who was said to have instituted the first sacrifice, thus estab-
lishing forever the model to which humans were to conform
in honoring the gods. This took place during the time when
gods and men were not yet separate but lived together, feast-
ed at the same tables, and shared the same felicity far from
all evils and afflictions. Men were still unacquainted with the
necessity of work, sickness, old age, fatigue, death, and
women. Zeus had been promoted king of heaven and had
carried out an equitable distribution of honors and privi-
leges. The time had come to define in precise terms the forms
of life appropriate for men and for gods.

Prometheus was assigned the task. He brought before
the assembled gods and men a great steer, killed it, and cut
it up. The boundary that exists between gods and mortals
follows, therefore, the line of division between the parts of
the immolated beast that went to the gods and those that
went to men. The sacrifice thus appears as the act that, as
its first accomplishment, consecrated the distinction of di-
vine and human status. But Prometheus, in rebellion against
the king of the gods, tried to deceive him for the benefit of
men. Each of the two parts prepared by the Titan was a ruse,
a lure. The first, camouflaged in appetizing fat, contained
only the the bare bones; the second, concealed in the skin
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and stomach and disgusting in appearance, constituted all
that was edible in the animal.

Honor to whom honor is due: it was for Zeus, in the
name of the gods, to be the first to choose a portion of
the sacrifice. He saw the trap but pretended to be tricked,
the better to take his revenge. He chose, therefore, the out-
wardly enticing portion, the one that concealed the inedible
bones under a thin covering of fat. For this reason, men
burned the white bones of the victim for the gods, then di-
vided the meat, the portion that Zeus did not choose, among
themselves. Prometheus had imagined that in allotting the
flesh to humans he was reserving the best part for them. But
shrewd as he was, he failed to suspect that he was giving them
a poisoned gift. By eating the meat, men sentenced them-
selves to death. Driven by their hunger, they behaved from
then on like all the animals that inhabit the earth, the water,
or the air. If they take pleasure in devouring the flesh of an
animal that has lost its life, if they have an imperious need
for food, it is because their hunger, never appeased but con-
stantly renewed, is the mark of a creature whose strength fails
gradually, who is doomed to weariness, old age, and death.
By contenting themselves with the smoke from the bones
and living off smells and fragrances, the gods bore witness
that they belonged to a race whose nature was entirely differ-
ent from that of men. They, the immortals, were everlasting
and eternally young; their being contained nothing perish-
able and had no contact with the realm of the corruptible.

But the vengeance of the angry Zeus did not stop here.
Even before he created out of the earth and water the first
woman, Pandora, who introduced among men all the woes
hitherto unknown to them—birth from procreation, fatigue,
toil, sickness, age, and death—he decided, as retribution for
the Titan’s partiality toward mankind, to never again allow
men access to the celestial fire. Deprived of fire, were men
thus obliged to eat raw meat like beasts? Prometheus then
stole a spark, a seed of fire, in the hollow of a stick, and
brought it down to earth. Although they would no longer
have the flash of the thunderbolt at their disposal, men were
given a technical fire, more fragile and mortal, one that
would have to be preserved by constant feeding. By cooking
their food, this second fire—contingent and artificial, in
comparison with the heavenly fire—differentiates humans
from animals and establishes them in a civilized life. Of all
the animals, only men share the possession of fire with the
gods. Thus it is fire that unites man to the divine by rising
toward heaven from the lighted altars. But this fire, celestial
in origin and destination, is also, in its all-consuming ardor,
as perishable as the living creatures subjected to the necessity
of eating. The frontier between gods and men is both
bridged by the sacrificial fire, which unites them, and accen-
tuated by the contrast between the heavenly fire in the hands
of Zeus and the fire that Prometheus’s theft made available
to mankind. Furthermore, the function of the sacrificial fire
is to mark the portion of the victim belonging to the gods
(totally consumed in the flames) and that of men (cooked
just enough not to be eaten raw).
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The ambiguous relationship between men and gods in
the sacrifice was coupled with an equally equivocal relation-
ship between men and animals. In order to live, both must
eat, whether their food be animal or vegetable, and so they
are equally perishable. But it is only man who eats his food
cooked according to rules and after having offered in honor
to the gods the animal’s life, dedicated to them with the
bones. If the barley seeds showered on the head of the victim
and on the altar were associated with the blood sacrifice, the
reason was that cereals, as a specifically human food involv-
ing agricultural labor, represented in the Greek view the par-
adigm of cultivated plants symbolizing, in contrast to a sav-
age existence, civilized life. Cooked three times (by an
internal process that assists the cultivation, by the action of
the sun, and by the human hand that turns it into bread),
cereal was an analogue to the sacrificial victim, the domestic
animal whose flesh had to be ritually roasted or boiled before
it was eaten.

In the Promethean myth, sacrifice comes into being as
the result of the Titan’s rebellion against Zeus at a time when
men and gods needed to separate and establish their respec-
tive destinies. The moral of the story states that one could
not hope to dupe the sovereign god. Prometheus tried to de-
ceive Zeus; man must pay the price of his failure. To perform
a sacrifice was both to commemorate the adventure of the
Titan, the founder of the rite, and to accept its lesson. It was
to recognize that through the accomplishment of the sacrifice
and all that it entailed—the Promethean fire, the necessity
of work and of women and marriage in order to have chil-
dren, the condition of suffering, old age, and death—Zeus
situated man between animals and gods for all time. In the
sacrifice, man submitted to the will of Zeus, who made of
mortals and immortals two separate and distinct races. Com-
munication with the divine was instituted in the course of
a festive ceremonial, a meal recalling the fact that the com-
mensality of former times was no more: gods and men no
longer lived together, no longer ate at the same tables. Man
could not sacrifice according to the model established by
Prometheus and at the same time pretend in any way to
equal the gods. The rite itself, the object of which was to join
gods and men together, sanctioned the insurmountable bar-
rier that separated them.

By means of its alimentary rules, sacrifice established
man in his proper state, midway between the savagery of ani-
mals that devour one another’s raw flesh and the perpetual
bliss of the gods, who never know hunger, weariness, or
death because they find nourishment in sweet smells and am-
brosia. This concern for precise delimitations, for exact ap-
portionment, closely unites the sacrifice, both in ritual and
in myth, to cereal agriculture and to marriage, both of which
likewise define the particular position of civilized man. Just
as, to survive, he must eat the cooked meat of a domestic ani-
mal sacrificed according to the rules, so man must feed on
sitos, the cooked flour of regularly cultivated domestic plants.
In order to survive as a race, man must father a son by union

with a woman, whom marriage has drawn out of savagery
and domesticated by setting her in the conjugal home. By
reason of this same exigency of equilibrium in the Greek sac-
rifice, the sacrificer, the victim, and the god—although asso-
ciated in the rite—were never confused.

The fact that this powerful theology should have its base
on the level of alimentary procedures indicates that the di-
etary vagaries of the Orphics and Pythagoreans, as well as cer-
tain Dionysian practices, had a specifically theological signif-
icance and constituted profound divergences in religious
orientation. Vegetarianism was a rejection of blood sacrifice,
which was believed to be like the murder of a close relation;
omophagia and diasparagmos of the Bacchantes—that is, the
devouring of the raw flesh of a hunted animal that had been
torn to pieces while still alive—inverted the normal values
of sacrifice. But whether sacrifice was circumvented, on the
one hand, by feeding like the gods on entirely pure dishes
and even on smells or, on the other, by destroying the barri-
ers between men and animals maintained by sacrificial prac-
tice, so that a state of complete communion was realized—
one that could be called either a return to the sweet familiari-
ty of all creatures during the Golden Age or a fall into the
chaotic confusion of savagery—in either case, it was a ques-
tion of instituting, whether by individual asceticism or by
collective frenzy, a type of relationship with the divine that
the official religion excluded and forbade. Furthermore, al-
though employing opposing means with opposite implica-
tions, the normal distinctions between sacrificer, victim, and
divinity became blurred and disappeared. The analysis of sac-
rificial cuisine thus leads to an understanding of the more or
less eccentric—sometimes integrated and sometimes margin-
al—positions occupied by various sects, religious move-
ments, or philosophical attitudes, all of which were at odds
both with the regular forms of the traditional cult and with
the institutional framework of the city-state and all that it
implied concerning the religious and social status of man.

GREEK MYSTICISM. Blood sacrifice and public cult were not
the only expressions of Greek piety. Various movements and
groups, more or less deviant and marginal, more or less
closed and secret, expressed different religious aspirations.
Some were entirely or partly integrated into the civic cult;
others remained foreign to it. All of them contributed in vari-
ous ways to paving the way toward a Greek “mysticism”
marked by the search for a more direct, more intimate, and
more personal contact with the gods. This mysticism was
sometimes associated with the quest for immortality, which
was either granted after death through the special favor of
a divinity or obtained by the observance of the discipline of
a pure life reserved for the initiated and giving them the priv-
ilege of liberating, even during their earthly existence, the
particle of the divine present in each.

In this context, a clear distinction must be made be-
tween three kinds of religious phenomena during the Classi-
cal period. Certain terms, such as telese, orgia, mustai, and
bakchoi, are used in reference to all three, yet the phenomena
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they designate cannot in any way be considered identical.
Despite some points of contact, they were not religious reali-
ties of the same order; nor did they have the same status or
the same goals.

First, there were the mysteries. Those of Eleusis, exem-
plary in their prestige and their widespread influence, consti-
tuted in Attica a well-defined group of cults. Officially recog-
nized by the city, they were organized under its control and
supervision. They remained, however, on the fringe of the
state because of their initiatory and secret nature and their
mode of recruiting (they were open to all Greeks and based
not on social status but on the personal choice of the indi-

vidual).

Next there was the Dionysian religion. The cults associ-
ated with Dionysos were an integral part of the civic religion,
and the festivals in honor of the god had their place like any
other in the sacred calendar. But as god of mania, or divine
madness—because of his way of taking possession of his fol-
lowers through the collective trance ritually practiced in the
thiasoi and because of his sudden intrusion here below in epi-
phanic revelation—Dionysos introduced into the very heart
of the religion of which he was a part an experience of the
supernatural that was foreign and, in many ways, contrary
to the spirit of the official cult.

Finally, there was what is called Orphism. Orphism in-
volved neither a specific cult, nor devotion to an individual
deity, nor a community of believers organized into a sect as
in Pythagoreanism, whatever links might have existed be-
tween the two movements. Orphism was a nebulous phe-
nomenon that included, on the one hand, a tradition of sa-
cred books attributed to Orpheus and Musaios (comprising
theogonies, cosmogonies, and heterodox anthropogonies)
and, on the other, the appearance of itinerant priests who ad-
vocated a style of existence that was contrary to the norm,
a vegetarian diet, and who had at their disposal healing tech-
niques and formulas for purification in this life and salvation
in the next. In these circles, the central preoccupation and
discussion focused on the destiny of the soul after death, a
subject to which the Greeks were not accustomed.

What was the relationship of each of these three great
religious phenomena to a cult system based on the respect
of nomoi, the socially recognized rules of the city? Neither
in beliefs nor in practices did the mysteries contradict the
civic religion. Instead, they completed it by adding a new di-
mension suited to satisfying needs that the civic religion
could not fulfill. The goddesses Demeter and Kore (Perseph-
one), who together with several acolytes patronized the Eleu-
sinian cycle, were great figures of the pantheon, and the nar-
rative of the abduction of Kore by Hades, with all its
consequences (including the founding of the orgia, the secret
rites of Eleusis), is one of the basic legends of the Greeks. The
candidate had to take a series of steps to attain the ultimate
goal of initiation—from the preliminary stage of the Lesser
Mysteries of Agrai to renewed participation in the Greater
Mysteries at Eleusis, the mustés having to wait until the fol-
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lowing year to acquire the rank of epopres. The entire ceremo-
ny (at Athens itself, at Phaleron for the ritual bath in the sea,
and on the road from Athens to Eleusis in a procession that
followed the sacred objects and included the Eleusinian cler-
gy, the magistrates of Athens, the muszai, foreign delegations,
and throngs of spectators) took place in full daylight before
the eyes of everyone. The archon-king, in the name of the
state, was in charge of the public celebration of the Greater
Mysteries, and even the traditional families of the Eumol-
pides and the Kerukes, who had a special relationship with
the two goddesses, were responsible to the city, which
had the authority to regulate by decree the details of the fes-
tivities.

Only when the mustai had entered the sanctuary was se-
crecy imposed and nothing allowed to escape to the outside
world. The interdiction was sufficiently powerful to be re-
spected for centuries. But although the mysteries have kept
some of their secrets till this day, some points about them
can be considered certain. There was no teaching, nothing
resembling an esoteric doctrine, at Eleusis. Aristotle’s testi-
mony on this subject is decisive: “Those who are initiated
have not to learn something but to feel emotions and to be
in a certain frame of mind.” Plutarch describes the mood of
the initiates, which ranged from anxiety to rapture. Such
inner emotional upheaval was brought about by the
dromena, things played and mimed; by the legomena, ritual
formulas that were pronounced; and by the deiknumena,
things shown and exhibited. It is probable that they were re-
lated to the passion of Demeter, the descent of Kore into the
underworld, and the fate of the dead in Hades. It is certain
that after the final illumination at the end of initiation, the
believer felt that he had been inwardly transformed. From
then on, he was bound to the goddesses in a close personal
relationship of intimate connivance and familiarity. He had
become one of the elect, certain to have a fate different from
the ordinary in this life and in the next. Blessed, asserts the
Hymn to Demeter, is he who has had the full vision of these
mysteries; the uninitiated, the profane, would not know such
a destiny after they died and went to the realm of the shades.
Although they neither presented a new conception of the
soul nor broke with the traditional image of Hades, the mys-
teries opened the prospect of continuing a happier existence
in the underworld. This privilege was available to believers
who freely decided to submit to initiation and to follow a
ritual course, each stage of which marked a new progress to-
ward a state of religious purity.

On returning home to his family and to his professional
and civic activities, nothing distinguished the initiate either
from what he had been before or from those who had not
undergone initiation—no external sign, no mark of recogni-
tion, not even a slight modification in his way of life. He re-
turned to the city and settled down again to do what he had
always done with no other change but his conviction that
through this religious experience he would be among the
elect after his death: for him, there would be light, joy, danc-
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ing, and song in the world of darkness. These hopes concern-
ing the hereafter would later be nourished and developed
among the sects, which would also borrow the symbolism of
the mysteries, their secrecy, and their hierarchical system.
But in the city that patronized them, the mysteries became
part of the official religion.

At first glance, the status of Dionysism may seem com-
parable to that of the mysteries. This cult also consisted of
teletai and orgia, initiations and secret rites open only to
those who were invested as bakchoi. But the winter festivals
of Dionysos at Athens—Oschoporia, rural Dionysia, Lenaea,
Anthesteria, urban Dionysia—did not form a coherent and
self-contained whole or a closed cycle as they did at Eleusis;
they were instead a discontinuous series spread throughout
the calendar along with the festivals of the other gods and
revealing the same norms of celebration. All of them were
official ceremonies, fully civic in character. Some of them
carried an element of secrecy and required specialized reli-
gious personnel, for example, the annual marriage of the
queen, the wife of the archon-king, to Dionysos, which was
performed in the Boucoleion during the Anthesteria. The
Gerarai, a group of fourteen women, who assisted the queen
in her role as wife of the god, performed secret rites in the
sanctuary of Dionysos in the marshes, but they did this “in
the name of the city” and “following its traditions.” The peo-
ple themselves prescribed the procedures of the wedding and
ensured their safety by having them engraved on a stele. Thus
the queen’s secret marriage was equivalent to the official rec-
ognition by the city of the divinity of Dionysos. It consecrat-
ed the union of the civic community with the god and repre-
sented his integration into the religious order of the
community.

The Thyiads, or Bacchantes, of Athens, women who
participated in the orgiastic rites of Dionysos, met their
counterparts from Delphi at Mount Parnassus every three
years. They performed their secret rites in the name of the
city. They were not a segregated group of initiates, a marginal
sisterhood of the elect, or a sect of deviants: they formed an
official female cult, entrusted by the city with the task of rep-
resenting it before the Delphians. They operated according
to the framework of the cult rendered to Dionysos in the
sanctuary of Apollo. There is no evidence of private Diony-
sian associations that recruited adepts to celebrate secretly a
specific cult under the protection of the god in Attica, or
even in continental Greece, in the fifth century, as was the
case several centuries later with the Iobakchoi. Toward the
fifth century, when the city of Magnesia, on the Meander
River, decided to organize a cult dedicated to Dionysos, it
founded, after consulting Delphi, three #hiasoi (three official
female colleges placed under the direction of qualified priest-
esses who had come from Thebes especially for that

purpose).

What then constituted, in comparison with the other
gods, the originality of Dionysos and his cult? Dionysism,
unlike the mysteries, did not exist as an extension of the civic

religion. Instead, it expressed the city’s official recognition
of a religion that in many ways eluded the city, contradicting
it and going beyond its control. It established, in the midst
of public life, a religious behavior that displayed aspects of
eccentricity in an allusive, symbolic form or in an open
manner.

Even in the world of the Olympian gods, to which he
had been admitted, Dionysos personified, as expressed so
well by Louis Gernet, the presence of the Other. He did not
confirm and reinforce the human and social order by making
it sacred. Dionysos called this order into question; indeed,
he shattered it. In so doing he revealed another side of the
sacred, one that was no longer regular, stable, and defined
but strange, elusive, and disconcerting. As the only Greek
god endowed with the power of mayi (“magic”), Dionysos
transcends all forms and evades all definitions; he assumes
all aspects without confining himself to any one. Like a con-
jurer, he playes with appearances and blurs the boundaries
between the fantastic and the real. Ubiquitous, he is never
to be found where he is but always here, there, and nowhere
at the same time. As soon as he appears, the distinct catego-
ries and clear oppositions that give the world its coherence
and rationality fade, merge, and pass from one to the other.
He is at once both male and female. By suddenly appearing
among mortals, he introduces the supernatural in the midst
of the natural and unites heaven and earth. Young and old,
wild and civilized, near and far, beyond and here-below are
joined in him and by him. Even more, he abolishes the dis-
tance that separates the gods from humans and humans from
animals.

When the Maenads give themselves over to the frenzy
of the trance, the god takes possession of them, subjugating
and directing them as he pleases. In frenzy and enthusiasm,
the human creature plays the god, and the god, who is within
the believer, plays the human. The frontiers between them
are suddenly blurred or obliterated in a proximity through
which humans are estranged from their daily existence or or-
dinary life, alienated from themselves, and transported to a
distant elsewhere. This contiguity with the divine, accom-
plished by the trance, is accompanied by a new familiarity
with animal savagery. On the mountains and in the woods,
far from their homes and from cities and cultivated lands,
the Maenads play with serpents and suckle the young of ani-
mals as their own, but they also pursue, attack, and tear to
pieces living animals (diasparagmos) and devour their raw
flesh (omophagia). Through their eating behavior, they as-
similate themselves to wild beasts that—unlike human be-
ings, who eat bread and the cooked meat of ritually sacrificed
domestic animals—eat one another and lap up each other’s
blood, knowing no rule or law but only the hunger that
drives them.

Maenadism, which was limited to women, carried in its
sudden outburst two opposing aspects. For the faithful, in
happy communion with the god, it brought the supernatural
joy of momentary escape to a kind of Golden Age where all
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living creatures meet again, mingled like brothers and sisters.
However, for those women (and cities) who rejected the god
and who had to be constrained by punishment, mania led
to the horror and madness of the most atrocious of pollu-
tions: a return to the chaos of a lawless world in which mad-
dened women tear apart the bodies of their own children as
if the children were animals and devour their flesh. A dual
god, combining in his person two facets, Dionysos, as he
proclaims in 7he Bacchae of Euripides, is both “the most ter-
rible and the most gentle.”

In order that he may show himself beneficent in his gen-
tleness, Dionysos—whose strangeness, irrepressible exuber-
ance, and intrusive dynamism seem to threaten the stability
of the civic religion—must be welcomed into the city, ac-
knowledged as belonging to it, and assured a place beside the
other gods in the public cult. The entire community must
solemnly celebrate the festivals of Dionysos: for its women,
it must organize a form of controlled and ritualized trance
within the framework of the official #hiasoi, promoted public
institutions; for its men, an estrangement from the normal
course of things in the joyfulness of a revelry consisting of
wine and drunkenness, games and festivities, masquerades
and disguises; and, finally, it must found the theater on
whose stage illusion acquires substance and comes to life and
the imaginary is displayed as if it were reality. In each case,
the integration of Dionysos into the city and its religion
meant installing the Other, with all honors, in the heart of
the social establishment.

Ecstasy, enthusiasm, and possession; the joy of wine and
festival; the pleasures of love; the exaltation of life in its out-
pouring and unexpectedness; the gaiety of masks and dis-
guises; the happiness of everyday life—Dionysos can bring
all of these if men and cities are willing to recognize him. But
never does he come to announce a better fate in the hereafter.
He does not advocate flight from the world, nor does he
teach renunciation or offer the soul access to immortality
through an ascetic way of life. He conjures up the many faces
of the Other in this life and world, around us and within us.
He opens before us, on this earth and even in the framework
of the city, the way of escape toward a disconcerting strange-
ness. Dionysos teaches or forces us to become other than
what we ordinarily are.

Undoubtedly, it was this need to escape, this nostalgia
for a complete union with the divine, that—even more than
his descent into the underworld in search of his mother, Se-
mele—explains the fact that Dionysos could be associated,
sometimes quite closely, with the mysteries of the two Eleu-
sinian goddesses. When the wife of the archon-king went to
celebrate her marriage with Dionysos, she was assisted by the
sacred herald of Eleusis; and, at the Lenaea, perhaps the most
ancient of the Attic festivals of Dionysos, it was the torch-
bearer of Eleusis who led the invocation taken up by the pub-
lic: “Tacchos, son of Semele.” The god was present at Eleusis
as early as the fifth century and had a discreet presence and
a minor role even in those places where he had neither tem-
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ple nor priest. He intervened as the figure of Iacchos, to
whom he was assimilated and whose function was to preside
over the procession from Athens to Eleusis during the Great-
er Mysteries. lacchos was the personification of the joyful rit-
ual cry given by the cortege of mustai in an atmosphere of
hope and festivity. In the representations of a hereafter to
which the faithful of the god of mania seemed quite indiffer-
ent (with the exception perhaps of those in southern Italy),
Tacchos was imagined as leading the blessed chorus of initi-
ates in the underworld while Dionysos led his #hiasoi of Bac-
chantes on earth.

The problems of Orphism are of another o