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I.  Introduction


A.  Thesis: There is a persistent belief among some that goddesses have been worshipped in Europe during various periods of ancient history, a question that archeology may hold the answer to, and that such worship may have given rise to the goddesses of the ancient Greek, mainland Europe, and Celtic cultures.

II.  The Pregnant Goddess



A.  "Pregnant Goddess" figurines


  


B.  Vulvas



1.  Stand alone representations



2.  Figurines


C.  Animals associated with the Fertility Goddess



1.  Sows



2.  Bears








III.  The Mother of Death


A. Stiff Nude Figurines

B.  Animals associated with the Death Goddess



1.  Owls



2.  Boars 



3.  Howling Dogs

IV.  The Goddess in Myth


A.  Ancient Greek Goddesses




1.  Gaia



2.  Hekate


B.  Norse Goddesses



1.  Freya



2.  Hel


C.  Celtic Goddesses



1.  Brid



2.  The Morrigan

V.  Conclusion


There is a persistent belief among some that goddesses have been worshipped in Europe during various periods of ancient history, a question that archeology may hold the answer to, and that such worship may have given rise to the goddesses of the ancient Greek, Norse, and Celtic cultures.  The concept of the goddess is not a simple one, in myth or in archeology.  She was, and by some is still seen, as a deity of both life and death, a goddess of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth; and to find signs of her in archeology, we must look at both of the aspects.  Her roll as a fertility goddess and death goddess can be traced to artifacts found dating from Neolithic periods.  The evolution of this worship into later goddesses is found in myths of ancient Greece, mainland Europe, and the British Isles.


Many believe that there is evidence that a fertility goddess was worshiped in ancient Europe during Neolithic and Paleolithic times.  The one bit of evidence that fertility goddesses were worshiped lies in the so called Venus, or Pregnant Goddess figurines and reliefs found all over Europe.  There is also evidence that ties her to some animals and portrayals of the female vulva.  


The Venus, or pregnant goddess figurines are probably the most famous and well-known representations of fertility goddesses.  According to Merlin Stone's When God Was a Woman, Venus figurines came from the Upper Paleolithic cultures known as the Gravettian-Aurigate cultures.  They were often found "lying close to the remains of the sunken walls of what were probably the earliest human-made dwellings on earth" (Stone: 13).  The two characteristics most often found in the Venus and pregnant goddess representations were large belly and buttocks, which were occasionally accompanied by large breasts.  Marija Gimbutas's The Language of the Goddess mentions that on a relief in limestone at Laussel, France known as "Venus of Laussel", the pregnant goddess's left hand rests on her large belly, making that belly the focus of the entire image  (Gimbutas: 142).  Some of the figurines are standing, such as "Venus of Laussel," while others are found in a reclining or sitting position.  One pregnant goddess figurine found in Thessaly dating from around 5800 B.C. is depicted with her hands on her belly as she rests backwards on her large buttocks; another from Magula in Thessaly from 6000 to 5800 B.C. sits with her large bottom resting on the ground and her hands on her belly; yet others from the Copper Age found in Bulgaria are usually portrayed sitting on stools (Gimbutas: 143).  According the Heather Pringle article "New Women of the Ice Age," "For years researchers viewed them as a male art form.  Early anthropologists, after all, had observed only male hunters carving stone, ivory, and other hard materials.  Females were thought to lack the necessary strength.  Moreover, reasons experts, only men would take such loving interest in a woman's body" (Pringle: 69).  While this might be possible, none of these figurines have actual detailed faces, and some do not even have breasts, and so it seems more likely that these figurines and reliefs were symbols of fertility, not art carved by males to fulfill their sexual fantasies.  


One type of representation, found both by alone and on the pregnancy goddess figurines that are associated with the fertility aspect of goddess worship, is the vulva.  According to Dictionary.com, the vulva is "The external genital organs of the female."  By creating depictions, people of the Neolithic period were trying to influence the fertility of the world around them in hopes that it would make the land they depended on prosper.  Some of the earliest vulva depictions were 30,000-year-old carvings found rock in France (Gimbutas: 99).  These depictions are literally just simple vulvas carved into the rock, bearing the general round shape of the vulva and the entrance to the female genitals.  A stone sculpture of a vulva, which dates back to 6000 B.C., was found at the head of a stone altar near the Danube in northern Yugoslavia (Gimbutas: 101).  The simple fact that it was found on an altar suggests that it was used in worship, and since the vulva is only found on women and is associated with fertility, one can assume the sculpture was used in the worship of a fertility goddess.   The least surprising place that vulvas are found on figurines of the fertility goddess, and they were commonly found on figurines of the Upper Paleolithic period (Gimbutas: 103).  The vulva represented fertility just as much as a pregnant belly would, as the vulva was the canal through which young ones were born.  A figurine found in Greece from 6300-6200 B.C. has its legs lifted to show the swollen vulva, perhaps in preparation for birth, and another figurine from Malta from 4000 B.C. also has its legs spread to show the swollen vulva (Gimbutas: 106).  The vulva is associated with the goddess of fertility because it is the canal life comes from, and can be seen as an origin of life.


Some animals associated with fertility goddess worship are the sow and the bear.  Gimbutas states that, "The sacred animal of the Pregnant Goddess is the sow.  It's fast growing, founded body was probably allegorical of seed and field fertility, and its condition must have been regarded as magically influencing the crops" (Gimbutas: 146).  It is not a far-fetched theory.  As they saw rounded, pregnant women as signs of fertility, it is not surprising that they would find an animal with a rounded, large belly a sign of fertility as well.  Gimbutas suggests that a clay sow mask, found in Macedonia and dating from 4500-4000 B. C. may have been used in rituals in a fertility goddess cult, and that a pot lid painted in red and white and in the shape of a sow's head found in Romania from 4500 B.C. probably belonged to a sow-shaped vase, and that two copper earrings it wears are an epiphany of a fertility goddess (Gimbutas: 146).  That sows were capable of reproducing their species made them even more a sign of fertility.  Another type of animal associated with fertility goddesses was the bear.  Especially in northern Europe where the animal was usually found, the female bear was associated with motherhood (Gimbutas: 116).  A figurine of a bear holding her cub was found in southern Yugoslavia and dates back between 4500-4000 B. C., while a terracotta figure called a "bear-nurse" found in central Yugoslavia " from 4500 B.C. wears a bear mask and carries a pouch on her back;" perhaps a pouch to carry a child in (Gimbutas: 117).  These represent the bear as a mother, nurturer, and caregiver, which is yet another aspect of the fertility goddess, that as a deity of life.


While it is believed the goddess was worshipped in ancient Europe was a being of creation, she was also considered a deity of death.  It was not an aspect necessarily to be feared, because death, as well as life, was a part of a cycle, and the goddess's death aspect might also be seen as an aspect of rebirth.  The connection between death and the goddess can be found in both and figurines carved into stiff feminine forms and her association with animal figurines.  The idea of the goddess as a death deity was not limited to only one part of Europe, but widespread throughout the continent.


Carved feminine forms known, as "stiff nudes" are another artifact associated with the goddess in her aspect as death deity.  Many of these stiff nudes are carved from materials light in color such as stone, bone, clay, alabaster, and marble (Gimbutas: 198).  While Death is often associated with blackness, it is not impossible; indeed, it makes sense, to connect lighter colors such as ivory and bone-white with death.  Bone is light in color, and one usually doesn't see a human's bones unless they are dead, so light color can be associated with the death goddess, "The anthropomorphic female Death of European folklore to this day is imagined as tall, bony-legged, and dressed in white.  No doubt she is inherited from the Old European substratum when death was bone white, not black like the terrifying Indo-European male god of death and the underworld" (Gimbutas: 198).  Stiff nude figurines have been found in many parts of Europe, including the Baltic, the Mediterranean, and on the Iberian Peninsula.  Several figurines from the Upper Paleolithic period found in Siberia are characteristically long and have folded arms, while stiff nudes found in parts of Bulgaria tended to have extended arms and large pubic triangles that possibly to remind worshipers that the goddess was not just a deity of death, but that she remained a deity of life as well.


As there were animals associated with the fertility aspect of the goddess, several animals associated with the death aspect of the goddess, including the owl, "From prehistoric times to the present day the owl has been considered a harbinger of death.  A still-held belief in many European countries is that a family member will die if an owl lights on the roof of the house or on a nearby tree" (Gimbutas: 190).  Owl artifacts and representations have been found in various parts of Europe.  Two burial urns bearing depictions of owls dating back to between 1800 and 1500 B.C. were found in the Vrancea district of Romania; "The tradition of urn burial and its association with the Owl Goddess survived indo-Europeanization in some parts of Bronze age Europe" (Gimbutas: 192).  Depictions of this "Owl Goddess" have also been found in France.  The face of the owl goddess appears on a stone stele that dates back to the Late Neolithic period from Bouches de-Rhône in southern France (Gimbutas: 192).  In this object, like most of the others, the eyes and beak are what betray the owl's form.  


Two other animals associated with the death goddess is the carrion-eating wild boar, an animal that at one time could be found in many parts of Europe and the howling dog.  The jawbones and tusks of wild boars were found in graves in different parts of Europe ranging in date from 6000 to 4000 B.C. (Gimbutas: 196).  The boar was an animal to be feared, so it is not surprising that it was associated with the death Goddess.  Depictions of boars were also found in various parts of Europe, including a terracotta figure from Soviet Moldavia from between 4500-4400 B.C. and a bone carving found in Tamula, Estonia dating from the second half of 3000 B.C. (Gimbutas: 196).  Howling dogs accompanied many death and underworld goddesses throughout European folklore, and the howling of these dogs was considered a sign of death.  It was not uncommon for a dog to be sacrificed during death rites; "At Lepenski Vir, sacred burial place on the bank of the Danube in northern Yugoslavia, whole skeletons of dogs were found in rectangular hearth in the center of triangular shrines" (Gimbutas: 197).  While the boar was associated with death because of its consumption of carrion, both the owl and howling dog were considered harbingers of death, yet for, or perhaps because of these reasons, they were all associated with the death goddess.


The names given to the fertility and death goddess that was worshiped during the Neolithic and Paleolithic periods remains unknown.  She did not disappear with the rise of other cultures, however.  It is known that goddesses, both of birth and death, were worshiped in the ancient Greece, Norse, and Celtic cultures, and many of these goddesses can be traced by to the goddess of more ancient times.  Aspects of the original goddess from older times can be found in the myths of these cultures.


Greek mythology is known for its many goddesses.  There are a few goddesses that can be traced back to the fertility goddess worship of the Neolithic period.  Gaia was one of the earliest of Greek earth goddesses.  According the Pantheon.org, she gave birth to the father of Zeus, Cronus, and the other Olympian gods and goddesses and was the first goddess, born out of Chaos. An article about Venus figures in the online museum of the Minnesota State University stated that, "The Venus of Willendorf itself, does not cease to hide it's feminine aspects, and is quite similar in characteristics to the Gaia figure within Greek mythology."   Gaia was a creature of fertility, just as the goddess of Neolithic times was, and as Gaia was the earth, all things on earth were born from her.  One goddess whose roots can be found not only in Neolithic goddess worship is Hekate (it may also be spelled Hecate).  A website dedicated to Hekate, Hecate.org.uk, states, "In Classical Greece (500 to 300 BCE), Hekate not only reigned over witchcraft, magic and death, but also birth and renewal. She was a guardian against evil and invoked in curses; She was a protective guide and light bringer, but also 'Dread Goddess of the Underworld'."  While Hekate embodies both aspects of life and death from goddess worship during the Neolithic period, she is probably best known for her association with death.  The goddess's death aspect was associated with howling dogs.  Hekate was accompanied by hounds, and in ancient Greece, dogs would howl whenever she approached, as well as the fact that hounds were also sacrificed to her because the dog was her sacred animal (Gimbutas: 197).  Hekate's association with death, perhaps more than any of her other aspects, ties her to the goddess worship of older European cultures.


Within the Norse culture, there are two goddesses who can be traced back to the goddess worship of Neolithic times.  Freya was the Norse goddess of fertility and love.  Freya owned Hildesvini, which translates to battle boar, and was actually her human lover in disguise (Pantheon.org).   It is possible that this association of Freya with a pig grew from the Neolithic goddess's association with the sow.   The Norse also made the connection with fertility and childbirth, as the people of Neolithic times did with their figurines of pregnant goddesses found in positions in which they were ready to give birth.  The goddess Hel was the ruler of the Norse world, presiding over the dead sent there.  Like the stiff nude figurines, Hel was not the most attractive of goddesses, and her appearance could be associated with death.  She was said to appear half dead and half alive, her upper body that of a living woman, but her lower body dead and decaying (Pantheon.org).  These Norse goddesses perhaps stray a bit more from the goddess worshiped in Neolithic times, but there are still remnants of her to be found within them.


One place that the worship of the Neolithic goddess lived on was in the culture of the Celts.  The Celtic triple goddess, who's three aspects are known as maiden, mother, and crone, is the most recognizable descendent of the life and death goddess of a more ancient Europe.  Different Celtic goddesses can be seen as representations of the maiden-mother-crone goddess of Celtic myth.  Brid is a part of the overall maiden-mother-crone goddess of the Celts, but she is a three-fold goddess in her own right as goddess of poetry, healing and fertility, and smith craft (Pantheon.org).  According to Edain McCoy's Celtic My and Magick, "She was the great mother Goddess of Ireland. . . . Brid represented the supernal mother, fertility, and inspiration."  As a mother goddess, she was related to the goddess of the older Neolithic times in that she represented the fertility of the land, as well as birth and pregnancy.  She is also associated with death, and a howling cry when someone is about to die, just as a dog's howl was a harbinger of death in the Neolithic period: "She was credited with inventing the Irish mourning wail called caoine (keening) when she mourned for her son Ruadan, her child by her husband Bres, who was killed in battle.  Part of her essence is still said to reside in the Beansidhe, the faery spirit whose keening can be heard at night before a death" (McCoy: 186).    Brid can be connected with death, but her overall aspect is that of life.  The Morrigan, or Morrigu, was also part of the maiden-mother-crone goddess, but again she was a three-fold goddess in her own right as goddess of battle, death, and destruction.  During battle, she is said to have shrieked overhead, usually in the form of a crow or raven, and her aspects of battle, death and destruction were split into the three crone goddesses named Badb, Macha, and Nemain (McCoy: 228).  Pantheon.org states that the Morrigan was " a goddess of battle, strife, and fertility."  That she might have been a goddess of fertility as well as death brings her back full circle to the Neolithic goddess, for both represented not only life, but death as well.  The traces of the Neolithic goddess are found throughout goddesses of Celtic culture, showing that the original goddess was not left behind; she and her worship were simply altered for changing times.


There are signs and artifacts found throughout Europe that show people of the Neolithic period honored goddesses as deities of both life and death.  They carved and created portraits of their goddess for us to observe today.  Through pregnancy goddess figurines, depictions of vulvas, and animals, they relate to the world their veneration of a fertility goddess.  Depictions of animal, bones placed in graves, and stiff nude figurines show that they worshiped this goddess as a purveyor of death as well as life.  Nor did the great Neolithic goddess vanish as the world became more advanced and other cultures began to appear.  She survived in the form of many goddesses found in ancient Greek, Norse, and Celtic cultures, as well as other cultures found throughout old Europe.  The signs of the Goddess that the Neolithic peoples sought solace in is still there today for the world to discover.  
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