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We are the daughters of mothers from before charted time until the end of knowing.

We are the Earth Mother, the Great Goddess, Mary the Virgin, and Mary the Whore.

We are the slaves and the sovereigns, the wives and the lovers, the artists and their critics.

We are mothers, sisters, scientists, soldiers, and confidants.

We are the lady next door.

There is no end to our achievements, nor to our promise.

We are woman.
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PREFACE
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I’m not a historian but I do love history, and I’ve long been curious about why women are treated as they are, how they were treated in other centuries and other cultures, and whether it’s reasonable to hope for a better future for our daughters. Like most writers I’m an observer, and during my long lifetime I’ve seen dramatic changes in the way women perceive and live their lives. Many of us are freer now than we’ve ever been, but the rules keep changing and so must we.

As a result of the “second wave” feminist movement in the 1960s and ’70s, women have increasingly moved into men’s roles, but we have not feminized those roles. We have taken the jobs, the titles, and the ambitions of men, often adapting our sexuality to male patterns of behavior. But feminism has not freed the world of poverty or hate, nor has it protected the planet from devastation. It has not taught us to think differently, only to move through life with more options. Is that all we’re going to get?

Eve and Me is a personal view of women’s history, an attempt to determine how that history influences us today. Clearly we live in a patriarchal society. Is patriarchy an inevitable outgrowth of history and culture? A natural human instinct? A bad habit? Did it have a beginning? Will it ever end? I wanted to know.

The book is in two parts. Part One covers the ancient world to the 19th century. Part Two begins with the fight for women’s right to vote, and carries us to the present. Throughout, I’ve highlighted women who stood up for themselves—and often suffered for it—and women who personally interested me. Thanks to the internet you don’t have to look hard to find women who have accomplished great things, often against great odds. But it wasn’t always that easy. History has long ignored and downplayed female accomplishments.

Interestingly, even the New York Times has recognized their part in this failure. They have a section online called “Overlooked” that’s defined like this: “Since 1851, obituaries in The New York Times have been dominated by white men. Now, we’re adding the stories of other remarkable people.”

For century after century women have been held back, dishonored and debased in ways that were aided chiefly by two things: religion’s dependence on misogynistic myths, and male capitulation to the lure of power. They often go together. Though religion plays a largely negative role in this story I’m not against religion; I’m neutral. I know that religious belief is a source of inspiration for many, and a powerful support in time of need.

Neither am I anti-male, though men show up as detrimental to women far too often in these pages. Indeed, I like men and I respect those who support women, their rights, and their independence. I was married to such a man for 53 years; a kind, intelligent, courageous man who spent much of his time in determined activism.

One of the current president’s first decisions in his second term was to declare that only two sexes exist. Why he thinks that’s a president’s prerogative is beyond me, but I believe gender is a spectrum and strict adherence to only two sexes ignores what are natural differences. Gender labeling deflects from the real issue, which is valuing individuals for who they are, however they are. Throughout the book I use the words men and women because those are the words in our current lexicon, though this is changing. My topic is women—however defined—and how they’re treated through history. My pronouns are she and her.

The mythical story of Eve plays a crucial role in betraying women. Her shadow has cast a darkness that stretches across the globe. Eve is known almost everywhere, as if by osmosis. She was called evil incarnate, the original sinner, the wicked forebear of a cursed humanity. Those ideas and those words, whether believed or not, have cast a permanent shadow over every woman. It sneaks through the open doors of huts and flits effortlessly through the sealed windows of high-rises. The shadow Eve casts, however, is not her own. It emanates from the thoughts, words and deeds of others. I hope one day we will cast that darkness aside, and Eve and all her daughters will live in a world free of shadows. 
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1 IN THE BEGINNING
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I was 22 and single in 1963, sitting in my San Francisco apartment reading a magazine excerpt of Betty Friedan’s new book, The Feminine Mystique. I was growing uncomfortable as I read; so uncomfortable in fact that I flung the magazine across the room in anger. Not because the situations she so admirably wrote about left me angry, but because she was, step by well-documented step, destroying the image of womanhood I had grown up with, the role I had prepared for, and the silent indoctrination I’d received from my mother, three aunts, friends, television, advertising, books, and the air I breathed. Was what she wrote true? I couldn’t fathom it.

Conversations with roommates and friends soon followed, though none at that point had read the book and for most the topic held little interest. But I began paying attention to the voices coming out of New York and while I listened and read with interest, I remained skeptical. I was not alone.

Two years later I exchanged foggy San Francisco for sunny SanJose, intending to go back to school and finish my degree. Instead, I reluctantly agreed to go on a blind date and met my future husband; a year later we married. Ray was a feminist, though that wasn’t an idea either of us would have recognized. It was he who told me, a few weeks into our marriage, that I didn’t have to try so hard; that everything didn’t have to be perfect. That comment, which I remember so clearly, led to conversations that, over time, convinced me I could be more than “just” a wife and mother. To Ray it was obvious; he was a male, he could live as he wanted and make his own way. He showed me through his words and actions that I was no different; what I wanted from life was as valid as what he wanted.

It wasn’t until the early ’70s that I read Friedan’s book and under-stood: Women’s lives, especially after World War II, were defined only through their husbands and children—a situation that created wide-spread unhappiness and left women without a meaningful identity of their own. Friedan’s clarifying exposure of that empty existence was aloud and uninhibited call to freedom.

By then I’d been part of a female support group that met weekly to share our histories and hopes and, of course, to complain. Thousands of such groups sprang up independently across the country in the ’70s, all of us trying to rid ourselves of years of indoctrination, like brainwashed prisoners. Our group ran about a year, the meetings coming less frequently until there was no need or interest in continuing.  

This “second wave” feminist movement (the first wave was the long struggle for the vote) influenced women across the country and parts of Europe, helped by the activist words of Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Bella Abzug, and Ms. magazine. Those three women, along with others, formed the Women’s Political Caucus in 1972 and led the way for the rest of us. The change that Friedan had called for wasn’t immediate. It didn’t reach every woman, or touch every heart. But even women like me, who had so much indoctrination to shed, began to see more clearly; and then we began to hope.

Many of us resolved to participate in the political realm. Political change was happening, and optimism prevailed. When Sandra Day O’Connor was appointed the first woman to sit on the U.S. Supreme Court in 1981, we cheered. “Finally!” And, without fanfare, I suddenly had the choice of a female doctor.

The war in Vietnam dampened some of that enthusiasm, but the anti-war movement that shook campuses proved that women could and would speak out and organize. While more young women were choosing college, others were looking around and saying to themselves, “I can do that. In fact I can do it better!” Women opened their own businesses, ran for local school boards, county and state offices, and finally for Congress.  It was definitely progress.

Despite the hard work and advancements that women have achieved since The Feminine Mystique was published, as I write today it feels like women haven’t progressed at all. The same issues remain, and so does the outrage.

From my first angry encounter with feminism in 1963 until today, life as a female has improved in many ways. We have no-fault divorce. I have my own credit. I can buy a house or start a business. But I have never received equal pay for equal work, nor have I enjoyed the certainty provided by the Equal Rights Amendment. We are now 25 years into the third millennium AD and women in the U.S. and around the world still suffer from patriarchal governance and misogynistic policing. Those are not my terms but Kate Manne’s, writing in Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny. She defines these concepts far more brilliantly than I could:  


“Misogyny upholds the social norms of patriarchies by policing and patrolling them; whereas sexism serves to justify these norms—largely via an ideology of supposedly ‘natural’ differences between men and women with respect to their talents, interests proclivities, and appetites.” More specifically, “Sexism taken alone involves believing in men’s superiority to women in masculine-coded, high-prestige domains . . .” whereas “Misogyny taken alone involves anxieties, fears, and desires to maintain a patriarchal order, and a commitment to restoring it when it is disrupted. . . . Sexism has a theory; misogyny wields a cudgel.” [​1]


Thus patriarchy not only continues to exist, to the detriment of women, but is protected by those who benefit from it, i.e., not women. 

Mysogyny and sexism, in its many imaginative forms, remains and even blossoms today. Unwanted touching, abuse, violence, and rape still happen, and too frequently remain unreported out of fear of not being believed. But women and their supporters will never stop fighting. Afterall, E. Jean Carroll took Donald J. Trump to court and won. Twice.

2 THE SECRETS RUINS HOLD

I’ve long been interested in ancient history, the more ancient the better. Excavations at Göbekli Tepe in Turkey started in 1995 and after stumbling across news of the findings I was immediately fascinated; especially after an early estimate suggested the site was 12,000 years old. Much older than the pyramids. That date has now been lowered to about 9500 to 8000 BCE and the site has greatly expanded, but its strange stone monoliths remain a mystery.​ [2] And I love mysteries.

So when a second site came to light I was again captivated. Another unknown ruin, about the same age as Göbekli Tepe and in the same general area. But this site had no monuments, no towering monoliths. It had houses and remnants of people’s lives, reflecting values that 21st century humans might do well to consider.

Imagine a room about 300 square feet (27 sq. meters). It’s built of mud bricks over a framework of wood and covered, inside and out, with a thin layer of white limestone. On the south side of the room is a low platform with a hearth and an oven, built of the same material, with a storage area to one side. There are raised platforms on two or three sides of the room, maybe at differing heights, thought to be sleeping platforms or seating. Some walls are decorated with art—pictures of animals or designs in various colors. Imagine this is your home. 

A ladder leads to a hole in the ceiling so you, and smoke from the fires, can exit. Climbing onto the roof you see that your home is one of hundreds, most sharing walls and built on top of older homes, just like yours. There are no streets per se; you move across the rooftops and ladders to reach the ground.​ [3]

This is the ancient village of Çatalhöyük in south central Turkey. It dates from around 7500 BCE to 5600 BCE. It was first discovered by James Mellaart who began excavations in 1961–63 and in 1965. From 1993 to 2018 British archaeologist Ian Hodder and an international team of archaeologists and other experts have carried out research and excavations at the Neolithic site. In 2018 the work was turned over to a Turkish archeologist.

Hodder, in a video lecture, described the village as one without any central governing structure, no central square or official building has been found, though some homes are slightly larger than others. He says that people lived in these houses for 50 to 100 years and then built new ones on top of the old. He also says they regularly replastered interiors with a thin layer of limestone. Artwork, and what he calls ritual features, were recreated in a new home in exactly the same positions as in the old.​ [4]

Among those artworks are hundreds of small carvings of women, described as older, with sagging breasts, stomachs, and bottoms. Some call these carvings goddesses. They vary in style, size, and the maker’s skill, and are often found tucked into walls or near burials. I’ve found no mention of male figures, though they can’t be dismissed. One important find is known as the Seated Woman of Çatalhöyük: a nude, heavy woman with sagging breasts and dimpled knees, who sits proudly upright in a chair with each hand resting on the head of a leopard. Is she a goddess? Some say yes. Others suggest she represents the elderly women who had achieved status in the community. Whoever she is, she now sits in the Museum of Anatolian Civilizations in Ankara, Turkey. (You can see her here.​ [5])

The bones of family members or friends are kept close, buried inside the homes, under the raised and sealed platforms. The bones are often passed around to others, especially skulls which are sometimes coated with plaster. Examination of the bones show “it’s clear” that men and women were equally exposed to the smoke of the oven and hearth, that both men and women had the same diets, and both showed the same kinds of wear in their joints and bones. The skulls that were passed from home to home were equally male and female. Hodder emphasizes: there was no division by gender.

Nor does there appear any division by economic status. It’s believed some residents grew crops in nearby fields, or cared for domestic animals, and some were hunter-gatherers. Whatever they did made no difference to the way they lived or ate. Hodder says there were very few bodies showing signs of violence, no arrows, etc. Nor is there a protective wall or border at the perimeter of the settlement. It’s hard to imagine no central government, no central ritual, no economic status. Yet this community of 3000 to 8000 people survived for more than 1000 years.​ [6]

Çatalhöyük was named a World Heritage Site in 2012. The settlement has significance beyond its archeological interest. It’s the first time my reading has shown me men and women living together in a settled place without either being dominant. No patriarchy. No matriarchy.

Did the people of Çatalhöyük believe in a goddess? Nothing is sure, though the many carved female forms suggest it. Belief in goddesses is supported by plenty of evidence, including the great temple of Artemis at Ephesus, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. And in the Neolithic age a goddess made sense given the obvious exemplar: only women had babies, only women produced milk to feed them. Only women bled monthly and didn’t die. Men couldn’t do any of those things; of course the Creator must be a caring female, the Great Mother of us all.

Researcher and writer Barbara G. Walker, in The Woman’s Encyclopedia of Myths and Secrets, writes “From the earliest human cultures, the mysterious magic of creation was thought to reside in the blood women gave forth in apparent harmony with the moon, and which was sometimes retained in the womb to “coagulate” into a baby. Men regarded this blood with holy dread, as the life-essence, inexplicably shed without pain, wholly foreign to male experience.”​ [7]

Marija Gimbutas 

During the years the goddess reigned, some cultures might have been gynocentric (mother/woman centered), with children inheriting through their mother and women having equal roles in and out of the home. This idea is not universally held, however.

One of its proponents was Marija Gimbutas. She was born in 1921 in Lithuania, where she studied linguistics and archaeology and received her doctorate from the University of Tübingen. She moved to the U.S. in the 1950s and taught at Harvard and UCLA. Gimbutas spent decades directing major investigations at sites in the Republic of Macedonia and in Thessaly, Greece where she documented artifacts of daily life and religion reaching back to about 6000 BCE.​ [8]

She is best known for her Kurgen hypothesis, the name she gave Indo-European-speaking people, who she believed migrated to Europe from the eastern steppes of southern Russia and beyond, and carried their patriarchal culture into areas in Europe that had previously been peaceful societies that honored women, goddesses, and economic equality.

Mara Lynn Keller, a professor of religion and women’s spirituality, is quoted saying that “Gimbutus fundamentally challenged the established view that European culture has always been male-dominant and that ‘history’ but not ‘prehistory’ was civilized.”​ [9]

Like many women who challenge established wisdom, Gimbutas’s work was often ignored, belittled, or dismissed. But with new innovations in archeology, including the use of DNA, views are beginning to shift in her favor.​ [10]

In the preface to The Civilization of the Goddess Gimbutas writes: “I reject the assumption that civilization refers only to androcratic [male dominant] societies. The generative basis of any civilization lies in its degree of artistic creating, aesthetic achievements, nonmaterial values, and freedom which make life meaningful and enjoyable for all its citizens, as well as a balance of powers between the sexes.”​ [11]

Admitting that fighting and fortifications have occupied our way of life since the bronze age (3200 to 600 BCE) Gimbutas writes “there are no depictions of arms in Paleolithic cave paintings, nor are there remains of weapons used by man against man during the Neolithic of Old Europe. From some hundred and fifty paintings that survived at Çatal Hüyük, there is not one depicting a scene of conflict or fighting, or of war or torture.”​ [12]

And, she states, “The primordial deity for our Paleolithic and Neolithic ancestors was female, reflecting the sovereignty of motherhood. In fact, there are no images that have been found of a Father God throughout the prehistoric record.”​ [13]

No matter how comforting it might be to hear that our Paleolithic and Neolithic ancestors lived free of wars or conflict, there will continue to be critics who disagree or have other ideas. My reading suggests that archeologists are conservative investigators; they prefer the already established over the surprising new clue. Caution in science is definitely called for because error can always sneak in. I confess I laughed reading this line from Angela Saini who notes the shock that ensued “after a high-status warrior grave in the Viking Age town of Birka, Sweden, dating from the middle of the tenth century CE, was found to be a woman.”​ [14]

Archeology offers valuable scholarship about our ancestors while reminding us that cultures and societies developed slowly, through uncounted millennia. Climate, plagues, and wars all played a role, and so did individuals. It’s unlikely that our understanding of any prehistoric culture can be fully realized because each was a product of unique humans living in groups of varied status, with all the needs, wants, confusion, misunderstandings, and mishaps that have always afflicted us. There’s no doubt though, that when patriarchy rears its head it has tended to succeed, leaving women relegated to subordinate roles, including various forms of slavery.

Theories about the origins of patriarchy—and there are many— will come later. Though it’s impossible to say definitely, let’s assume gender bias was unknown in the hunter-gatherer period, which wasn’t completely replaced in Western Eurasia until approximately 4000 BCE.

In her book Who Cooked the Last Supper? Rosalind Miles writes that hunting “was a whole group activity” and that “the only regular, unavoidable call on man’s aggression was as protector: infant caring and group protection are the only sexual divisions of labor that invariably obtain in primate or primitive groups.” ​[15] (Emphasis Miles.)

Here’s a description of prehistoric women by historian Will Durant: “The differences in strength which now divide the sexes hardly existed in those days, and are now environmental rather than innate: woman, apart from her biological disabilities, was almost the equal of man in nature, endurance, resourcefulness and courage; she was not yet an ornament, a thing of beauty, or a sexual toy, she was a robust animal, able to perform arduous work for long hours, and if necessary to fight to the death for her children or her clan.”​ [16]

How does that description fit women today? Ignore “ornaments and-sex” and consider today’s women in the armed forces fighting alongside men, female athletes who continually break records, and any woman holding a family together under the pressure of poverty, war, or environmental disaster. Do you not see endurance, resourcefulness and courage? Such qualities may not surface in our day-to-day lives, but they still exist to be called on when needed, just as they do for men.

As for “arduous work for long hours,” that has always described ordinary women’s lives. I immediately think of the women who took part in our country’s western migration, living for months in covered wagons, walking for miles, cooking over campfires, nursing the sick or injured, doing whatever needed to be done, and eventually helping to build a new home. Or my grandmother Alice, bearing and raising eight children on a farm without benefit of electricity or running water. Many women today work physically hard jobs and/or long hours to support their families or themselves. There is not and never has been a dearth of women doing “arduous work.” The idea is laughable.

I’m assuming that women, being limited by babies and their care, did most of the gathering. It seems only natural that over several millennia of seeking, finding, tasting, and collecting all kinds of plants, women would be experts. With every new find they tasted a tiny bit to determine, was it safe to eat or dangerous? Was it tasty? Would it dissuade hunger, or flavor other foods? Followed later by: Did it help bring down a fever? Did it speed the healing of a cut or sore? Did it ease an upset stomach? Did it bring on visions?

It would be silly to deny that women were knowledgeable about plants, and that knowing was passed from one generation to the next, each adding to the collective store of knowledge and wise use. This is why women, not men, ruled the ancient rituals—about which more later—and concocted the potions that brought ecstatic visions. And why, centuries later, such knowledge would brand them as witches. 

Witch is also a term used by some for the Goddess, but slander hasn’t made her disappear. Her worship was once deeply ingrained throughout the Mediterranean and beyond. She was known by many names: Ashtoreth, Artemis, Isis, Ishtar, Cebele, Demeter, Hera. The list is endless and complex, as different names were often given to the same deity in different locations. Beloved from the ancient past, the goddess moved with humanity from the fertile crescent, north to Turkey and Greece and eventually across the known world.

Statues of the goddess have been found across Neolithic and Paleolithic Europe. The Willendorf Goddess was carved of limestone about 25,000 years ago. An earlier version, the Acheulian Goddess, was shaped from an existing rock, and is said to be as much as 200,000 years old. Both statues are distinctly female and resemble those found at Çatalhöyük, with large breasts and hips and featureless faces.

I’ve long been familiar with the goddess, meeting her frequently in books, art, a few movies, and during our visits to Turkey—a country awash in goddesses. During our travels I was drawn to the many examples of goddess art and today my small collection sits on a nearby shelf. With one exception these are copies sold to gullible tourists. Typical is one of pale, roughly carved stone, about three inches high, bought from a young boy among the ruins of Hierapolis. She is shown naked, clasping her breasts while standing on tiny feet, which cause her to fall over frequently. Another of stone is also three inches tall, but this artist has done a better job. She’s rather elegant, wearing a decorated cap and holding a bowl.

One of my favorites is carved in relief on stone. She wears a tall headdress and a small child stands each side of her; I bought her from a carver plying his skill on the streets of Antalya. He gave her a name which I no longer remember, but in fact names seldom attach to these small carvings; they are not always recognizable in the classic sense, though they were surely known by their owners. They are representative of the ancient goddess statues found across the region. I imagine people carried them, perhaps as good luck, or placed them in an honored spot in their home.

The details of goddess ritual varied from place to place, but its basic elements were surprisingly consistent. She was worshipped as the creator of the world, the bringer of all life. She was known as the Queen of Heaven and adored as the wisest of all counselors. She is often seen in relation to a son/brother/lover, who dies, is mourned, and is brought back to life.

The most ancient were honored for their life-giving qualities, but over the centuries various goddesses were claimed for other jurisdictions. Hera, for example, played many roles. She was He Era, the Earth, then Rhea, the pre-Hellenic Great Mother and the mother of the Greeks’ Hera. As the primordial feminine trinity, Hera appears as Hebe, Hera, and Hecate— new moon, full moon, old moon; or virgin, mother, crone.​ [17] 

Isis is a more familiar name. She was worshipped in Egypt and throughout the Greco Roman world as the Oldest of the Old, the Giver of Life and the One Who is All. Her cult moved across the known world, as far as the British Isles.​ [18]

“Cleopatra followed the precedent of Egyptian rulers in general and turned herself into a divinity. At an Alexandrian festival she ‘assumed the robe of Isis and was addressed as the New Isis.’”​ [19] The cult of Isis arrived in Rome about 80 BCE and became the dominant religion. That dominance lasted about 400 years, fading with the growing strength of Christianity, though Isis herself took on traits of the Virgin Mary—or more likely it was the other way round.

Sophia

One name transcends the boundaries of Hellenistic philosophy, Platonism, Gnosticism and Christian theology. She is Sophia, or Wisdom.

Sophia may have been worshipped as a goddess, but her name and her mythology are deeply embedded in Gnostic writings, dating from around the first century CE. These portray not a single belief, but rather variations on a theme. She is usually identified with the anima mundi, or world soul. One source declares she was God’s mother, or God’s female soul, and the source of His power. The Trattato Gnostico also said she was God’s mother and “the great revered Virgin in whom the Father was concealed from the beginning before He had created anything.” She’s also been held responsible for darkness and confusion in the heavenly realms. [​​20]

Another myth has her giving birth to a male spirit, Christ, and a female spirit called Achamoth. It was Achamoth who gave birth to the terrestrial world and sent “her own spirit in the form of the serpent Ophis” (the serpent was also called Christ) to teach men to eat the fruit of knowledge, despite Jehovah’s prohibition. [​​21]

Still another says Sophia was Jesus’s mother, “for she was the virgin of Light whose spirit entered into the body of Mary to conceive him.” She was also identified with the goddess Isis-Hathor. And that’s just a start. [​​22]

There are more myths about Sophia than there are letters in her name. What is known is that to the Greeks, Sophia represented female wisdom. In the 6th century CE Justinian I built a shrine in Constantinople to honor her: the Church of Holy Sophia (Hagia Sophia). [​​23] According to The Penguin Book of Saints, Catholic scholars deny Sophia was never the Great Mother, or even a saint: “The church’s name, they say—which means ‘Holy Female Wisdom’ in plain Greek— really meant ‘Christ, the Word of God.’” [​​24]

No matter how you define Sophia, or which myth you choose to believe or not, note that in every instance she is a powerful female, possibly the mother of God himself. If Catholic scholars denied her that should come as no surprise. It is simply one more example of how religion and patriarchy unite to sever humanity’s belief in a feminine force equal to that of the masculine.

“As soon as humans forged an agricultural society and began to build structured communities,” writes historian Beth Allison Barr, “they also began to build hierarchies of power, designating some people as more worthy to rule than others.” [​​25]

There is no single event or individual to blame for denying women the rights and humanity of males (though Eve’s mythology proves useful). It is, probably, a loss built on the infinitely slow accretion of actions over eons; a change here, a denial there, an insignificant word choice in a minor rule that somehow altered perceptions. And inevitably, a law. Such things varied from place to place, but it’s fair to say that as I write today, authoritarian patriarchy has been normalized across the globe.
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3 THE GODDESS DENIED
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The world’s ancient history, as we’ve seen, is obscure and subject to re-evaluation. We can point to the known writings of the ancients but they’re a mere sliver of what has been lost. Too often they are fragments. Stephen Greenblatt writes in The Swerve that “At the end of the fifth century CE an ambitious literary editor known as Stobaeus compiled an anthology of prose and poetry by the ancient world’s best authors: out of 1,430 quotations, 1,115 are from works that are now lost.” [​​26]

Nothing is more obscure while declaring its truth than the book of Genesis. Scholars disagree over when Genesis was written, with some parts emerging around the year 1000 BCE, and others dated in the 6th and 5th centuries BCE. Little is sure, and for my purposes exactness is unnecessary. I’m here for the story.

Genesis is generally agreed to be a compilation of ancient tales and myths, drawn from the oral traditions of untold generations and possibly written sources. Who wrote it is also disputed, though Merlin Stone, in her book When God Was a Woman suggests it was the work of Levite priests attempting to maintain the legitimacy of their religion and society in an area of the world which had, for many thousands of years, worshipped the Great Mother Goddess. ​[27]

Certainly the goddess was the antithesis of early traditional Jewish belief, which held rigidly patriarchal and paternalistic views. The Old Testament reverberates with anti-woman diatribes. Women were considered only slightly better than slaves, and fierce punishment was decreed for those who failed to abide by the harsh demands of Jewish law.

The lines between the ancient, woman-centered goddess religion and the virulently male-dominated religion of the Old Testament were cleanly drawn in ancient Israel. Moses may have preached fidelity to a single god, but long after the Jews entered the promised land worship of the female deity maintained a powerful hold on the people of Israel and Judah. In I Kings 11:5 we see King Solomon turning away from the Jewish god to worship the goddess Ashtoreth. So did King Ahab, influenced, we are told, by his wife Jezebel, who followed the ancient religion of her parents and was brutally murdered for doing so. ​[28]

These lapses of devotion surely angered the priests, for the Old Testament is full of repeated exhortations to forsake the old idolatries and worship the single male deity.

It was because the priests were fighting this uphill battle, claims Stone, that the portrayal of Eve’s role in the creation story became one of vengeful wrath, “betray[ing] the political intentions of those who first invented the myth.” Stone writes that “in each sentence of the biblical myth, the original tenets of the goddess religion were attacked” and suggests that references to the sacred tree and serpent were allusions to the goddess that would clearly be understood by the people of that time. ​[29] 

It’s a tempting explanation. Certainly politics is almost as old as religion and if the men who compiled Genesis thought those tales could be manipulated to strengthen their position, they surely would not have hesitated.

One of the best-known goddess sects is that of a triple goddess, Demeter (virgin, mother, crone; or creator, preserver, destroyer) and her daughter Kore, later called Persephone. Demeter is thought to have originated in Crete, and as the Wise One and the Barley-Mother she played many roles over the centuries. In Greece she governed the sacred laws and the cycle of life and death. As the maiden Persephone, who myth says was abducted by Pluto (or Hades) to reign as Queen of the Underworld, she returned to earth each spring. This idea, however, is said to be “a late, artificial myth.” ​[30]

The famous temple at Eleusis honored both Demeter and Persephone (and her son Dionysus) and held elaborate annual rites where initiates, guided by priestesses, were said to learn the secrets of life after death. Traces of the famous mystery school traditions have been found in southern Italy, and as far west as Spain. ​​[31]

Some of Greece’s most famous writers and thinkers were initiates who praised the Eleusis experience, with its promise of an afterlife. Those who underwent the experience were sworn to secrecy under penalty of death. Plato used cryptic language to describe the “blessed sight and vision” he had witnessed. [​​32] For Sophocles, “Thrice blessed are those among men who, after beholding these rites, go down to Hades. Only for Them is there life; all the rest will suffer an evil lot.” [​​33] 

Author Brian Muraresku, in The Immortality Key, takes a well-documented journey across Europe, searching out the source of the mystery in the “mystery religions” of the ancient past. Like every good detective story there are clues lost and clues found as the author’s search carries him into new territory. It’s a fascinating read that begins with the hunter-gatherers and the earliest beers, maybe tainted with ergot—a natural occurring fungus that grows on certain grains. “It contains a number of highly poisonous and psychoactive alkaloids, including lysergic acid (LSD), which was synthesized from the ergot fungus in 1938 by chemist, Albert Hoffmann.” [​​34] 

Muraresku suggests that ergot and other psychoactive plants may have been used in the Eleusian mysteries, and by other, older cults, to produce ecstatic and life-after-death experiences. It was the women of Eleusis who created the kukeon, the doctored beer or wine used in their famous ritual. For nearly 2000 years they offered the secrets of life after death to initiates, a process that meant two annual visits to the temple at Eleusis, fasting for several days, a 13-mile trek, and more. It was a major commitment of time and energy so I can only assume it offered great benefit to those who chose to partake. [​​35]

It’s no surprise to learn that psychedelic drugs are suspected of playing a role, and new methods of analysis are suggesting truth in that idea. After all, Theocritus, a poet born c. 300 BCE, referred to Demeter as the poppy goddess, “Bearing sheaves and poppies in both hands. (Idyll vii.157) ​​[36]

Muraresku spoke with archaeochemists and archaeobotanists who are now using their skills to test the dregs of ancient goblets, trying to learn what exactly it was that the goddess’s women were giving the initiates. With the increasing cultivation of grapes, the favorite beverage shifted from beer to wine, and Dionysus, ruler of the grape harvest, vegetation, fertility, and festivities quickly became a favorite. “He was a prototype of Christ” writes Barbara Walker, “with a cult center at Jerusalem as well as nearly every other major city in the middle east.” [​​37] 

His worship took varied forms but wine was always the focus. Like the potions of Eleusis, the wines of Dionysus were doctored by his maenads, or female followers, with herbs said to induce trances and visions of the afterlife, for he also represented a link between the living and the dead. The Romans called him Bacchus and thought his festivals subversive due their mixing of genders and classes, among other issues. The popularity of these rites involving food and wine overlapped with the earliest Christians, and some suggest they were simply absorbed as the early Christian Eucharist. ​​[38] More on this later.

Like all conquering nations the Romans made a habit of imposing their beliefs on conquered lands. A valley in southwest France was named by them for the goddess Diana in her persona as the huntress, for there was bountiful game. They raised a temple in her honor on a low hill near the center of the valley where all could see it. The remains of her temple have since been replaced by a small chapel. My husband and I spent several years in that valley and often visited the site. According to local gossip some residents still honored Diana—or the idea of Diana and occasionally paid homage to her there.

“That,” said a local, “is why they built the chapel.”

To the Romans Diana was the Queen of Heaven; the Greeks called her Artemis. Her temple at Ephesus dates from the 4th century BCE. The Artemis/Diana cult was widespread and early Christians thought her their greatest rival. Even as late as the 15th century Tomas de Torquemada, Dominican friar and the first Grand Inquisitor, declared that Diana was the devil. [​​39] I could say the same about him. 

How is it that the goddess, so long ensconced across the Mediterranean and into northern Europe, was replaced? There is no single theory. Gimbutus’s research (see chapter 2) suggests that migrations from patriarchal cultures in the east and north, beginning as early as 3000 to 6000 BCE, or earlier, brought various herding tribes and powerful warriors into Europe, deeply changing existing societies. 

Another view suggests that until the beginning of the Iron Age, about 3500 BCE, the male’s role in conception was not understood. But once that knowledge was common currency, long-held belief in a goddess was inevitably diminished. Men could, for the first time, claim their own
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