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For my mum, who dances in the stars with these goddesses.




goddess

noun

noun: goddess; plural noun: goddesses

a female deity.

a woman who is greatly admired, especially for her beauty.

Synonyms: a queen; a beauty; priestess; divinity; idol.




Introduction

This whole journey is a brand spanking new one. The first of its kind, Goddess with a Thousand Faces will ask you to interrogate your own past through a fresh new lens. It will go further and encourage you to see yourself in these goddesses, to reclaim them; and in doing so, you may just restore yourself. It’s a storytelling, historical, self-reflective extravaganza, and you should give yourself a little pat on the back for making a bloody awesome choice in picking it up. You are now part of a rebellion, a movement.

Last year I turned forty. That means I have had twenty-something years of being a woman on this planet, and it got me thinking. I looked around at this world we live in and wondered what the hell has happened? Where are all the wise women of bygone times? Where are the feminine energies of nurture, compassion and gentleness? Why is everything so toxically masculine?

With men like Andrew Tate gaining scarily high levels of adoration among young men and women’s rights torn into pieces with the reversion of Roe v. Wade in the US in mid 2022, the world seemed to be getting harder for women, not easier. Even if I looked around me, to the women I know, all I could see was rushing around, giving everything to everyone – time, resources, energy – and burning out as a result. A style of living suited to the male, a suppression and disdain for the feminine energies of the world. I felt like I was screaming into the wind, alongside every other woman I know, asking for it all to stop. Unsurprisingly then, my thinking quickly turned into anger, which then transformed into passion and purpose. What you are reading here is a result of that journey.

Like all journeys, it started out all sweetness and light. It started with me planning the mother of all parties to celebrate this milestone birthday. A deep and serious focus on the type of cocktail I wanted. Even more consideration into who I would invite. But beyond that frivolity lay something deeper. It’s hard for me to pinpoint, but it felt like a yearning. A desire to find out more about my own femininity, compounded by the loss of my beautiful mum a few years before and fired up by my own role of mother to my gorgeous boy. Shit had got real, and I needed more. So much more. You see, something amazing happens around forty – beyond hot flushes, low libido, social invisibility, and whatever else you might have been told in the press. It’s a sharp focus, a clarity and, quite frankly, an outright objection to all the BS that comes with being a woman in today’s age. This is where the anger came in, the need to throw off all the roles, expectations and judgement imposed upon me since I was young, and find my own feminine identity. For me, for you, for everyone. Sod the pornstar martini, I had a book to write.

So, I decided to do what I knew best, which was to ‘ancient’ the shit out of it to uncover new and deeply powerful truths about our past. As an ancient world expert with over twenty years’ experience in the field of classical education, I wanted to search for myself – for all of us – in untold or marginalised stories of powerful goddesses of times gone by. Of goddesses that are as ancient as human civilisation; of goddesses that are still revered all over the world today. Because if goddesses could garner such adoration in the past, perhaps by restoring their stories, I might restore parts of myself. I wanted to rebuild aspects of our femininity – regardless of biological gender, for we all possess inherent female qualities. I wanted to show people, but especially women, that there is another way. That you don’t need to wait until you reach forty to uncover hidden depths and truths about yourself. I also wanted it to be a global tale, for femininity is a universal thing. Plus, I am biracial, so my mixed culture influenced my choice to think openly, widely – to think BIG. Lastly, I wanted you to have the full picture – not just a mythical retelling, but some historical context too. So, you have everything you need. No knowledge assumed, everything contained and accessible to all. I wanted a book that could fold through time and space, in a concertina effect, to find the ultimate goddess inside of us. Traverse lands, spotlight cultures that have been sidelined. Let these ladies pipe up! And guess what these goddesses have to say? All traits can be female traits. We are allowed to feel angry, be loud, embrace darkness and rebel. We are not limited to what society deems palatable: pretty, obedient and demure. And you know what? I’m owning it. All aspects of self. Sweet permission to be what you want to be when you want to be it. Writing this book has profoundly changed how I view my own ancestry, handing my power back to me. I have cried, I have laughed, I have felt all the feelings.

Let me expand on all this a little more. The first point is super obvious, but it needs to be said. We are a construct of our societies and have been moulded by our past. Shocker, I know. But what you might not often reflect upon is what is missed out in our history lessons. Glossed over. Relegated. And spoiler alert – it’s a lot. Further to that, you may also not consider how various influences over time have edited our history. I am not man-bashing when I say this, but do not underestimate how patriarchy has stomped all over female stories for millennia. Put all this together and what do you get? Women’s stories written out of history time and time again, lost and disregarded. I’m not saying that we know nothing of women in the past – of course we do – but how much is left to discover? What I really want for you is that you read this book and embark on your own journey of discovery. Pour over these amazing ancient goddesses and see what they are whispering to you. This is not a religious exercise; I am not suggesting that you take on any of the belief systems explored here. But take these stories into your heart and see what they illuminate inside of you.

This is why I have called this book Goddess with a Thousand Faces; see your own faces alongside theirs. I see you. And so do they. Rise up, emboldened by the knowledge in these pages to reclaim what is rightfully yours. Stand with them and all women. Unite in the blissful freedoms these goddesses give. For you are a goddess, and you can wear as many faces as you damn well please.

What this book isn’t

Goddess with a Thousand Faces isn’t an encyclopaedia, and it cannot tell you everything you need to know about every culture of the world! In each chapter, we will first meet our goddess through a retelling which will be based upon real source material and/or a close reflection of oral traditions. It isn’t an attempt to narrow our view of a goddess by focusing on just one story, as she will likely have many myths and legends in her canon. I have selected a myth according to my personal viewpoint as to what these goddesses have to say to us; what they have to say to you. The context for each section is just that – some context for you to understand the worlds these goddesses inhabit or inhabited. I cannot tell you how many times I have encountered someone reading a mythological retelling without context, coming away confused as to what is real and what isn’t. This has always seemed a real shame to me; a missing piece of a very awesome puzzle. This is why I have blazed a trail with this book, to give you both sides of the coin, so that you can make up your own mind and maybe learn something new.

The context sections cannot tell you everything about that culture, because, quite frankly, that is impossible unless you want a book the size of your house. And my publisher wasn’t up for that so … there will be missed topics, occasional generalisations and avoidance of academic conjecture. I do this intentionally to make this book accessible to all, relatable and concise, rather than an epic thesis on each culture. Similarly, let’s talk footnotes, which although enlightening at times, often disrupt the flow and bog us all down in detail. It is the point of this book to encourage perspective and reflection, not to get lost in rabbit holes of academic debate or nuance (there’s a place for all that, but not here). I can’t bear the thought that people often regard ancient cultures as the domain of the elite, or that you have to be mad clever to study them. I say sod that, because this is our shared ancestry and it’s time we took it back for ourselves. It’s time for a rebrand. If you happen to know a culture in detail, or if it’s your own, and find yourself frustrated at the lack of depth – please don’t take that personally. It is for the greater good. However, if it does happen to be new to you, see it as a first date with that culture, a testing of the edges and overall vibe. You can always have a second or third date, or a lifelong relationship with it, learning everything there is to know, or get in the face of all those footnotes I mentioned. I’ve added a select bibliography to whet your appetite, for those of you who are chomping at the bit to get into it. So instead of caveating this in every chapter, I’ve done it here. Upfront, frank and honest. Because that’s how I roll. Elephant in the room acknowledged, now we can have some real fun.

Welcome to the world of the goddess …
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Freyja

Viking Goddess of Sexuality, War and Magic

The Necklace

It all began with a walk. A simple walk. Each day I like to observe the worship of the gods at the majesty of the Godafoss waterfall in our land of fire and ice. I watch from afar – always in disguise – so they cannot know my true form. Men, women and children gather at the powerful waters as they swirl and churn, tumbling over rocks more ancient than even I. The snow dances in the breeze, glides effortlessly, until it settles on the infinite blanket of white that cover the land.

Despite its spellbinding beauty, these lands can be deadly and hard for mortals to thrive in. There is much to contend with, from the fiery mountains and deep cold winters, to isolation and inconsistent crops. Glaciers, with their bright blue glistening cores, ice sparkling in the low winter sun. I weep each time a mother who has lost yet another child comes to pray to me at this sacred place, her pain on a precipice, before it plummets down, deep and hard, like the waterfall she visits. She asks me for mercy. I grant it. I gently stroke her hair – invisible to her – but the power of my touch feels like a gentle soothing wind and her pain softens, just a little, for the briefest of moments. And so it goes, everyday like this. I see the human condition, raw and cracked open. And every day I vow to soothe their pain, in whatever way I can. You see, I have many, many talents and powers. That is why they utter my name so often in prayer. Freyja. And I exalt in their worship, basking in the glory they pour upon me.

Time to move on. But today it is different; I wish to take an alternative route. Little did I know that this change in direction would lead to my downfall, to my name being sullied throughout time. As I walk, I spy the entrance to a cave. A dark, black cave, created by the fire rocks that are dotted all over this land. In the middle of this blackness is a glow. It calls me. And as I get closer, I see beauty like I have never seen before: a Brísingamen, a golden torc, being forged in the hot fires by four dwarves. Round in shape, glistening like the sun. Amber is being placed in adornment along its curved surface and it is then that I see that this jewellery is the essence of me, the physical form of the fire that burns inside me. When I see it, I see my power. And I need it. Now.

‘How much for the necklace?’ I ask the dwarf closest to me. He looks me up and down, before he shudders in recognition of my divinity. Then he gives a crooked smile. ‘For the goddess Freyja there is no amount of silver or gold that could purchase this beauty.’ I fix my eyes on him, and then each of them in turn, before settling on the one furthest away, the one shying away into the shadows.

‘You. Speak up. I will have this necklace. What price will you accept for it?’ And from the darkness, comes a sinister but clear whisper. ‘You.’

I sigh. I know exactly what he is referring to. Men all across the land covet me, they see my beauty, my sexual power, and their eyes turn dark with desire. As they drink in my delicate curves, long silky flowing blonde hair and blazing blue eyes, they fall deeper and deeper into lust for me. They can think of nothing else. I find this tedious if I am honest, and pathetic that men can be manipulated so easily. All of these warriors, belittled by their swollen desire for me. Ha! It has been my currency since the dawn of time. For me, it means nothing at all. In fact, at times I enjoy it – physically, I mean. And if I am not enjoying it in that way, there is always the other way, the way of my superior power. When I use my currency, I do so with free will and always with the upper hand.

Now, I weigh up the current situation and decide that I want that necklace badly enough to pay their price. ‘Very well,’ I reply.

As they come towards me, one by one, I lie back and allow them to do their bidding. The deeds are over in a flash, hardly a moment to register. Not the greatest experience, rather perfunctory, but at least now I have my necklace. I raise myself from the dusty ground, smooth off my sumptuous robes and snatch up my necklace, placing it around my delicate neck. It glows even more brightly as it touches my skin, as it mingles with the essence of my power and embodies it for eternity. I smile as my face emerges into the summer sun, burning brightly along with it.

I awoke today to find my necklace vanished, gone, missing. And along with it, my power. It must have been Loki, the shapeshifting trickster god and meddler in all divine matters. I cannot think who else would do such an awful thing. He is honestly the most irritating, treacherous being I know.

Quicker than a lightning flash, I arrive at Loki’s place and blast the front door off its hinges. Rage is boiling inside me, as I set my eyes on his smug face. He is lying in front of the fire, dangling berries above his mouth with a goblet of beer beside him. He does not even bother to look up, but instead bellows: ‘Leave us.’ And all of his attendants scuttle away in fear of what is about to come.

Finally, he faces me. I examine his features: small inset eyes, red hair and a skinny yet tall stature. He repulses me. He interrupts my thoughts: ‘What do you need, Freyja? Why are you here breaking down my doors?’

I scoff. ‘Enough games, Loki; you know exactly why I am here. Give it back to me. NOW!’

At this he laughs, a hearty laugh, and the anger rises so fast within me that I start to feel giddy. I rush across the room and grab him by the scruff of his neck, lifting him high off the ground so his feet are dangling in the air.

‘OK, OK. Put me down!’ he exclaims. As I do so, I can feel him trembling. Fear and lust. The two responses I receive most often from men. A curious combination at times. I refocus on the moment, and realise Loki is speaking. ‘… and so, Odin ordered me to steal it to force you to confront him. He doesn’t like sharing you with others.’ Loki now looks a little sheepish. ‘And he wants you to be punished for your lack of loyalty to him.’ His eyes remain fixed to the ground as he splutters out this last bit.

Instead, I sigh. These men. Odin is the worst. They all want me, lust after me, but some, like him, need more. They need dominion over me. They need to own me, keep me all for themselves. But I am the one that controls my currency not them. Still, I need to play this carefully. Odin is very powerful indeed, ruler of Valhalla, the sacred halls of the dead. I need him onside.

‘Take me to him, Loki. I need to speak with him at once.’ Loki nods and we soar high above this land of fire and ice. Looking down, I drink in the breathtaking beauty of this place. Waterfalls, fire mountains, ice rivers and green – so much green in these summer months. This place is sacred. I cherish it the most of all of the lands we gods oversee. I believe the mortals call it Iceland. A fitting name.

We are now entering the great halls of Valhalla, where courageous warriors dwell for all eternity. Cavernous, with the accessories of war taking centre stage, areas for feasting and fighting. It’s a rather intense place, even for a goddess, it makes me feel so small. Above us is a roof lined with mighty golden shields, below rows and rows of men gorging on boar’s flesh in merriment.

We sink down in front of Odin, seated on his golden throne at the end of the hall. His large frame looms over us, lines of wisdom carved deep into his face, reflecting the scarred lands of this great country. His white beard the colour of snow, his solitary eye fixed down upon us. For he gave away his other eye in exchange for wisdom. His spear is propped by his side and his cloak cascades down the throne upon which his sits. I have been here many a time, flown many a soul down here to him. I notice that Odin is staring at me, rage in his eye but also something else. There is disappointment swimming there too.

I decide I must speak first: ‘Odin, I have come about my necklace. What will it take for you to return it to me?’ I plead with him using my words, but also my whole body.

‘You have disgraced me. I took that necklace after I learned what you did to get it. I made Loki transform into a fly and sneak into your home last night, stealing it while you slept.’

I sigh, aware that I must tread carefully when dealing with the pride of a god. Even though I do not agree with him, I know I have to concede a little. It feels befitting to use my feminine wiles to persuade him; after all, that is how I keep my power.

I spend a further moment weighing up my options before I speak. Then I say, ‘Odin, please forgive me. I did not mean to cause you offence. What will it take for you to return my precious Brísingamen to me? Name your price.’ What a thing it is to be a woman in a man’s world. Always having to negotiate, concede and pander to their fragile egos. It amuses me that they believe they hold all the power, when in reality, I am the master. I am leading Odin to wherever I want him to go. Little does he know that there is no price that I would not pay to get my precious necklace back. Still, I play the game. I shake myself back to the present, as I realise that Odin is speaking.

‘I will return it to you, but the price will be high. I want you to pay in the blood of mortals. I want you to use your seiðr, your magic, to cast a spell on two kings to fight for eternity, until a Christian man is able to slay them and stop the curse.’

So here it is: he wants me to pay in the blood of noble men, a price he knows will sting me due to my fondness for mankind. I do not reply, but nod curtly. Loki hands me my necklace, and I rejoice in feeling its cool, smooth and heavy weight in my hands again. I run my fingers over the amber stones, and they respond by glowing brightly back at me. I close my eyes, as I snap the necklace onto my neck, like a log tossed on a dying fire, setting it ablaze once more. And so, it is in me, I burn more fiercely with it.

There is still the price to pay; Odin is getting impatient in front of me. I begin to utter the words of incantation, quietly under my breath. For it is me who gave magic to the world, the gods included and the Völva, the witches of our Viking world. They use my powers for all sorts of things, sometimes good and sometimes bad. Such is the way with magic, its power lies in the intent of the practitioner. As I conclude the spell, I open my eyes and see Odin beaming at me. Funny how he thinks he has won, believes that he has been successful in manipulating me. Silly men! I take my leave, floating back from whence I came. Doubt makes a passing appearance as I wonder if there is a hidden price. But what choice did I really have?

One hundred and forty-three years pass. The two kings, Högni and Heðinn, are locked in an eternal battle. Each time one of them is slain, they rise again only to start the bloody fight once more. These men are in such a pitiful state, it pains me so to see their suffering. So, I decide to intervene a little – a secret I must keep for all time. I mutter under my breath and conjure him. The man who will break this curse appears: Olaf Tryggvason, the Christian. I watch on as he sweeps through the land with his armies, before sending the two kings down to Valhalla, down to Odin. It is done.

Except it was not quite done. Little did I know that the spread of this Christian faith would be in direct conflict with us, the Old Gods. Slowly, over time, fewer people came to Godafoss to seek our approval, turning instead to the Christian God. Mothers no longer wept at the banks of the waterfall, imploring me for mercy. The joy in my heart seeped away with every lost one, as we all began to fade away. Soon we became the stuff of legends – relegated to fireside entertainment. With Thor, Loki and all the other male gods taking centre stage, we female gods were made to be minor characters. And then there was the final indignity. The chroniclers began to demonise me, make me a mere whore in their eyes. Taking my sexual freedom and smearing it. They relegated and reviled me, reducing me to a side note, ripping away my true power. The people had forgotten me – there was no one left to tell of the old ways, no one left who remembered how mighty and powerful I was. I was a ghost. And I wept and wept as my agency was stolen from me, my sexuality and power rebranded as a sin. My gift of magic, which I had given to the people, to the Völva – the seeresses – was hunted down and extinguished. These women were tortured, vilified, alongside me.

A man called Þorgeir dealt the final blow. He came one day to Godafoss, clutching the idols of us Old Gods in his hands. The people gathered and watched on as he publicly denounced the old pagan ways and threw the idols in the great waterfall, proclaiming the country of Iceland a Christian one. Since that day I have not left the banks of this waterfall. I sit and wait, tears falling with the churning waters, for someone to utter my name, desperate for someone to recall my glory. I clasp the necklace in my hand, dull now with the loss of my power. I reminisce on the times it used to glow. If you sit here, you may hear me calling to you on the cool summer breeze. As you gaze into the icy blue waters, you may recall my eyes. If you stay here long enough, I may be reborn. I will wait, hoping you will come and remember me.

Freyja’s World

This retelling was a tough one. It is based on a late-fourteenth-century text called Sörla þáttr. An Icelandic saga co-authored by Christian writers, it is a captivating narrative that indeed offers a glimpse into the rich cultural heritage of Iceland. However, it is not without its problems. One notable issue is the potential anachronisms that might arise from the incorporation of Christian themes and values into a tale set in a pre-Christian Norse context. The blending of Christian elements into a saga that might have originally revolved around pagan beliefs can lead to a discordant narrative and raise questions about the authenticity of the story’s cultural representation. Additionally, the influence of Christian authors might introduce bias or selective reinterpretation of certain events or characters to align them with Christian morality. This could compromise the saga’s original integrity and message, altering the story’s core essence for religious or didactic purposes. Moreover, the infusion of Christian themes into a narrative rooted in Norse mythology could risk undermining the cultural significance and uniqueness of the Icelandic sagas as a reflection of the Norse worldview. Critics might argue that such amalgamation contributes to the homogenisation of cultural narratives. Lastly, the involvement of Christian authors could lead to the exclusion or downplaying of aspects that did not align with Christian beliefs. This selective retelling could overlook valuable cultural insights or historical elements that were present in the original version, resulting in a biased representation of the past.

So, you can see how hard it is to find our goddess in all of this. It is why I chose to add the ending to allow us to reflect on how she has been forgotten, sidelined and maligned by such authors. This is not necessarily unique to Freyja – almost all of our goddesses could lay claim to this to some extent – but may her story allow you to spend a moment in contemplation of voices lost. This is symbolic of how many other female narratives have been misappropriated, ignored and erased throughout history. It makes me sad and angry. And it’s why I wanted to write this book.

Step with me into the world of the Vikings, a society bustling with adventure, exploration, and a unique social structure. Imagine lands of vast and towering landscapes, of fire and ice, where mighty warriors set sail on magnificent longships, sails billowing in the wind. That’s what we picture, isn’t it? A culture ruled by fearsome warriors who would absolutely nail Ultimate Fighter Championships today. Straight off the bat, I am not trying to argue that this wasn’t the case. It is accurate to say that Viking culture was intensely male oriented, martially driven (although to what degree we must remain open minded) and largely illiterate. The last word there is not a slur, it is relative truth according to the evidence we have. Vikings did not record their thoughts, so we must rely heavily on later Scandinavian sources – which are often Christian, making the authentic Viking voice a tad elusive. What we do know is pieced together by later historical works, archaeology and, possibly most problematically, people from outside the culture (like the Romans). What I am stating is that much of Viking culture has been relegated to clichés and stereotypes – yes, just like the one I started with – and it’s important that we wade through that to examine a nuanced and complex culture, one beyond the clashing of swords and plaiting of hair.

However, what we do know is this: the Vikings were a diverse group of people originally hailing from Scandinavia, consisting of Norway, Sweden and Denmark, and dating between eighth and eleventh centuries CE. They populated many other areas, including Iceland, parts of France and Britain. Many argue they traded much further afield than this, possibly as far as Arabia and into areas of modern Russia, according to the latest work on the evidence of coinage. They also crossed the Atlantic and founded settlements on Greenland and into North America – the site of L’Anse aux Meadows is a Viking settlement in Newfoundland that dates to at least 1021 CE. So, all of this paints an intricate picture, a growing network of colonies, all of which develop their own distinctly regional variant of ‘Vikingness’ (yes, I made that word up).

The focus of Viking society was multifaceted. Firstly, exploration and expansion were key objectives for the Vikings. They sought to discover new lands, establish trade routes and secure resources through expeditions and overseas settlements. This drive for expansion was fuelled by a desire for wealth, power and prestige. Additionally, the Vikings aimed to uphold their social order and maintain a strong sense of honour and reputation. This involved demonstrating bravery in battle, adhering to societal customs and laws, and fulfilling their obligations to their families and communities. Another important aim of Viking society was the pursuit of wisdom and knowledge. They placed great emphasis on storytelling, poetry and oral tradition, valuing wisdom and sagacity as important virtues. Furthermore, the Vikings sought to ensure the well-being and prosperity of their kin. They engaged in agriculture, animal husbandry and trade to secure a comfortable standard of living.

Religion played a significant role in Viking society, with their beliefs revolving around a pantheon of gods and goddesses. They worshipped deities such as Odin, Thor and our goddess Freyja, attributing natural phenomena, battles and prosperity to their divine influence. Much of the literary evidence we have today explores this rich mythology, such as the Poetic Edda and Prose Edda, collections of myths in either verse or prose form. Religious ritual would have been at the centre of daily Viking life, and women held key roles as part of this worship as spiritual and religious figures. These were often the Völva that we mentioned in the story – a group of people, often women, that became respected seeresses in Viking communities. We will get into them a little later on. The Vikings held grand religious gatherings called Things, where matters of law, governance and disputes were resolved. Yes, it was really called a þing (Thing), which could also mean an inanimate object in Proto-Germanic languages, but here it is used to denote a meeting or concern. Picture these Things as vibrant assemblies, where individuals came together to shape the destiny of their society. In fact, most aspects of daily Viking life would be discussed at these meetings, and you can imagine them as busy, loud events, with men and women from the community debating passionately. Daily life would also consist of agricultural duties, probably taken on by the men; women tended to work inside, devoted to domestic chores, cooking, childcare and weaving. In this sense, gender roles were rather rigidly defined.

In Viking society, everyone had a place, and that place was determined by their social class. There were three main classes: 
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