



[image: ]






WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BREAKING THE MOTHER GOOSE CODE


The author is to be congratulated for giving us this brilliant and utterly absorbing work of detection, which traces in great detail how ancient beliefs and practises related to the Great Mother and Great Goddess of pre-patriarchal societies were incorporated into fairy-tales, folk-lore and even nursery rhymes. A wonderful, informative book opening the door onto the hidden meaning concealed in many of these treasures that have fortunately survived to our time.


Anne Baring, Jungian analyst, lecturer, and author of several books including The Dream of the Cosmos: A Quest for the Soul. Co-author, with Jules Cashford, of The Myth of the Goddess: Evolution of an Image


Studebaker is on fire as she cleverly and humorously retells Goddess history that has been hidden for thousands of years.


Karen Tate, author, radio show hostess, and film maker; author of Sacred Places of Goddess: 108 Destinations and Walking An Ancient Path; www.karentate.com


Praise for Switching to Goddess


This is a revolutionary book. The writer is fearless … I got myself so fired up reading this book that I just jumped up and yelled, “I must call up this woman. I must tell her how much I loved this work. She is one of us! Yeah!”


Z. Budapest, author, activist, and one of the founders of the American feminist-spirituality movement


Switching to Goddess is a feisty, upbeat exploration of the place of Goddess in the ancient and modern worlds ….


Kathy Jones, author, organizer of UK’s Glastonbury Goddess Conference and a co-founder of the Glastonbury Goddess Temple


The author makes a strong case for switching to Goddess as a viable option for restoring a balance in our social lives, a balance that once existed in the Neolithic oecumene or commonwealth, a model of society based on the principle of socioeconomic egalitarianism …


Dr. Harald Haarmann, culture historian, internationally-known linguist, Vice-President of the Institute of Archaeomythology, Sebastopol, CA, and author of over 40 books, including Interacting with Figurines


A hard-hitting get-up-and-go book that challenges the reader with its racy style and punchy arguments. Backed up by scholarship, it is a clarion call for our times.


Claire Hamilton, author of Maiden, Mother, Crone, and Tales of the Celtic Bards


I am normally a silent reader, not one who leaps into the air, fist clenched, shouting “YES!” every now and again. My unusual cheerleading behaviour was entirely due to the fact that I was so happy to read a book about goddess that actually proposes some real, radical solutions to the mess our world is in right now … The greatest thing about the book is – quite apart from the fact that it might help to save the planet and us all – is its readability and the feeling of breathless adventure I got from it …


Geraldine Charles, editor, Goddess Pages, http://www.goddesspages.co.uk


Switching to Goddess is almost certain to provoke lively, animated discussion.


Dr. Elinor Gadon, culture historian, Brandeis University, and author of The Once and Future Goddess
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Illustrations


Since this book is being published in ebook as well as hard-copy format, it includes no illustrations. However, the following sources contain pictures of Mother Goose that you might find both fun and useful:


Books


Kissinger, Barbara Hallman. 2008. Mother Goose of Yesteryear. Gretna, Louisiana: Pelican Publishing Co.


Websites


Pinterest: A picture collection site; includes illustrations of Mother Goose on book covers, advertising items, and ceramic figurines.


http://www.pinterest.com/search/pins/?q=Mother%20GooseeBay.com: One of the best sources of late 19th-century and early 20th-century illustrations of Mother Goose. Enter “antique Mother Goose” into eBay’s search box and you should get 50 to 60 pictures of old nursery rhyme books. A few of these will show Mother Goose in her witchy outfit riding a goose to the moon.
http://www.ebay.com


Wikimedia: This has pictures of Mother Goose as she was shown in various editions of Charles Perrault’s Tales of Mother Goose.


http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Mother_Goose


Mother Goose: A Scholarly Exploration includes several pictures of Mother Goose on the covers of old children’s books.


http://eclipse.rutgers.edu/goose/


The Mother Goose Society includes a few pictures of Mother Goose. This site is owned by Gloria T. Delamar, author of Mother Goose from Nursery to Literature. Jefferson, NC, and London: McFarland and Company.


http://www.delamar.org/mgs-illus.html.





Introduction




There is great controversy over the Mother Goose designation: From a fable about a goose instructing her brood? From a goose-footed statue (Queen Pedauque) in old churches? From fairies who left goose tracks? Merely a phrase for “impossible events”?


Appelbaum, 2002: viii, The Complete Fairy Tales of Charles Perrault





For many Western adults, one of their earliest and most delicious memories is the warm old woman in the tall, pointed hat riding a goose to the moon while clutching an old-fashioned broomstick in one hand. Wherever you found her, she brought magic. In North America, she brought the magic of your mother’s lap, your body snuggled into hers as you listened to her sing-song voice repeat rhymes so seductive they lulled you into a sleep swimming with dreams of hot cross buns, lost sheep, kittens with mittens, silver bells and cockle shells, and cows jumping over the moon. In Europe, Mother Goose brought the magic of fairy tales: emerald-green enchanted forests, frogs morphing into princes, golden geese, magic mirrors, cats in boots, and wicked witches.


Many of us have wondered who this lovely old memory was, exactly. Where did she come from? Who was she? How old was she? How did she get connected to children’s rhymes and fairy stories? How and why did she ride on the back of a goose in flight? The answer to all these questions is, we don’t know for certain. Mother Goose is an enigma lost in the mists of time. But she did leave a few telltale clues to her identity, and it is those clues that this author attempted to follow in a concerted effort to see where they might lead.


Although we don’t know precisely how old Mother Goose is, we do know that the oldest reference to her in print comes from the year 1626 (Houlihan 2012). Because most works published or printed in the early 17th century have been lost or destroyed, we can assume that Mother Goose was mentioned in print even earlier than 1626. In 1650, a Frenchman named Loret also mentioned Mother Goose. In his La Muse Historique he wrote,




Mais le cher motif de leur joye,


Comme un conte de la Mere Oye,


Se trouvant fabuleux et faux,


Ils deviendront tous bien penauts


(Whitmore 1969: 2)





In English, this rhyming verse would go something like this: “Since the reason for their happiness is as fabulous and false as a Mother Goose tale, they will eventually be very disappointed.” Loret doesn’t bother to explain who Mother Goose is, so it seems obvious that in mid-17th century France most people already knew.


Another quixotic reference to Mother Goose comes in 1656, from a Madame de Sevigne, a Frenchwoman known for her witty letter writing. Like Loret, de Sevigne too refers to Mother Goose casually – as if Mother needed no introduction: “And if, Mademoiselle, you must know, this is not a tale of Mother Goose, but of the drake of Montfort, there are strong resemblances between them” (Harries 1996). A drake is a male duck, of course – and in fairy tales, ducks are interchangeable with geese and swans (all three belong to the family Anatidae – and are the only three birds in the family).


Who was Mother Goose exactly, and where did she come from? The usual list of suspects includes the Queen of Sheba; Clotilde, wife of Clovis, King of the Franks; and two different Berthas from medieval continental Europe. One Bertha was the wife of King Robert II of France (c 970 to 1031 AD), and the other the mother of the great Emperor Charlemagne (742 to 814 AD). This second Bertha supposedly sported a goosefoot, did a lot of spinning, and loved to tell stories to children.


Some think, however, that Mother Goose might have originated in connection with a set of mysterious statues found in certain old French churches (Appelbaum 2002: viii). Called “Queen Pedauque” (or Reine Pedauque in France), all of these puzzling statues have one human foot, but a second foot that is webbed – like the foot of a goose. In 1912, The Catholic Encyclopedia opined that the statues represented Saint Clotilde (Goyau 1912). Saint Clotilde, however, was really Queen Clotilde (470-545 AD), wife of King Clovis of the Franks (Hendry and Uglow 2005), who ruled the Franks around the time the Roman Empire was crumbling.


Then there was the grandmotherly Elizabeth Foster Goose of Boston, Massachusetts. Ms. Goose spent much time singing nursery rhymes to her grandchildren gathered at her knees and, although no one has ever uncovered a copy of it, Elizabeth’s son-in-law, in 1719, supposedly published either a book or a broadside titled Songs for the Nursery, or Mother Goose’s Melodies. The problem with Elizabeth Goose is she died in 1756-57, so unless she was over 130 years old at her death, she wasn’t born yet when the name “Mother Goose” was first mentioned in early 1600s France.


The explanations above were never very convincing or satisfying to me, and years ago I began to form my own ideas about who Mother Goose was and where she came from. In the chapters that follow, I’ll tell you what these ideas were, how I came to them, and what I finally decided about the real identity of the legendary “Mother Goose”.







Part I








Chapter 1


Beginning My Search for Mother Goose


It was years ago – as far back as the early 1990s – that I first began to suspect that Mother Goose might be a goddess in disguise. My theory was this: Mother Goose and her fairy tales form a secret code cobbled together by our pre-Christian ancestors during “the burning times” – a period several centuries long during which the Church murdered tens of thousands of so-called “witches”, people who’d supposedly made pacts with the Devil. I knew that academics were beginning to suspect that far from being just ordinary bystanders unfortunate enough to have been caught up in the Inquisition’s deadly net, “witches” were actually some of Europe’s last magico-religious practitioners, many of whom probably still believed in strong, powerful and beneficent female deities (later academics have increasingly added to the evidence for this; see Klaniczay 1990, Behringer 1998, Wilby 2005 and Bever 2008, among others).


Throughout the 16th and 17th centuries especially, the Church worked hard and fast to destroy the last vestiges of non-Christian religion in Europe. According to my theory, the few non-Christians left standing were desperate to find a way to hide their ancient Mother Goddess until it was safe for her to appear in the open again. What they came up with was ingenious: they hid their beautiful deity in the guise of an ugly old crone, a grizzled grandmother who spun innocent “fairy” tales around the kitchen fire. These tales, however, were far from innocent. They carried within them the secrets of the Old Religion. What better way to safeguard a great and ancient faith than to tuck it away in “harmless” stories for children?


I probably got the idea of the Mother Goose/Mother Goddess connection from the goddess scholar Buffie Johnson. In Lady of the Beasts, Johnson includes a glossy, full-colour picture of Mother Goose looking exactly like a Halloween witch: straddling a broomstick, Mother shoots to the moon in a dark night sky, her blood-red cape flapping in the wind; under the cape she wears an ankle-length black dress, and snake-like strands of her white hair escape from under her tall black hat. Behind her stands a white goose, its webbed feet clutching her broomstick with a vengeance (Johnson 1988).


Buffie stuck the same picture, in black and white this time, in a section of her book in which she says certain goddesses were strongly connected to geese. She also notes that for years a small group of scholars suggested that European fairy tales originated in pre-Christian mythology and religion. I knew also that the Church believed that the women they were burning at the stake for being witches were still holding on to pre-Christian beliefs and practices. So, just like the old European goddesses, Mother Goose too was mixed up with witches and geese.


Around the same time, I read a fascinating take on the fairy tale Cinderella. According to this explanation of the tale, the Western version of the Cinderella story is secret code for the fact that Westerners will eventually return to their ancient Mother Goddesses. Cinder-Ella is the ancient Great Mother Goddess Ella (or Hella, Hel, Holda, Holla, along with several other names, depending on which part of Europe you’re in during which time period), whose regenerative powers have burnt out and become cinders rather than the full-blown fire the Goddess needs to keep the earth and its inhabitants strong and healthy. The bad people in the story – the wicked stepmother and her two obnoxious blood daughters – represent the Church, the landed nobility, and the Church hierarchy (bishops and so forth), in that order (Walker 1996).


Waltzing these ideas a bit further down the road, it seemed clear to me that Cinderella, her fairy godmother, and her birth mother form a holy trinity. Just like the Father-Son-and-Holy-Ghost trinity, many ancient European goddesses too were organised into trinities, typically labelled Virgin-Mother-Crone (or, Daughter-Mother-Grandmother) – Persephone-Demeter-Hecate, for example, or Persephone-Artemis-Hecate (Leeming 2005: 268). In the Cinderella story, Cinder-Ella would be the Virgin, her birth mother the Mother, and her fairy godmother the Crone. Disguised as a fairy godmother, the Crone aspect of the goddess uses her powers to remove Cinderella’s ugly cinder disguise, so that humanity (played by the prince) can once again become cognisant of Ella’s monumental beauty, and accept her as their principle deity.


This view of the Cinderella story as prophecy roused me into rooting around for more information on the tale. Where had it come from and when? Early on I discovered that one of the first Westerners to publish Cinderella was one Charles Perrault, a Frenchman who included it in 1697 in a book of eight fairy tales, Tales and Stories from Times Past, or Tales of Mother Goose. Here again loomed another nagging, shadowy suggestion that Mother Goose might connect somehow with ancient European Mother Goddesses.


Of the eight stories in Perrault’s Tales of Mother Goose, five have become almost universally popular: in addition to Cinderella these include Little Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty, Puss in Boots and Blue Beard. The other three – The Fairy, Riquet with the Tuft, and Little Thumb – are less well known (see Appendix D for a synopsis of each). After thinking about these stories for a while, I couldn’t really see the Mother Goddess hiding incognito in any of them except Cinderella. One possible exception, however, was Sleeping Beauty. Like Cinderella, Perrault’s Sleeping Beauty has fairy godmothers in it — but eight to Cinderella’s one.


Seven of these “God Mothers” gave good gifts to baby Sleeping Beauty. The eighth, however, an old fairy, gave a deadly gift; when Beauty grew up, the young woman would “pierce her hand with a spindle and die …” To me, this didn’t seem very goddess-like. On the other hand, I mused, this elder fairy could represent the death-cycle aspect of the old triple goddess – that part in charge of making certain all living creatures eventually move on to make room for new life on a finite planet. In this case, the Virgin-Mother-Crone trinity would play out like this: Beauty is the Virgin, the good godmothers are the Mother, and the elder godmother is the Crone.


Still, unlike the Cinderella tale, Sleeping Beauty didn’t seem to have anyone playing the parts of the bad guys, the bullies who shunted the Great Mother Goddess underground in the first place (I’d learn later that Perrault had dropped the part of the tale with the bully in it). These would be the patriarchal religions. Beginning with the ones ushered in during the fourth millennium BC by the first invading wave of Indo-Europeans, and ending in the 300s AD with the Christians, the patriarchal religions had been a thorn in the side of the European Mother Goddess for quite some time. Overall, the connection between Perrault’s tales and Mother Goose seemed tenuous at best, and for a few years I put aside my interest in Mother Goose to concentrate on other writing projects.


Recently, however, I began again to get serious about exploring the mysteries and secrets surrounding Mother Goose. Could she really, as Buffie Johnson suggested to me years ago, be secret code for the Mother Goddess? A way to keep female deities from disappearing during times when Europe’s power elites shifted into overdrive to cripple and crush them? Near the beginning of this new phase of my research, I began to wonder: if Mother Goose is secretly a goddess in disguise, exactly which goddess is she? Although in the past much of Europe apparently worshipped goddesses, the separate European culture groups were by no means all married to the same local deities. The goddesses of the Germanic tribes, for instance, differed from those of the Romans, and from those of the Celts, Slavs and other regional European groups.


Remembering that years ago I’d seen pictures in Buffie Johnson’s Lady of the Beasts of goddesses riding geese, I picked the creamy, linen-covered book off my bookshelf and leafed through the index until I got to the word “goose”. Buffie had only a few references to geese, but they all pointed to one and the same goddess: Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love and beauty. Or at least that’s the way most people think of Aphrodite. Actually, modern scholars say she was much more than a pampered beauty queen (see, for example, Bernard and Moon’s Goddesses Who Rule). Although this is the one-dimensional deity the Greeks and Romans turned her into, in other times and places Aphrodite was a powerful and complex goddess of fertility and new life – in addition to sensuality and romantic love.


In Lady of the Beasts I found two ancient images of Aphrodite flying through the air on a goose. In the first, the goddess perches side-saddle on the bird, and in the second she stands regally and bolt upright on its back. Actually, in the second image the bird is a swan, but as Johnson points out, in ancient Classical imagery swans, geese and ducks are used interchangeably. A main trait all three birds share is their ability to travel on air, water and land alike. Not many of earth’s creatures possess this special set of abilities, and scientists would eventually place all three birds into the family Anatidae, alone, with no other birds sharing their separate little corner of the biological classification system.


It’s easy to see why these three birds might have been considered sacred to ancient peoples – so sacred, in fact, that among the Celts it was forbidden to eat them (Green 1986: 114). Of course geese are far from sacred today – think “silly goose”, “to cook someone’s goose” and Christmas goose for dinner, and you can see how far geese have fallen from grace. Interestingly, they fell at exactly the same time “witches” were being burned at the stake.


Even though I’d found my goose goddess (or so I thought), I admit I was a tad disappointed. Aphrodite didn’t exactly fit my idea of who I thought Mother Goose should be. She wasn’t ancient enough, for one thing, and she seemed to originate among people I had little respect for: the warlike, patriarchal Indo-Europeans. But, oh well, there it was. Aphrodite was the goddess who rode geese, so I was stuck with her – or so I thought.


Around this time I invested in a copy of Marguerite De Angeli’s Book of Nursery and Mother Goose Rhymes. In it I found the only nursery rhyme known to mention Mother Goose: Old Mother Goose When She Wanted to Wander (“… flew through the air on a very fine gander.”). This rhyme contains several symbols directly connected to goddesses: an owl (Athena’s bird), an other-worldly woman who flew in the sky on the back of a goose (Aphrodite), a woman with a magic wand she used to morph her son Jack into “the famed Harlequin”, and the moon – that celestial entity almost always associated with goddesses, probably because it shares its 28-day cycle with the menses, women’s magical ability to shed blood without bleeding to death. Later I would learn that this rhyme was first published in 1815 in a chapbook by T. Batchelar, who titled it Old Mother Goose, or, The Golden Egg (chapbooks were small, inexpensive booklets sold by peddlers from the 15th century through the 18thcentury) (Delamar 1987: 252).


Harlequin, however, was a puzzle. What connection did he have, if any, to Aphrodite, or any other European goddess? Harlequin had long been a character in European stage entertainments, a jester of sorts, good for a chuckle or two and sometimes even a belly laugh. Not very goddess-like. But neither, of course, were pictures of Mother Goose as the prototypical, homely Halloween witch. This homeliness did, however, fit with my idea that Mother Goose was the goddess in disguise. Like Cinderella and not a few other fairy-tale females, was she hiding her exquisite beauty behind a mask of extreme bad looks? And could Harlequin too be hiding behind his dunderhead disguise?


As is the case with Mother Goose, Harlequin’s origins are shrouded in mystery. Digging around a little I found a confusing stew of possibilities. One that snagged my attention was this: Harlequin was really Hellequin, or the ancient northern European goddess Helle (aka Holda, Holde, Hel, Ella, etc.) (Lecouteux 2011: 179-80). Shades of Cinder-Ella! Mother Goose being code for the ancient pre-Indo-European, pre-patriarchal goddess Helle was a fascinating possibility. All the evidence pointed to Helle being one of the last Great Goddesses of Europe before the patriarchy hit, the goddess who probably stood for peace, nonviolence, and social and gender equality (Studebaker 2008). Of course back then Helle went by different names in different parts of Europe, but “Helle” she was in northern Germanic areas (Gimbutas 2001: 190-95).


There was only one problem: Helle didn’t ride a goose. It was Aphrodite who rode the goose. It looked like Helle and Harlequin were dead ends in my search. The only other goddess Buffie Johnson mentions riding geese is the East Indian goddess Devi. Europeans are distant cousins of East Indians – through their common Indo-European language and heritage.


For a while, I laid the whole goose issue aside and turned back again to Perrault’s Tales of Mother Goose. Did these tales have anything in common, anything at all that might connect them to the Mother Goddess? After reading all eight tales again, carefully this time, one thing hit me immediately: in a full half of them, fairy “godmothers” (God Mothers? Mother God-esses?) rushed in to rescue the main characters in their times of need.


These magical god(ess)mothers rescued Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, the good daughter in The Fairy, and both Riquet and the princess in Riquet with the Tuft. Years before, I’d been struck by the similarity between the terms “godmother” and “God the mother”. Add the word “fairy” into the mix, with its connotations of supernatural powers, and it seemed fairly obvious to me that “fairy godmother” could well be code for “God the mother”, aka “the Mother Goddess”.


After weeks of mulling over Perrault’s tales, the only thing I found in common among most of them (seven out of eight) was this: all but one includes a mother and her daughter(s). Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty had good mothers who died young, and Red Riding Hood, the princess in Riquet, the daughters in Blue Beard, and the little ogre daughters in Little Thumb all had good mothers who were nevertheless powerless to rescue them from the trouble they tumbled into. The only story missing a mother-daughter dyad was Puss in Boots; in it Perrault includes a daughter character, but mentions only her father, not her mother.


At this point I became curious about Perrault himself, the first person on record ever to use Mother Goose in a book title. Who was he exactly? What I read at first was intriguing: Perrault hadn’t signed his own name to the first edition of Tales of Mother Goose, but had instead signed his son’s name (Appelbaum 2002: ix). Not only that, he used a form of his son Pierre’s name so vague and obscure that it seemed almost intentionally designed to hide even his son’s identity: “P. d’Armancour” (“Armancour”was the name of a piece of land Perrault had given Pierre) (Philip 1993: 125-27). Even more telling was the fact that on later copies of Mother Goose, Perrault didn’t use even his son’s name, but left his readers guessing who the author of the book was. To me this sounded like a man who’d written revolutionary material and didn’t want his name anywhere near it.


But the more I read about Perrault, the more uncertain I became that he might have been purposely promoting a pre-Christian agenda with his Tales of Mother Goose. Perrault dedicated the book to the niece of Louis XIV, and at least one writer has suggested that he did this to introduce Pierre into high society (Perrault himself, who worked for one of Louis XIV’s influential ministers, was quite prominent in French society). If you’re dedicating a book to the king’s niece, what better motivation for making your tales about young girls and princesses? What’s more, Perrault had monkeyed around quite a bit with his Mother Goose stories, changing each from the folk versions into “literary folk tales” that some scholars suggest were more palatable to his wealthy, upper-class friends. Of course, such monkeying might also make for a better disguise for Mother Goose, and that’s what I was looking for …


At any rate, at this point I lost a bit of enthusiasm for Perrault. I even began wondering if it was pointless to suggest Mother Goose was a mother goddess, or that she was code for anything. Wasn’t it a bit unrealistic to think that any trace of goddess worship would have survived after centuries of abuse, beginning in the 300s AD with the Roman Emperor Constantine, and ending with the extremely efficient Inquisition that was finally closing up shop around the time Perrault wrote Tales of Mother Goose? This was 14 centuries of terror and brutality – could any religion have survived such a thrashing?


Soon, however, I picked myself up, dusted myself off, and hiked out of Charles Perrault’s France and into the Germany of the Brothers Grimm. Maybe some of the Grimm tales would offer better evidence of an underground, secret pre-patriarchal code. Although they didn’t attach the term “Mother Goose” to any of their tales, a few were in fact about females closely connected with geese. Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm uncovered one tale in particular that to me seemed a dead giveaway: Mother Holla. Mother Holla was a dead ringer for the ancient Mother Goddess Holda (aka Holla, Holde, Helle, Ella, Hell, Hel, etc.), bringing me full circle around again to the same goddess hinted at in Cinderella and the nursery rhyme Old Mother Goose When She Wanted to Wander. According to the Lithuanian-American archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, Holda was a continuation of the Great Mother Goddess of “Old Europe”, a peaceful, non-hierarchal and sophisticated pre-civilization that prospered from around 5000 BC to 3500 BC in what is now large parts of south-eastern Europe (Wilford 2009).


The story line of Mother Holla is very similar to Perrault’s in The Fairy: a mother has a good daughter and a bad daughter, and after the good daughter helps a magic woman connected to a well, the woman rewards her. But when the disagreeable daughter shuffles on stage, she treats the woman poorly, and in return the woman treats her to an obnoxious “reward”. However similar their story lines, the particulars of the two tales differ markedly. For starters, Mother Holla includes several symbols directly connected to the goddess Holda/Ella/Hella: not only the well, but also apples, baking bread, a weaving shuttle, snow, and “snow white” feathers. Also, Mother Holla’s gifts differ from the gifts of the magic woman in Perrault’s The Fairy. While the magic woman’s gifts were flowers and reptiles, Mother Holla’s are golden rain and pitch.


The two tales differ in further respects. In The Fairy the girls bump into the magic woman outside the well, but in Mother Holla they are forced to fall down into and move through the well water to reach the goddess. As Jacob Grimm noted in 1835 in Teutonic Mythology, the way humans made direct contact with the goddess Holda was by passing through a well – to me strongly suggestive of the birth passage from the womb of a Great Mother Goddess (See Appendix C for the text of Mother Holla).


But once again, where was the goose? How could a goddess with no connections to geese possibly be Mother Goose? On the other hand, I mused to myself, the feathers Holla shook in the story might be goose feathers. In the story, Holla instructs both daughters to shake out her bedding daily, and when they did, feathers flew far and wide. Jacob Grimm says Holla is always connected with feathers, and that a falling snow meant the goddess was shaking out her feather bed.


According to Jacob Grimm, Holda was the ancient Mother Goddess of what today is northern Germany. But Holda had a sister goddess, Perchta, who served as her counterpart in the south of Germany and in Austria and Switzerland. Vaguely I remembered reading somewhere about Perchta – something about her being a forerunner of Santa Claus; during the Yule season children would leave out milk and cakes for her, and in exchange she would leave them gifts. In other words, like Mother Goose, Perchta too seemed strongly connected to children.


But was this just one more tantalising thread taking me nowhere, leading me on “a wild goose chase”? At times my journey became so frustrating that I paced through the house, trying to shut down my thinking brain and set my instinctual brain free to tackle the mass of tangled, multi-coloured threads of information. Sometimes the clues came so thick and fast, and tugged at me from so many directions, that I became overwhelmed. At other times I would rush to my bookshelves to find, say, a specific bit of information on Aphrodite, and in the process stumble across seven tantalising threads leading to Charles Perrault, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, godmothers, geese, or the goddess Hel.


Sometimes I managed to pop blinders on and concentrate on what I’d come for, but at other times I went with the flow. My eyes would brush across various books I felt compelled to open, like Roles of the Northern Goddess, in which Hilda Davidson says godmothers were common in Perrault’s time, and totally accepted by the Church. Not the fairy kind of godmother, obviously, but ordinary women who took a deep interest in a child, came to the child’s christening, etc. Okay. Tuck that bit of data onto a notecard and file it later under – what? Something. In the future it might fill in an important gap.


At some point I turned back to Jacob Grimm’s Teutonic Mythology to check out his views on the goddess Perchta. Grimm said one reason he knew Perchta was a mother goddess is that she rode in a wagon through the sky, “like Mother Earth”. She spent inordinate amounts of time spinning, shuttle and distaff moving constantly through her hands. And then, as I read, a lightning bolt split across my mental landscape: In English-speaking countries, said Grimm, Perchta was known as Bertha – and Perchta/Bertha had a goosefoot! (Grimm 1835b).


As noted earlier, several of my sources suggested that one possible origin for Mother Goose was “Goosefooted Bertha”, the mother of Charlemagne. But none of these sources had remotely hinted that Goosefooted Bertha might have been a goddess. Here, however, was Jacob Grimm, of the-brothers-Grimm fame, assuring me that Goosefooted Bertha was indeed a female deity. All of which suggested that the goddess Mother Goose was meant to portray might indeed be the old pre-patriarchal Germanic goddess Holda, also known as Perchta/Bertha.


It made sense: Holda, Perchta and Mother Goose; all three were associated with children and with spinning. On the frontispiece of Perrault’s late 17th century Tales of Mother Goose, Mother Goose is busily spinning with a spindle and distaff in her hands, while two children listen at her knees to her tales. As for the goose, the feathers from the bed Holda shakes could very well be goose feathers, and even if not, her other half, Perchta, possessed the foot of a goose. Finally, Holda, Perchta and Mother Goose all flew through the air: albeit Holda and Perchta in a wagon, and Mother Goose directly on the back of a bird.


But here again I was bogged down in the same tired, old problem I’d been stuck with almost from the beginning: more than anything, what makes Mother Goose, Mother Goose, is that she sits on the back of a goose and flies through the skies. The one nursery rhyme mentioning Mother Goose, Old Mother Goose When She Wanted to Wander (“… would fly through the air on a very find gander.”) makes this abundantly clear. As far as I could tell, neither Holda nor Perchta ever sat on the back of a goose to fly. From what I knew at this point, the only European goddess who did that was Aphrodite.


But that very same day I was to stumble across two more extremely critical pieces to the puzzle. On the same day I found Perchta/Bertha and her goosefoot, I suddenly felt an urge to look at old pictures of Mother Goose. Around 2004, I’d begun collecting 19th century and early 20th century Mother Goose children’s books – mostly ones with Mother Goose on the front cover decked out like a Halloween witch. After a few years, I possessed a collection of roughly ten vintage books with witchy-looking Mothers Goose on the covers: an old woman riding side-saddle on a goose heading straight for a bright, silvery moon. The woman wears a floor-length dress and a tall conical hat, often but not always black, and her white hair creeps out from under it and flies helter-skelter in the wind. Often the old woman brandishes a broom, a cane or a weaving spindle.


If I’d been willing to pay more than ․10 for these old books (which I wasn’t), I’d have had dozens of them. They’re not uncommon. Unfortunately, I lost my collection of Mother Goose books in a 2012 cross-country move. Since I no longer had witchy pictures of Mother Goose in my library, I turned to the Internet, opened eBay, did a search for “vintage Mother Goose books”, and found a few. All were priced over ․10, however.


I did though purchase the front cover of an old Mother Goose book (the back cover, insides and spine were missing). On it, Mother Goose sits side-saddle on a snow-white goose, its wings outspread. At a 45-degree upward trajectory, Mother and goose rise toward a blood-red moon, Mother in a black floor-length gown, a black conical hat, a white cape, a snow-white Elizabethan ruff, and white accordion wrist ruffs. Mother clutches a brown and yellow broom (“symbol of the sacred hearth” [Seligmann 1971: 177]). Judging from the print style, the art style, and the age-signs, this book was published in the late 1800s.


Next I turned to my internet search engine and entered the search words “vintage”, “Mother Goose” and “pictures”. Adding the term “vintage” to the mix would, I hoped, eliminate recent pictures from 1950 on up. It worked. Most of the images appearing on my screen dated from before 1950. Scrolling through the pictures, I came to a very small one that looked odd: it didn’t seem to include an old woman, a group of children, or a goose either. I clicked on and enlarged the image.


What I saw was a photo of an older woman holding up in front of the camera a vintage child’s puzzle – or rather the box the puzzle came in. The title under the picture indicated that this puzzle had at one time been for sale in a Halloween shop somewhere in the States. In red and black letters emblazoned across the top of the box were the words “Mother Goose Puzzle Box”. But what startled me was the picture on the puzzle. It did indeed show Mother Goose, and it did show geese – two of them, in fact. But Mother wasn’t riding on either goose, she was riding instead in a wagon being pulled by the two geese. She, her geese, and her wagon flew not far from, but well above, the ground.


Although Jacob Grimm noted that both Holda and Perchta flew in wagons, he’d mentioned nothing about what – if anything – had pulled the wagons. But here right in front of my eyes was a vintage colour picture of Mother Goose riding in a wooden wagon pulled by two geese! In all my years of collecting Mother Goose books, I’d never seen anything like this. I’d never seen her in a wagon – let alone in a wagon pulled by geese. I was astounded. One more bit of evidence that Mother Goose might indeed be the ancient Germanic wagon-flying goddess Holda-Perchta.


Hmm, I thought. Maybe I needed to look for Mother Goose on items other than books. So turning back to eBay, I entered the words “vintage”, “Mother” and “Goose”, opening the search to eBay items in general instead of books specifically. The result: several hundred items sporting Mother Goose pictures on everything from old tin cups and a bottle of Mother Goose Furniture Polish, to Mother Goose Jack-in-the-boxes and Mother Goose drinking straws. Scrolling through the items, I noticed some of these Mothers Goose were the witchy variety. And then I stopped, inhaling sharply. Sitting on my screen was a copy of the very puzzle I’d seen when I’d done my search a few minutes earlier! Only this was the actual puzzle, not just the box it came in – and it was for sale. This one I could buy.


Now I’m not a wealthy woman, but I knew no matter what the cost I had to have this puzzle. Fortunately the price was reasonable. Several interlocking puzzle-piece nubs were missing, as was the box the puzzle came in, and this undoubtedly brought the price down. Also, fortunately for me, the seller was selling the item not in auction format (in which case I might have lost it to another bidder) but outright. I clicked the “buy” button immediately, and in the next instant was the owner of a rare picture of Mother Goose flying through the sky in a wagon – just like Holda-Perchta, the ancient Mother Goddess I was beginning to think Mother Goose undoubtedly symbolised.


It’s worth noting that none of the other items on eBay showed Mother Goose riding in a wagon pulled by geese, and that in all my years of collecting Mother Goose books I’d never seen this kind of image of her. I put an eBay “saved search” on vintage Mother Goose puzzles that same day, so that eBay would send me a notice whenever such puzzles came for sale. Although at least once a week for well over a year eBay sent me pictures of Mother-Goose puzzles up for sale, not in all that time did they ever send me another picture of this particular puzzle – or anything like it.


But I’m still not done describing the surprises that hit me on that same day late in September of 2012. On this same day, a vague memory popped into my mind of a picture I’d seen years ago, of a goddess riding in a wagon being pulled by birds of some kind. After thinking a few minutes, I thought I remembered seeing the picture in Johnson’s Lady of the Beasts. Retrieving the Johnson once again, I rooted around in the book and finally found it: a picture of a goddess flying through the air in a low-sided wooden wagon pulled by six swans. As noted earlier, in ancient iconography swans, ducks and geese are interchangeable. This picture was an old illustration painted in the 14th century for a French manuscript about the Roman orator Seneca. The goddess was Venus, the Roman goddess of love – and the equivalent of Aphrodite the Greek goose rider.


So Aphrodite-Venus rode not only on the backs of geese, but also through the air in wagons pulled by geese. And Holda-Perchta rode through the air in wagons. But wagons pulled by geese? I didn’t know. I couldn’t rule it out, but neither had I found any evidence of it.


So the same old nagging problem remained: the old riding-the-goose problem. Mother Goose did it, but I’d seen no pictures of Holda-Perchta doing it. Of all European goddesses, I’d seen only Aphrodite ride “goose back”. And then, for some reason, my eyes dropped down to the print on the page opposite the picture of Venus and her swan wagon. The words on the page read, “After the Gothic conquest of Rome, Hel and Venus were united in Bertha …” (Johnson 1988: 85).


My jaw dropped. Slowly I leaned back in my chair. Never before had I read this in Buffie Johnson – if I had, it certainly hadn’t registered as important. So this was the answer. Mother Goose was both Holda-Perchta and Aphrodite/Venus. She was both because as the Roman Empire crumbled, both goddesses had merged into one and the same deity.


This was indeed a day of discovery. It was the first time I’d ever seen a picture of Mother Goose riding the sky in a wagon – just the way the goddess Holda-Perchta rode the skies. And then stumbling across the same rare Mother-Goose image for sale on eBay, and being lucky enough to grab it before another buyer did. And best of all – still on the same day – my fortuitous discovery that the two goddesses who’d been teasing me for weeks with their separate claims on Mother Goose, had merged, near the end of the Roman Empire, into one and the same deity. I shook my head. What were the odds of all of the above happening on one and the same day?


Well, one thing seemed certain: behind her disguise, Mother Goose was none other than the deity born as a result of a merger of the goddess Holda-Perchta and the goddess Aphrodite-Venus. As the Germanic Goths toppled and then mixed with the Romans, one consequence was that a Germanic deity and a Roman deity had united into one. Maybe, I mused, the Goths thought their Holda-Perchta needed a beauty makeover?


[image: ]


Although I now felt reasonably satisfied that Mother Goose served as a stand-in for the Germanic Holda/Helle and the Mediterranean Aphrodite/Venus, I knew my journey had only just begun, and that many questions remained. How was the knowledge of this connection lost? Was it simply the result of a loss of interest through time? Was the creation of Mother Goose an intentional plot to disguise and thus preserve this goddess during a time when it was dangerous – and frequently lethal – even to mention her name?


Did Mother Goose fairy tales carry coded messages left for us by our pre-Christian ancestors during a time when non-Christians were routinely rounded up, roped to stakes, and roasted alive? If so, what exactly were our ancestors trying to tell us? If we’d “break the code”, what would we learn? The questions just kept coming: if Mother Goose was code, what was the point of dressing her as a witch? To European Inquisitors, witches were like cream rising to the top of the pail; the more witches they caught and turned to ashes, the richer they became. To the Inquisition, wouldn’t a witchy garb raise a bright, red flag? Once again, I felt my head spinning; it looked like I had my work cut out for me.





Chapter 2




Old Mother Goose When She
Wanted to Wander: The One and Only
Nursery Rhyme about Her


One – and only one – nursery rhyme mentions Mother Goose by name: Old Mother Goose When She Wanted to Wander. First appearing in print in 1815 as Old Mother Goose, or, The Golden Egg (Delamar 1987: 252), this is a disjointed rhyme, with very few transitions weaving one event into the next, and with important information seemingly missing between verses. Although things happen in this rhyme that need explaining, they aren’t explained. In a nutshell here’s the gist of the poem: a woman named Mother Goose lives in the woods, in a house guarded by an owl. For a good time she flies around on the back of a male goose. Her son Jack buys her a female goose, which, after mating with Mother Goose’s gander, produces a golden egg. Jack then sells this egg to a sleaze ball, who cheats him, forking out only half the egg’s worth.


Does Jack try to retrieve the egg? No, instead of becoming bitter over being cheated, confronting the sleaze ball, or doing anything else about the egg, Jack begins to date a woman instead. We don’t know the woman’s name or anything else about her except that she’s “fair as a lily, And sweet as the May.” We learn nothing about this budding relationship before being catapulted into the next critical event: the important man in town (“the squire”) and the sleaze ball join forces and rough Jack up in a dark alley. Why? Did Jack irritate them in some way? We haven’t a clue.


And then – with no advance warning or reason given for it – Mother Goose turns Jack into Harlequin, the famous European stage character. Next, someone pitches Jack’s golden egg into the ocean – the sleaze ball? The squire? The rhyme doesn’t say. It does, however, tell us that Jack jumps in and rescues the egg. Finally a cause-and-effect relationship! This doesn’t last long, however; instead of sticking around to celebrate her son’s good fortune (as one might expect), Mother Goose leaps astride her gander and strikes off for the moon without even so much as a faretheewell.


Later I would discover why this nursery rhyme is so mysterious and disjointed. For now, however, here is the actual rhyme:




Old Mother Goose


When she wanted to wander,


Would ride through the air


On a very fine gander.







Mother Goose had a house,


’Twas built in a wood,


An owl at the door


For a porter stood.







She had a son Jack,


A plain-looking lad,


He was not very good,


Nor yet very bad.







She sent him to market,


A live goose he bought;


“Here! Mother,” says he,


“It will not go for naught.”







Jack’s goose and her gander


Grew very fond;


They’d both eat together,


Or swim in one pond.







Jack found one morning,


As I have been told,


His goose had laid him


An egg of pure gold.







Jack rode to his mother,


The news for to tell.


She called him a good boy,


And said it was well.







Jack sold his gold egg


To a rascally knave.


Not half of its value


To poor Jack he gave.







Then Jack went courting


A lady so gay,


As fair as a lily,


And sweet as the May.







The knave and the squire


Came up at his back,


And began to belabour


The sides of poor Jack.







But Old Mother Goose


That instant came in,


And turned her son Jack


Into famed Harlequin







She then with her wand


Touched the lady so fine,


And turned her at once


Into sweet Columbine.







The gold egg in the sea


Was thrown away then —


When Jack he jumped in


And got it again.







And Old Mother Goose


The goose saddled soon,


And, mounting his back,


Flew up to the moon.


(d’Angeli 1954: 158-59)





After its disjointedness, what I noticed first about this rhyme is that it fairly screams “Mother Goddess”. For starters, you have to admit that this old Mother Goose is not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill mother or grandmother. She flies to the moon on the back of a bird, for goodness sake. Using a wand, she turns her son into a famous stage character. Unlike Old Mother Hubbard, the Old Woman Who Lived Under the Hill, and the Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe, none of whom are capable of performing any magical tricks whatsoever, Old Mother Goose possesses powerful magic.


But back to the disjointedness: Rather than one story, this rhyme seems to be a string of them. What prompted Jack to sell his exquisite magic egg? We don’t know. Why turn Jack into a stage character? And what ignoramus dropped a solid gold egg into the ocean, and why? Jack dates a woman, and then wham! He’s suddenly beaten up, for no reason, by the town ruffian, who’s backed up by the town hierarchy. Why would the ruffian want to hurt Jack? He already got a solid gold egg out of the boy – at half price, no less. And why would the Big Man in Town want to hurt Jack? We don’t know.


Jack, whose mother turned him into Harlequin presumably to save his life, rescues his egg from watery oblivion. And then his mother – who knows why – wings off to the moon. And we are left dangling. Not only are we left in the dark about why Mother flies to the moon, we haven’t the foggiest notion what happens to Jack, Jack’s sweetheart Columbine, or the golden egg.


If this rhyme is code for something, what is it code for exactly? If we’d break the code and read the message, what would it say? One possible way to tackle this problem is to look at some of the objects and concepts in the rhyme and determine what they meant to our medieval and early-modern (16th-18th centuries) European ancestors. In the next chapter we’ll examine the following rhyme elements to see what they might reveal: the goose, the owl, the dove, the moon, golden and goose eggs, the sea, and the forest. Since they’re so meaty and important to the rhyme we’ll deal with Harlequin and his partner Columbine in a separate, later chapter.
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