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	PREFACE



	MY PATH TO THE ANCIENT GODDESS MYSTERIES





The idea for this book was born out of two different passions of mine. The first, based on my graduate work about ancient Mediterranean demons and goddesses, was my desire to reconsider and explore in a new light the many ancient goddesses of the Mediterranean. Some of them are quite popular today among goddess spirituality movements and practitioners of contemporary witchcraft, but others have been forgotten. I wanted to get rid of traditional interpretations and demonstrate that the divine feminine in the ancient world was not solely based on fertility roles—quite the contrary, in fact. When I was studying ancient religions at the University of Wales, the wonderful professors there introduced me to the fascinating world of archaeoastronomy. This unique program at the Sophia Centre led by excellent archaeologists and historians is focused on the ancient cultural history of the sky. It was in Wales, where many ancient sites are in tune with the sky, that I realized that many myths of ancient deities were connected to the stories of constellations and celestial objects and that our modern interpretation of these ancient cultural stories had partially forgotten this connection.

My second passion is in astral magic and how to use the sky as a powerful healing tool. My interest in astronomy and myth goes back to 1996, when I began practicing astrology. My interest in astrology in part prompted my research into ancient ritual texts from Mesopotamian, Hittite, Greek, and even Northern European cultures. Eventually, I noticed how their worldview and practices were often focused on celestial objects and that they understood the influence those astral powers have over us. Although this field needs more investigation, over the years I have sought to rediscover this ancient knowledge and to share and practice some forms of astral magic.

How can we connect ancient goddess history and astral magic? Ancient goddesses have always been an inspiration to me, especially the warrior goddesses. I felt drawn to this original feminine energy that was assertive and sometimes aggressive and represented a powerful combative force within women that scared most men. Very early in life, I started to communicate with the nonhuman world—mostly trees, the wind and stars, and, of course, animals—but I didn’t think anything of it. It was a natural way of being in the world for me. Years later I had a dream that inspired me and led me to believe that energies can manifest through us. In the dream, a loud feminine voice clearly told me to teach her story, and then the dream ended. This message surprised me as I was just starting my studies and did not have, at the time, any specific interest in goddesses other than a profound respect. Like many people, for a long time I believed the narrative about the power of the feminine being limited to fertility. I then decided to study ancient goddesses during my undergraduate work to help me understand why I would need to teach something different about the feminine. I finally understood, while pursuing religious studies and then archaeology of ancient religions, that there was something off in our conventional interpretations of powerful ancient goddesses.

Since 2014 I have dedicated my time to studying ancient goddesses and the materiality of magic. I am currently working on a thesis about the demonic feminine and hold several conferences a year on the subject of ancient magic and the story of the feminine. My research has led me to observe that these ancient goddesses were very often connected to patterns and symbols that were associated with specific stars and constellations. Of course, this book is not exhaustive: Each goddess could have been an entire book, and there are many more goddesses associated with powerful celestial objects and constellations beyond the ones I cover here. Understanding these goddesses is a lifetime of work, and I think we will never completely understand them.

In this book, I provide a brief overview of important goddesses and how their symbolism connects with myths and celestial patterns. Although I present some historical references, the interpretation of the symbolic patterns is personal and spiritual. The celestial patterns have different significance in other cultures and bear other names. The southern sky also has different stories; this work is focused primarily on a specific part of the world that greatly influenced the cultural development of Europe and Western Asia. The function of the stars remains the same around the world, but the interpretation will vary greatly. My approach stems from the religious studies field, in which patterns and symbolism are compared.

I have divided the celestial goddesses into four major categories or symbolic patterns—the creatrix, the warrior, the healer, and the lady of the sea—along with their connections to the divine solar and lunar feminine aspects. I have chosen those goddesses and their respective celestial bodies according to the type of magic and power they hold. You will notice that they all have in common the ability to connect with the underworld and the dead, to protect the deceased and assist with spiritual rebirth and regeneration. I have tried to incorporate what seemed to me to be good preparation to understand death by connecting with those forces that guide us through the last portal. At the end of each chapter, I have outlined what symbolic message and way of connecting correspond to each goddess pattern.

As you will see, each goddess carries many aspects and has different roles. Nevertheless, the applied symbolic categories serve the purpose of representing how these celestial energies were used for different types of magic. Goddesses were the manifestations of the power of those constellations and therefore had cults dedicated to them based on those stellar objects and other natural elements. It is important to note that this type of magic is by no means a replacement to seek medical advice for any physical or mental illnesses. The ancient healers used these types of rituals and medicine to help with physical ailments, but it was mostly a spiritual healing that was leading them to better health. We cannot attest that it was efficient, but ancient medicine is also a field that needs more research.

Another important note is that the ancients really believed that the celestial bodies were their gods and thought of themselves as servants to them. The deities associated with planets were not meant to be symbolic: the planets were true deities holding powers and influences. This applied as well to other types of spirits because the European worldviews before the seventeenth century were mostly animist, although magic was practiced in a Christian culture—this is what we call “folk magic.” I use the term animism in the new anthropological definition. Animism was how we used to comprehend the world, and to some extent, some people continue to relate to the world this way. This view was based on a relationship with nature as our ancestors understood we were one with it. It was not to ascribe a human soul to nature but to sense and feel the energy that emanates from the living world.

Finally, in the chapter “Celestial Healing” are examples of rituals for celestial invocation and bathing and for connecting with the underworld. The rituals and spells were inspired by ancient Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Hittite, and Greek texts, which I have adapted for modern use. The objects that I suggest making, such as amulets and statues, are inspired from archaeological finds. I have adapted these rituals and objects because we relate to the divine differently today. We no longer sacrifice animals, for example, and we no longer need to destroy cities (although it still happens).

I hope you enjoy this book and see it as a spiritual tool to enhance your knowledge and worship of some ancestral goddesses and their energies. My only goal with this book is to inspire us to think about other ways of understanding the divine feminine.





Les étoiles du matin, by Sarah Paxton Ball Dodson, 1887




	


	INTRODUCTION



	MEETING THE QUEENS OF THE HEAVENS






No one knows what has existed and has vanished beyond recovery, evidence for the number of times Man has understood and has forgotten again that his mind and flesh and life and movements are made of star stuff, sun stuff, planet stuff.

DORIS LESSING,
 BRIEFING FOR A DESCENT INTO HELL, 1971




Imagine that you are walking barefoot in the sand. You can feel the waves touching your feet. You hear the ships entering the harbor, and familiar scents of herbs and spices are wafting from the market. When you look ahead, you see the temple of the tutelary goddess of your city. You feel the heat of the sun touching your skin, and you sense the immense power this great radiant ball of fire has. You see the sun disappear behind the sea, and then you wonder what land lies beneath the water. You know that she, the sun, will bring all of today’s deceased souls into this land of no return. As Venus, the herald of the night, announces the coming of the moon, you lift your eyes toward the sky, and there they are—the stars. The goddesses are watching you.



Queen of Heaven was a title in the ancient world. More specifically, it was a title that many goddesses shared, especially if they were related to the sky. Such a strong title can only make us wonder how powerful and important some ancient goddesses were for their worshippers. The Christian Virgin Mary inherited this title, a reminder of the powerful pre-Christian queens of the heavens.

In the current era, during which patriarchal dominance has prevailed, it can be challenging to envision a time when women held significant power. However, in the past century, there has been a growing interest in ancient goddesses thanks in part to advances in scholarship. While in antiquity there was no singular great goddess cult, the presence and importance of goddesses in the ancient world cannot be denied. All those goddesses were autonomous, but they still existed in a pantheon full of male gods as well. It is important to understand that balance was achieved by determined roles for each divinity and its nature. This book explores the inherent powers of some of these goddesses, which were deeply intertwined with nature and the cosmos.

In our modern understanding, the divine is often perceived as a transcendent and distant entity, typically depicted as an anthropomorphic male deity. This is the prevailing perception for most individuals. We tend to envision spirits as entities that exist beyond a veil. However, it is important to note that the concept of a distant spiritual realm emerged during the Victorian era, when it was deemed such knowledge needed to be concealed in an invisible otherworldly kingdom.

Our ancestors perceived spirits and deities as real sentient beings from nature. The veil between the worlds was not an abstract concept; it was a physical manifestation, seen as the mist descending from the highest mountain or slowly moving over a lake. The world of ancient peoples was full of simultaneous dangers and blessings. The sky was of particular importance, something we moderns have completely forgotten. Indeed, researchers tend to overlook the importance that the night sky had in ancient times because we mostly can’t see it anymore. The constellations and stars that were revered by our ancestors continue to exist, but we don’t learn about them as much as we did before, and we certainly do not know where they are in the firmament. This simple fact is the reason why we tend to analyze the ancient world through a lens that has forgotten that deities were once very present and real for our ancestors.

During the emergence of early civilizations, the practice of writing and using seals as a means of communication with other kingdoms was already established. It is noteworthy that constellations were already known by specific names, passed down through age-old wisdom. The exact origins of this astronomical knowledge being transmitted through oral history cannot be precisely traced. According to the UNESCO world heritage sites program, some clusters of stars were recognized quite early on. During the Upper Paleolithic era, certain star patterns like Corona Borealis, the Pleiades, and the Hyades were not only identified but also played a significant role in timekeeping and navigation. One well-known example of possible depictions of the Pleiades and Hyades can be found in the aurochs painting in the Hall of the Bulls at Lascaux cave in France.

Another important find was a very old lunar calendar, possibly dating from 35,000 BCE, indicating to scientists that the moon was used to mark time very early on. This discovery led archaeologists to reflect on the profound connection between the mathematical realm and the realm of the gods, as it pertains to human existence.

Since the Upper Paleolithic era, and possibly even earlier, humans have bestowed profound symbolic and mythical significance upon the celestial expanse enveloping our planet. The connection between revered animals and their representation in the celestial realms has long been recognized. Initially depicted in cave paintings, we now have knowledge of one of the oldest temples in existence, Göbekli Tepe, which served as an astronomical sanctuary. Within this temple, colossal pillars bear intricate carvings of various animal figures. This indicates that the constellations resembling animals were regarded as sacred and held great importance, preceding their later depiction in human form. Standing beneath the starry night sky, this temple, dating back twelve thousand years, is a tangible testament to the profound influence and reverence ancient humans attributed to the celestial bodies. Göbekli Tepe was indeed used to commemorate the ascent of the radiant Sirius at midsummer, a celestial event of great significance at the time, since it was a new star born in the sky (Magli 2016). One can only wonder about those ancient rituals held under the night sky.

There is another structure, dating from about 7500 BCE, that was discovered in Egypt in Nabta Playa. This megalithic site is believed to follow the solstice, leading the sun through burial chambers. The stone circle was once also aligned to Arcturus, Sirius, and Alpha Centauri. On this site are found circled stones that seemed to correspond to the constellation Orion (Malville 1998). A cult dedicated to Hathor may have taken place there during the rise of the Egyptian kingdom, and she was revered in her form as the Milky Way, seen by the Egyptians as a celestial cow. Already by the fifth millennium BCE, it seems that the northern sky was of great importance to nomadic tribes, and the Egyptians came to believe that the Milky Way was the land of immortality: “Interest in the northern part of the heavens does indeed seem pervasive during the Late and Terminal Neolithic at Nabta Playa and Gebel Ramlah. The northern circumpolar region of the sky is that realm where stars never set, and, later in dynastic Egypt, it became identified as the realm of eternal life” (Malville 2007, 7).

In a study of African beliefs from the Cape Town region in South Africa, inhabitants exemplified how the stars were important in their culture, as cited here:

Celestial bodies developed from a mythological past in which stars, planets, people and animals had a common origin. Explanations of the movements of stellar bodies (e.g. sun, moon and Milky Way) are based on keen observations which are simultaneously anthropomorphic and anthropocentric in character. Stars and other entities have will and intention, even speech, and their ‘behaviour’ is perceived as responsive to human needs and intervention, hence the necessity for people to interact with the moon and certain stars to secure food. Certain celestial bodies are filled with supernatural potency that influence people’s good fortune in everyday life. (Hollman 2007, 11)

This reflects very well how I imagine people from the past interacting with celestial bodies.

This was the beginning of a widespread cult relating to the sun and stars. We will explore that in the forthcoming chapters. In the following centuries, the ancient megalithic cultures developed at the same rate, and more than thirty-five thousand sites like this, in Europe alone, were found all along the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts, the most popular one being Stonehenge in England, another site famous for its alignment with solstices.

The main feature of all these sites is that they are very often located near burial chambers. These ancient sites have been sacred locations for ritual purposes—possibly funerary ones because archaeologists have found numerous offerings and tombs on site (Sánchez-Quinto et al. 2019). Many of these megalithic structures have an important relation to the sun, as the solstices are a time where the sun passes through the chambers or doorways. The fact that tombs and stone circles followed the direction of the sun indicates a strong connection to the sky. Evidence from tombs suggests that kings and fallen warriors received post-mortem honorific cults, such as ancestor cults, on site. Celestial bathing and healing were also possibly practiced there.

FINDING ANCIENT GODDESSES IN MODERN TIMES

Ancient tombs and cult sites often contain a significant number of goddess, or feminine, figurines. This abundance led archaeologists in the twentieth century to consider the possibility of a widespread mother goddess religion in prehistoric times. The Neolithic period marked a crucial shift in ancient cultures and religious beliefs. It was during this period that we find substantial evidence of goddess-related religions, with a particular emphasis on death and rebirth rituals, which would influence subsequent millennia.

Arthur Evans, an archaeologist, popularized the notion of a prevalent great goddess cult in the Minoan culture of Crete. While his findings have been criticized for inaccuracies, his interpretation was somewhat intuitive as he discovered numerous objects depicting a female deity that appeared to hold a prominent position. Notable examples include the well-known Minoan snake goddess and the depiction of a mountain goddess on gold coins. Marija Gimbutas, an archaeologist from Lithuania, studied the European Neolithic cultures and also came to the conclusion that the ancient world seemed to have revered female figures. She interpreted the many artifacts she studied as different aspects of one great goddess. She was right about the patterns, though ancient goddesses had many forms and functions. Both Evan and Gimbutas were not correct about a “Great Goddess” religion. Gimbutas has been criticized for her turn to the great goddess theories, but it was in the air by the time she was a professor. Second-wave feminism in the United States prompted this theory. Many scholars have since proven that the hypothesis of a great goddess is not valid, but it remains popular, especially in modern paganism.

In the early twentieth century, when archaeology was booming, the many finds of ancient nude female statuettes in the Mediterranean led researchers to interpret these figurines as representing fertility goddesses and proof that a nature and fertility cult was common in the ancient world (Stavrakopoulou 2017). In the 1970s with the rise of feminism, the idea that the world was once dominated by a great goddess religion became very popular, and it suddenly made sense for many women to turn to a new spirituality as an alternative to mainstream religions. This led to a spiritual “goddess movement,” which has continued to grow ever since. People from many different backgrounds are now following a spiritual path linked to goddesses and very often see Earth (Gaia) as an embodiment of her. Many modern interpretations of the goddess in academia, but mostly outside it, are still based on the idea that she is a symbol of fertility and motherhood.

Historically, the idea that all goddesses are the same aspect of one goddess started only during late antiquity with the rise of Isis. Before that, the ancients knew and revered different goddesses and all of their aspects, which is why we find thousands of different goddesses in the early Bronze Age. Deities were found in sacred groves and near springs and trees. Over time, more popular goddesses absorbed the functions of other less well-known goddesses, a process called syncretism. Because of this process, fewer and fewer goddesses survived over time (Asher-Greve 2013). This led to the idea of a singular goddess with many aspects. Isis, for example, became that figure, the almighty one who, by the end of late antiquity, had absorbed all of the other deities’ powers. We can see this interpretation of Isis as representing every goddess of the ancient world in the novel Metamorphoses by Lucius Apuleius (bk. 11, chap. 47), dating from the second century CE:

I am she that is the natural mother of all things, mistress and governess of all the elements, the initial progeny of worlds, chief of powers divine, Queen of Heaven, the principal of the Gods celestial, the light of the goddesses: at my will the planets of the air, the wholesome winds of the Seas, and the silences of hell be disposed; my name, my divinity is adored throughout all the world in divers manners, in variable customs and in many names, for the Phrygians call me Pessinuntica, the mother of the Gods: the Athenians call me Cecropian Artemis: the Cyprians, Paphian Aphrodite: the Candians, Dictyanna: the Sicilians, Stygian Proserpine: and the Eleusians call me Mother of the Corn. Some call me Juno, others Bellona of the Battles, and still others Hecate. Principally the Ethiopians which dwell in the Orient, and the Egyptians which are excellent in all kinds of ancient doctrine, and by their proper ceremonies accustomed to worship me, do call me Queen Isis. Behold I am come to take pity of thy fortune and tribulation, behold I am present to favor and aid thee. Leave off thy weeping and lamentation, put away thy sorrow, for behold the healthful day, which is ordained by my providence, therefore be ready to attend to my commandment.*

We can understand in this powerful statement from the goddess Isis that she became the embodiment of all heavens, seas, and the underworld goddesses. Since then, the idea that the different divinities are manifestations of a single deity has stayed in the cultural mind and was revived by the end of the eighteenth century.

Since the revival of ancient paganism, which started in the early modern period, all goddesses have been reenvisioned and transformed into versions of a great goddess of nature. The fact that archaeologists from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries assumed that all goddesses found in the Mediterranean and Europe were fertility deities made this narrative very persistent. Where white Christian men saw nudity and femininity, they understood sexual depravity and fertile mothers (Stavrakopoulou 2017). Every goddess was seen as an aspect of the great Mesopotamian mother goddess, which spread all around the Mediterranean. Although there is some truth in this—goddesses did move to other lands, especially from the East to the West—this assumption has greatly reduced our understanding of the influence and importance that ancient goddesses would have had in ancient times. This reductive vision is still applied to modern women today, as if fertility and motherhood were the only things of importance to women. That is quite ironic because ancient fertility figures were mostly males.

The seeds or sperm cells in male semen were understood as creators of life, and therefore a lot of male fertility figures were also associated with nature (Budin 2015). Indeed, the male principle was more often associated with the spirits of farmland and forests and Earth itself. This can be seen in Neolithic times, with the procreative force manifesting in male demons and spirits of all genres, horned deities, and fauns. Gods such as Baal and El, rain and storm gods, were symbolic representations of the fertile powers of the rain. Most Goddesses, meanwhile, were, for quite some time, more often associated with the heavenly skies, especially the night sky—before the male sky gods overturned their sovereignty. The ancient Egyptians viewed the ground as male and the sky as female, a common ancient conception of the world before it somehow got switched around in other cultures. Now the female is seen as more passive and is linked with Earth while god the father is in the sky. This notion is deeply ingrained even in the feminist spirituality of today’s world: the Earth has become the ultimate goddess.

This book is an attempt to overcome this problem. First, I aim to encourage the idea that the ancient world was animist, and today’s world should continue to be. We can see that the animist worldview managed to survive the Middle Ages and continues to exist today in some cultures and practices. Second, I would like to demonstrate that the divine feminine does not dwell only in the passive form of mothers and maiden lovers, just being present to receive the male energy, with the focus on the womb only. This is a very modern narrative of the sacred feminine. Brilliant scholar Ronald Hutton demonstrated in his recent work, Queens of the Wild, that the Mother Earth archetype was an invention of the pagan revival of nineteenth-century scholarship.* Even though the mostly Athenian and Delphic Gaia appeared in Greece by the fifth century BCE, she did not have cults as a universal “Mother Earth goddess equivalent” (Draper 2020). To better understand the switch in the narrative, I take a more philosophical approach in this book, exploring the different ways to conceive and relate to the cosmos and the divine feminine and, mostly, how we can appease our fears about the passage of time and the imminence of death.

As such, the human mind is a fascinating tool that has used the same symbolic patterns to make sense of the world since the beginning of humanity. In the anthropological study of the imaginary, anthropologist Gilbert Durand deciphered how humans repeat and understand images and symbols the same way in every culture and generation of humans. This theory demonstrates very well that the human mind sees the world as an eternal duality between a nocturnal regime and a diurnal one. This dual scheme is then developed into three aspects that are of great importance to humans: digestion, sexuality, and death. Images produced by the human mind are therefore different but always represent at the core the same symbolic meaning. These symbols and images are both inspired by the bodily senses of humans and by the environment surrounding them. In an animistic worldview, these imagery and symbolic markers will therefore be very similar in every culture. This, in part, explains why we will find so many divinities and spirits that carry the same functions and symbolic meanings. As you will notice, many goddesses share similar characteristics even though they are from different cultures. As for their link with constellations and stars, we will observe how the feminine is very often related to the night sky; hence why celestial objects of the night are of importance to understand them. As such, women worshipped all these night goddesses and performed rituals during the nighttime. Water, birds of prey, caverns, and holes are also feminine elements shared with darkness.

This book will shed light on some of the most well-known ancient goddesses but also on some who are forgotten today. My previous research highlighted that most female deities of the ancient world held great magical and political powers although they existed in a male-dominated pantheon. It is quite important to know and understand because procreation was not always a focus in ancient times, especially in Mesopotamia where they thought the cities were already overpopulated. Of course, there are motherhood figures, protecting pregnant women and their children, but they themselves were very often not literal mothers. They may have sometimes helped to bring fertility to humans or to the agricultural lands through intermediate relations with the male gods (Budin 2015).

To understand ancient deities, it is also valuable to understand how ancient religions worked. Mesopotamia is always a good starting point because it had the greatest influence on many religions of the ancient world. As a matter of fact, ancient Greeks and Romans, among them Pliny the Elder, told us that magic came from the East and spread to the Western world. The same happened to a lot of the Eastern deities who entered the Greek pantheon later. It is mostly because of the commercial trade routes that sailors, like the Phoenicians for example, spread knowledge of magic and religious cults throughout Europe.*

A MULTICULTURAL AND ANIMISTIC WORLD

The history of the ancient world is complex, and the purpose of this work is not to explore every detail of this rich and long history—although I would like to. Suffice it to say that there are discernible patterns that can help us gain better insights. For example, in the literature of Sumer, one of the earliest civilizations, we have found lists of thousands of goddesses. What we can gather from this literature is that Sumerian culture was profoundly nature based and animistic, and the Sumerians believed they needed to maintain the cosmos through service to the gods. Humans were thought to have been crafted from a mix of clay and blood through the ingenuity of the goddess of life and the god of wisdom. In these early texts, written in Sumerian, one of the oldest languages, we can find stories about how the night sky was of great importance in healing and how planets, stars, constellations, and the twilight and dawn were all thought to be deities. Reflecting the importance of the heavenly writings of the night sky, archaic texts from Sumeria tell us about a very ancient goddess named Nisaba. She was the scribe of heaven and interested in the interpretation of the stars (Asher-Greve 2013, 43).

The information I have gathered since 2014, when I began studying the ancient world, indicates to me that the evolution of goddess worship in the various Bronze Age cultures was remarkably similar. The first goddesses were almost always venerated individually at first. When the Akkadian people took over the ancient Sumerian land to form the first great empire, the goddesses were gradually given male consorts. However, the relationships between these goddesses and their god-like consorts cannot be interpreted like human relationships: these consorts were not literal lovers or siblings but rather represented another side of the same deity. A brother and sister divine duo were almost always the same deity, each representing a different role and aspect. Various myths about these divine duos involve incest, but in fact, the incest was not understood as literal. The ancient world had a complex literature with more genres than we have today, making it difficult for us to understand the meaning of their narratives. That is why it can take a lifetime for scholars to correctly understand just one text.
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