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To my wife, Patricia,

with boundless love and gratitude.


EDEN in the ALTAI
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“Recent archaeological discoveries in the Altai Mountains of Siberia have revealed the existence of a unique human population known today as the Denisovans. They reached their height around 60,000–70,000 years ago and possessed advanced technologies that may well have contributed to the rise of civilization. Geoffrey Ashe, in his own fascinating quest of discovery, provides compelling evidence that the Altai Mountains are indeed the cradle of human civilization as well as the true Eden of the East.”

ANDREW COLLINS, AUTHOR OF THE CYGNUS KEY AND GÖBEKLI 
TEPE

“In Eden in the Altai, Geoffrey Ashe brings a broad base of perspectives to bear on his thesis that the archaic Goddess tradition, closely linked to shamanism, took its origins in the Altai Mountain region of Asia. He does a very good job of contrasting competing historical, geographical, and religious viewpoints as he makes his case.”

LAIRD SCRANTON, AUTHOR OF DECODING MAORI COSMOLOGY AND 
THE MYSTERY OF SKARA BRAE



Preface to the First Edition

Some time ago I wrote a book called The Ancient Wisdom. It explored a notion aired by persons of speculative bent in quite a number of ways—the notion that in some sort of paradisal past, humanity was taught arts and sciences and spiritual truths by superior beings: sages from lost Atlantis, or “Hidden Masters,” or visitors from distant worlds. While not greatly tempted by such fantasies, I found that my exploration turned up clues hinting at something unprovided for in official prehistory. There was, however, no way of getting these clues into a logical shape, or reaching conclusions seriously better than guesswork.

Then, a decade later, things began to happen. Mr. Harry Hicks of Menlo Park, California, introduced me to a strange art object he had acquired in India. If this was as old as it appeared to be, it suggested a radical new insight into a certain ancient society, an insight that could bring some order into the mass of facts I had previously found so confused. Soon afterward, major studies by the archaeologists Colin Renfrew and J. P. Mallory publicized results of radiocarbon dating and other research that could carry matters farther along the same line. Meanwhile a third eminent archaeologist, Marija Gimbutas, was proposing a fresh approach to prehistory that seemed to converge strangely with some of my own conjectures, and, if I could accept it, would enable me to put them on a much firmer basis and to make more challenging sense of them.

This book is the result. Or, let us say, an interim result. Remarkable vistas are only just beginning to open up, with implications for our thinking about the present as well as the past.

One or two details. In the transliteration of Sanskrit, academic precision requires a specialized kind of spelling, which I decided not to employ. It has to be explained for uninitiated readers, and I have preferred spellings that they need not stumble over and are not seriously misleading. Biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version unless otherwise stated. When writing of Greece and the Middle East I have kept to the long accepted chronology, while realizing that this is now questioned in places by Peter James and other scholars. Thus far, there is probably not sufficient reason to modify what is said, and if the new datings were to be proved, I still doubt if that would make much difference to the main discussion.

Besides acknowledging Harry Hicks’s role in making the first step possible, I would like to record my gratitude to Persia Woolley for her interest and encouragement; to Timothy Taylor, for his elucidation of a geographical term that surprised me; and of course to Eric Ashworth, my agent.

GEOFFREY ASHE

MARCH 1992
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Introduction to the Second Edition

This book was first offered to the public with the subtitle “A Search for the Earthly Paradise.” That romantic-sounding name calls for a word of explanation.

When I conceived the book, I did not envision anything with which the phrase could correspond. I was reflecting on a medley of myths and legends which had attracted my interest by a common motif—the notion of an ancestral past that was a sort of golden age. By contrast, these stories show our current world in a state of decline and darkening. Noticing this, I started wondering about other recurring features which prehistory showed, including similar accounts of far-off beginnings and links among long-established cultures which we think of as separate.

Before prehistory took shape as a serious study, imaginative amateurs raised such questions and discovered, or invented, shared origins. The extreme case was Ignatius Donnelly, an American politician, who, in the intervals of politics, argued that a lost continent (Atlantis, of course) was the single source of practically everything—Egypt, Babylonia, Greece, Mexico, and so on. The legacy of a continent that was no longer physically present connected these ancient civilizations and explained various traditions of departed glory. I never believed in Donnelly’s all-purpose Atlantis, but I did come to wonder whether his essential idea might have some merit. Did any ancient societies regarded as separate have a shared ancestry? If they did, where should we look for the place of common origin, the historic or prehistoric seedbed—unrecognized but dimly recalled perhaps in one or more of the supposed golden ages?

We might be able to follow hints in several contexts and perhaps identify a uniting source in the Earthly Paradise that is found in several traditions besides the Bible. Identifying that seedbed, that place of creative origins, might shed new light on its great cultural legacies.

That was not quite the thinking I had started with. But never mind. It seems relevant here to quote something I have said in another context:

When writing my books, I have sometimes found that they change as they go along and insist on being different from what I originally conceived. A writer who finds this change happening need not have anything to worry about. It’s probably a sign of vitality.

So it was with the emergence of Dawn behind the Dawn, the title of this book at its first publication, and the paradisal quest that it became. Yes, I think so: its insistence on transforming my original idea was a sign of vitality.

Such a development may have been touched off by a quite trivial-seeming incident. For myself, the new course began to emerge because of a suggestion which I hardly noticed at the time. At some literary gathering, one of the participants urged me to read a certain book. He had written the title for me on a slip of paper. It was Altai-Himalaya by Nicholas Roerich. This name meant nothing to me. But I did read Altai-Himalaya, and paradisal perspectives began to open up.

Generally a development like this can speak for itself. But one feature of my work may puzzle present-day readers and need a word of elucidation. Some parts of this book owe a debt to a theory of prehistory which was rather more prevalent in the 1990s when the first edition was published than it is now. This may be called, without sectarian intent, a “feminist” trend, and its influence needs to be recognized. A school of thought that included scholars of standing developed a new conception of ancient society. They claimed that it was better balanced and more harmonious sexually, but came to be warped, so to speak, because male dominance was imposed by “patriarchal” usurpation and the advent of warrior aristocracies. Religion was originally centered, not on God or the gods, but on “the Goddess” in various forms, and golden age myths refer to a past dimly recalled as existing before the male takeover.

This theory, I repeat, showed a trend in thinking which was more influential when Dawn behind the Dawn first took shape than it is now at the book’s reappearance as Eden in the Altai. But it seems to me that by taking the idea seriously I did sometimes make sense of things that were otherwise obscure. I’m not apologetic for giving this view of society, or others that may be dubious by approved academic standards, a place in the overall discussion. Here and there, the argument may seem to wander a little in the eyes of readers intent on precision, but there is something to be said for occasionally wandering.

And there is another thing which I have said elsewhere and found to be true, even venturing to formalize it as “Ashe’s law”:

There is a wrongness that can lead to rightness more effectively than rightness itself.

One great instance of this truth is generally more familiar than any story in prehistory. Columbus maintained that you could reach Asia easily by sailing west. He was quite wrong, and the geographical experts who told him so were right. Nevertheless, he stuck to his quest and did sail west: his doing so changed everything.
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In this book there are references to “the Soviet Union,” meaning the country normally called Russia. The explanation is that it was re-named by the Communists who were in power from 1917 onward. When the Communist regime eventually crumbled, the new name became obsolete, and the traditional name “Russia” became normal again. Where “Soviet Union” occurs in the text, read “Russia.”

GEOFFREY ASHE

JULY 2018
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How did early societies take shape, and what happened before their emergence into historical daylight? Prehistorians have their answers. They describe various forward steps: the invention of farming, the clustering of settled communities, technological advances, the concentration of power, urban beginnings. All of this is sound. Nothing can be a substitute for the facts revealed, or for the scholarship that reveals them. Yet when we turn to myth and legend, we find assertions about the context of these developments that have a paradoxical air. They imply an attitude and an overall picture that are in sharp contrast with the imagery of progress.

Myths and legends do not ignore the developments. They tell of the beginnings of useful arts, the establishment of kingship, the foundation of cities. Often, though, and quite often enough to call for scrutiny, a jarring element slips through the net—a belief that the movement is not forward, or not consistently forward; a belief in loss rather than gain; a belief that far back in time, life was better and more enlightened, and that whatever made it so has ceased to be an effective part of experience.

Something is lacking in our patterns, something that should be fitted into ideas of prehistory (or psychology, or both) to resolve the discord. To put it picturesquely, there is a need to identify a lost paradise, whether illusion or, in some sense, reality. What was it? The question is no mere antiquarian puzzle. We confront a sort of syndrome here. Humanity never has escaped from it, and it remains a contemporary issue. Two closely related themes, over the centuries, have given the belief expression. One is the golden age. The other is Ancient Wisdom.

The theme of the golden age is widespread. Of course the term is applied loosely to any phase of prosperity, to golden ages of art or literature. But that usage echoes a profounder and older one. Supposedly, humanity or some part of it once enjoyed harmony, well-being, companionship with deities. People were innocent of misconduct that flourishes now. Life was free from want, without backbreaking toil. The golden age ended for reasons given variously—through sin, or evil magic, or an usurpation of power, or a built-in principle of decay. Decline may have been swift or it may have been gradual. Progress on specifics, when this is admitted, is seen in a setting that is retrograde overall.

In traditional versions, much of this is daydreaming on obvious lines. Two less obvious aspects should be noticed. The first is a correlation with freedom from the curse of mortality. Humans in the golden age were long-lived or even immortal—perhaps potentially, perhaps actually. Death, or at any rate the fear of death, came in with the sadder epoch that followed. The second noteworthy aspect is an association of what is missed in the here and now, happiness or wisdom or divine companionship, with a good place—an earthly paradise, an Elysium. This may exist even yet. But human beings are separated from it, except maybe for a favored few. Perhaps the golden age was a time when all were in contact with its beatitude.

Ancient Wisdom is a variant with a shift of emphasis. Benign deities or sages, knowing much that ordinary humans did not, once illuminated and aided them. The illumination faded with the departure of Ancient Wisdom’s teachers. Humanity retains arts and crafts, science and religion, but a basic impulsion lies buried in the past. When progress occurs, it is apt to be joined with forgetfulness or error, a loss of coherence, and principles that should inspire it. Ancient Wisdom survives, to the extent that it does, only in fragments or in the minds of an elite.

Ideas like these have persisted for thousands of years, and they persist still, adapted to present ways of thinking. They are not to be dismissed as archaic illusions.

To look first at ancient examples, the golden age of Greek and Roman mythology resembled some others in being a previous dispensation, an era of “gods before the gods.” The Greek poet Hesiod, in the eighth century B.C., sketched five epochs.1 Each had its own human species, with the golden coming first. The golden race flourished when the world’s ruler was Cronus, or, as the Romans called him afterward, Saturn. He was the chief of the elder deities known as Titans. The golden people lived carefree lives, feeding on nature’s gifts, such as fruit and honey, without disease or decrepitude. According to some versions—not Hesiod’s—Astraea, goddess of Justice, dwelt among them. They could die, and they did, but death held no terrors for them, and their kindly ghosts wandered unseen befriending mortals.

Their end resulted from a divine coup d’etat. Zeus, Cronus’s son, banished him with most of the other Titans and took over supremacy with a clique of colleagues on Mount Olympus. The golden race disappeared and was followed by a second, the “silver,” when men were dominated by their mothers (foolish, says Hesiod). Astraea was still there, but she was distancing herself, and she presently departed skyward and turned into the constellation Virgo. Then came two “bronze” races, eating meat, using bronze weapons, and delighting in violence. Hesiod’s second bronze race is superior to the first, rallying against the trend. Its men included the heroes who fought at Troy. Some were translated, exempt from death, to a blissful Elysium over the western ocean, where Cronus was still sovereign. This respite from decline was brief. It was followed by the time of the “iron” race, our own, the basest and most benighted.

Hesiod’s account of a bronze age succeeded by an iron age agrees with archaeology. He was not entirely ignorant of the real past, whatever his golden age was, if anything. Greeks of a later day, who inclined to romanticism, liked to think that something resembling the golden age was still going on somewhere, not only in the fabulous Elysium but in a vague northern place, the home of a people called Hyperboreans, who lived happily and virtuously for a thousand years.

Hinduism is more cosmic.2 It has its golden age in what is known as the Krita Yuga, a very long time ago. Then, all beings were righteous, wise, prosperous, and healthy, and fulfilled the laws of their nature and status. The Krita yielded to a shorter and inferior Yuga, the Treta, and that to another, the Dvapara, and that to the Kali Yuga in which we live. The Kali Yuga is the worst and the shortest. This running down of the world is preordained. Even in our Kali Yuga the world still contains an abode of divine beings, an inviolate paradisal fastness, but this is far beyond mortal accessibility.

Instances could be multiplied from other mythologies. What is not often realized, however, is that even with antique myth-making left behind, the basic notion continues to surface in fresh guises.

Christian reformers in the sixteenth century, both Catholic and Protestant, agreed that the church was in a bad way. Yet neither party envisaged what normally would be urged now, and is urged by liberal theologians: reform through development and progress, through pushing forward to new ground, discarding a superseded past. Both appealed instead to the past itself. They evoked the golden age of the apostles and early saints, when Christianity was pure. Reform meant sweeping away abuses so that the young church, as the reformers conceived it, could return.

In the eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau became the arch-prophet of the French Revolution partly by reinventing the golden age as an era of unspoiled natural humanity. Human beings, he maintained, once were free and equal and good. They had been corrupted by civilization and by such upholders of it as kings and priests, who subverted natural law by enforcing their oppressive wills. The political moral was palpable. In an intriguing throwaway line, Rousseau admits that his golden age might be a myth and not a fact. The natural condition, he says, is one that “exists no longer, perhaps never existed, probably never will exist, and of which none the less it is necessary to have just ideas, in order to judge well of our present state.” The compulsion to impose such a myth, not merely as a theory but as a necessity, is a thing to be reckoned with. So is the readiness of Rousseau’s many disciples to accept the myth and act on it, believing in the lost natural felicity and trying to wipe out obstacles to its restoration. It was hardly Rousseau’s fault that the most powerful of them, and the most dedicated eliminator of obstacles, was Robespierre.

At sundry times the compulsion has imposed further mythic conceptions. One is a classless idyll of “primitive communism” which Karl Marx’s followers tacked on at the beginning of their version of history, before the rise of oppressors and the beginning of class war. It was no part of the original theory, but Marxists decided that without a golden age of their own—rather like Rousseau’s, as a matter of fact—their system was incomplete. At some indefinite time after the revolution the classless idyll would be reborn. A few decades later, Mahatma Gandhi created a mystique for Indian nationalism out of his vision of an ancient India of saints and sages and village communes and cottage industry, which alien conquerors had blotted out. He launched a mass patriotic program of hand spinning and weaving as a movement of practical revival. Like Rousseau, he acknowledged that his golden age might never have existed, but, also like Rousseau, and in much the same way, he justified talking about it.

A more recent expression of the same syndrome is the Black Muslim myth, which commended itself to some black activists in the 1960s.3 According to this, the whole human species was formerly black, civilized, and moral, and the majority were happy. But sixty-six hundred years ago a scientist, less moral and happy than his colleagues, carried out a eugenic, or rather antieugenic, project that generated monsters, namely white people. All of the evils of white power and black subjection go back to this disaster. It should be added that Malcolm X, the creed’s ablest convert, soon abandoned it.

As for Ancient Wisdom, the companion concept, that too has a long pedigree and an enduring vitality. On a naive level mythology offers its culture heroes, who taught the arts of life to primeval humanity. Here the Greeks kept a link with their golden age, the reign of the Titans, by allotting the chief culture-hero role to Prometheus, a Titan himself. We find primordial sages in Babylonia and India; we find other sages, divine ones, presiding over a golden age in China, their wisdom invoked by Confucius; we find the god Krishna communicating the teachings of the Bhagavad Gita, supposedly four or five thousand years ago.

As with the golden age, what is seldom realized is the stubbornness with which such ideas persist. During the European Renaissance, Ancient Wisdom was almost a norm of advanced thinking. Many of the finest minds of that age worshiped at the shrine of rediscovered antiquity and sought solutions to the profoundest problems in long-lost “Hermetic” treatises, which had been concocted by mystical Greeks early in the Christian era. Isaac Newton himself thought he was not a discoverer but a rediscoverer and said his findings were symbolically foreshadowed in classical myth.4

Western society has gone on displaying the same compulsion and producing new editions of Ancient Wisdom. Eighteenth-century England saw the launch of a notion, still by no means defunct, that the Celtic priest-magicians called druids were primordial world teachers. Later, theorists of a quasi-academic type ascribed all earthly enlightenment to super-Egyptians or super-Babylonians. From 1875 onward Ancient Wisdom was bursting out with a fresh luxuriance in the doctrines of theosophy, proclaimed by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky. She declared, in effect, that everything was known long ago and was taught selectively to initiates by Masters of Wisdom in remote Asian retreats. The Masters are still there and have exerted a hidden influence over world events, although their teachings have been obscured and perverted. More recently Ancient Wisdom donned science-fiction garb in the writings of Erich von Däniken, for whom the gods of mythology were sky people, astronauts from distant planets, who visited our own planet thousands of years back and uplifted its brutish inhabitants, but then went away.

These manifestations seldom have been Christian in any clear sense, and some have been anti-Christian. During the 1980s, however, Ancient Wisdom took yet another form in a Christian reaction. Fundamentalists sponsored Creation Science. This was grounded on a claim that the Bible gives literal truths about the world’s beginnings, taught by the divinely inspired Moses for ancient Israel’s edification. Regular science has lost sight of these truths and will not admit them, propagating such fictions as evolution to keep them suppressed. The elect, however, can recapture them and enlarge on them, and Creation Science has a right to a place in schools, as an alternative to evolution.
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Such modes of thinking can be explained in part by psychology. Nostalgic pseudo-memories of a trouble-free childhood are projected onto the world at large, onto its past beyond coherent record, childhood’s equivalent. A sense, in the individual life, of things closing in, of frustration and decay, of an inexorable slide toward death, is projected likewise. The golden age was real, but it didn’t last. A further aspect of these phenomena can be explained in the same way. This is the recurrent conviction that the lost glory is not truly lost and can be won back and reinstated: a conviction that has inspired Christian reformers, French revolutionaries, and others, and long since created a mythic expression of its own in the prophesied return of King Arthur. We might detect a need to defy the tragedy of the mortal condition, and a need to do this by affirming not only that the golden age existed but that although it went into eclipse, death has no lasting dominion over it and it remains capable of resurrection.

Yet perhaps this is not enough. Perhaps psychological myth-making is not a full explanation, or rather, a full explaining-away. Could there be a factual substratum, as the myth-makers, with all their disagreements, unite in implying; a substratum able to inspire variations on the two themes, though below the conscious threshold itself; a substratum that the psychological factors somehow latch on to? Can the themes be integrated into a real past, without minimizing the data that have a different message?

To suggest that such backward-looking yearnings may have a factual basis, beyond history’s reach, is no novelty. One of Europe’s mightiest creative spirits, with far less information to work on, made this very suggestion. In his Purgatorio Dante airs the conjecture that the golden age is a dim reminiscence of life in the real lost Eden, the earthly paradise of unfallen, undegenerate, and innocent humankind (28:139–41). Speaking to him as a visitor, its resident lady says,

Those men of yore who sang the golden time

And all its happy state—maybe indeed

They on Parnassus dreamed of this fair clime.

Dante provides for something like Ancient Wisdom too, although he does not say so. The notion that the first humans’ innocence was thought of in the Middle Ages as ignorance is a mistake. Theologians whom Dante read maintained that Adam and Eve before their fall were wiser and more profound in insight than we are. The ban on the tree of knowledge was not a ban on knowledge as such. One of their intended duties was the education of their descendants.5

As a Christian, Dante believed in the lost paradise, if perhaps not literally in his poetic vision of it. With or without belief, Christian conditioning certainly has strengthened the double syndrome in Western society and encouraged some of the dreams that Dante refers to. Further, the dreams proliferate. After the waning of Christian faith, the sense of loss has gone on without the dogmatic anchor, and the golden age and Ancient Wisdom have branched out in a medley of directions.

One result has been a suspicion, and often more than a suspicion, that standard accounts of history are inadequate and may have been falsified. Somehow, somewhere, there has to be a huge missing piece . . . or to adapt Voltaire’s remark about God, if there isn’t, it has to be invented. In a society that bears the stamp of Christian conditioning but is no longer in tune with the old orthodoxy, something has to take the place of the paradise story. Broadening horizons demand a larger something, of which the paradise story may be a reflection, but only a partial one. The idea of the missing piece has been fostered in the last century or so by an assortment of mysteries and alleged mysteries—Stonehenge, Easter Island, the pyramids, et cetera.

Its most flamboyant product has been the modern myth of Atlantis. From the way this has developed and the form it takes, we may extract a hint for deeper inquiry. The phrase modern myth of Atlantis is important. There is no credible trace of a sunken land where Atlantis is alleged to have been, out in the Atlantic Ocean, and the only account of it, Plato’s, is a myth of his own contrived out of several ingredients for a didactic purpose. Few Greeks took his Atlantis literally; nor did more than a handful of other readers till l882. Then Ignatius Donnelly, an American politician who also found Baconian code messages in Shakespeare, published Atlantis: The Antediluvian World.

Donnelly’s book launched a school of Atlantologists, who reconstructed the lost land in amazing detail. Atlantology was taken up by Madame Blavatsky and her theosophists, who improved it in their own style. Many believers continue to this day. They have made out that Atlantis was the true site of the Garden of Eden and all other earthly paradises. It was the home of a blessed and brilliant race, one whose leaders became the gods and goddesses of mythology. It was the seat of a high, even supernatural civilization that created those of Egypt, Mexico, and Peru as offshoots.

Here we have the golden age and Ancient Wisdom combined, together with a stupendous downfall when Atlantis plunges beneath the waves. We also have an attempt to integrate them with history, through the notion that the lost civilization was ancestral to other, known ones. Atlantis is the most spectacular missing piece ever thought of. But however the missing piece is conceived, it tends to have this ancestral quality: it is not only missing, it is an exciting Something Else that is senior to what official history admits and, if brought into the open, would put it in a different light.

The questions can be stated more specifically. Could there indeed be a missing piece? Did an ancient culture exist, unacknowledged or overlaid by successors, that was a seedbed of motifs in recorded ones? We can dismiss the common origin of Egypt, Mexico, and Peru. That is fantasy. We can wonder more seriously about a shared source of inspiration behind those ancient cultures where we recognize our own in the making—behind, for instance, the Greek and the Israelite. These were certainly not products of diffusion from Atlantis. Might there, however, have been a prior fountainhead of influence that passed into them and into others—a true something else that lingered in various disguises, molding beliefs in a golden age or paradise and contributing to traditions of Ancient Wisdom, below the historical horizon? If it could be defined it may disclose a more-than-psychological background for the themes, where they have been most powerful, versatile, and significant.

This is more than rootless guesswork, more than idle fancy about folk memory. The whole issue has been raised quite suddenly by a new version of the golden age, which has made it, with its affiliated topics, a living issue in a different class from such constructions as Atlantology.
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Since the late 1970s, a golden age has been part of the ideology of the women’s movement. That is not to say that all feminists have adopted it, that it has become an orthodoxy for more than a school of thought within feminism, or even that the school of thought is unanimous. But effective voices have been raised, and unlike some other golden ages, this has support among academic prehistorians.

The central idea is that although men have been the ruling sex for thousands of years, it has not always been so. A balanced society once existed. For a while the term matriarchy was popular, but it fell into disuse as suggesting a mere mirror image of present society, with women predominant instead of men. Two new adjectives have come into use—“matristic” and “gylanic.” The latter was coined by Riane Eisler as a derivative from Greek words for “woman” and “man” and comes nearer to conveying the intended equality. A matristic, or gylanic, society is obviously an aim for the future. But it is now affirmed also as a reality in the past, which an informed women’s movement must seek to reinstate on a new level.

When did it exist? In relevant scholarship the outstanding figure is Marija Gimbutas, an archaeologist of the highest repute.1 Her main field of study is what she calls Old Europe, the central and eastern part of that continent, and especially the Balkans. As defined it extends a little way into Russia, but only a little, although Russia’s archaeology has an important supplementary role. In Old Europe, agricultural societies flourished from about 6500 B.C. onward, and according to Gimbutas they were peaceable, creative, and free from sexual chauvinism. Inheritance was traced through the mother. Old Europe’s climactic achievement was Minoan Crete. Crete’s beautiful art is said to reflect not only a society that was nonviolent but one in which women were respected, influential, and equal with men. And this was so, more or less, throughout Old Europe, before a slow process of change that began in roughly 4000 B.C. and was completed in Crete and other islands by about 1500. The outcome everywhere was a male-dominated society, tracing inheritance through the father, warlike, culturally inferior. This is labeled “patriarchal” or “androcratic” or “androcentric.” Much the same happened in other parts of the world, notably Anatolia (Asia Minor) and the rest of the Middle East. Humanity never has recovered.

All of this sounds like a partisan myth, yet it does not lack a degree of respectability. J. P. Mallory, Lecturer in Archaeology at the Queen’s University, Belfast, while dissenting from the more interpretive part, has acknowledged that some of it is plausible. The Gimbutan view of Old Europe may look like a wild generalization from Crete, as the only exhibit we really know about. That, however, is not the case, largely because of a further factor—the widespread evidence, or asserted evidence, for Old Europe’s religion and a religious change. The matristic society worshiped the Goddess; its male deities were secondary. The patriarchal society that supplanted it worshiped gods, and eventually God, the almighty and exclusive Sky Father. Artifacts everywhere are said to reveal the same story. The upsetting of intersexual balance and the triumph of the male went with a transformation of ritual, theology, and myth, which likewise happened in other places.

One present consequence is the growth of what is sometimes called women’s spirituality, involving an attempt to re-create the Goddess religion as a rival to the Christian and Jewish religions, which are condemned as products of the change and as oppressive of women. In part this is a development from a revival of witchcraft, or Wicca, professedly the Old Religion, which began in about the mid-twentieth century under the influence of the anthropologist Margaret Murray. The terrible witchhunts of the past have been annexed to feminist history by being construed as Christian persecution of women, not only because of their sex but because witchcraft preserved a residual paganism with a female deity in it. A conference held in 1978 in Santa Cruz, California, under the title “The Great Goddess Re-Emerging,” may be said to have launched the Neo-Goddess religion. It has been expounded by Merlin Stone, Monica Sjöö, Elinor Gadon, and others, who draw on Gimbutas’s work and generally have her approval.

The ancient Goddess, it is stressed, was not God with a mere difference of gender. An old joke about a feminist who advised, “Pray to God and She will help you,” now might be thought misleading. God the universal sovereign, “out there,” apart from the world he made, is regarded as an invention of men and as having come on the scene later. The Goddess was and is the Great Mother, Earth rather than Sky, the life bestower, the creative energy, the giver of birth and rebirth, within nature. Goethe’s phrase at the end of Faust about the cosmic Ewig-Weibliche, the Eternal-Womanly, has a certain aptitude. The question “Does the Goddess exist?” cannot be asked as it can of God, or argued about metaphysically, or answered yes or no. The noted Californian witch Starhawk says that asking “Do you believe in the Goddess?” is like asking “Do you believe in rocks?”2 The Goddess is there in experience, and she transcends, and takes endless forms, as the goddess figures of myth and religion and as living women.

Her era of supremacy was the golden age so far as there ever was one. However simple or backward in modern terms, it had a basic rightness. When the matristic culture was overthrown, its patriarchal successors took over some of its achievements, but they debased and distorted them. The Goddess was not totally banished, except (officially, at least) by the Israelites, but she was fragmented into a medley of goddesses and nymphs, made out to be daughters or wives or subordinate partners of ruling gods. Such is the picture we get in Greek mythology, because the original myths were rewritten, in the interests of Zeus and his Olympian gang. Zeus ends up with a wife and fifty-three mistresses.3 Similar rearrangements took place in the Middle East.

One result was a change in attitudes to death.4 In the time of the Great Mother, death led to rebirth and was not feared. The horror of mortality came into the world with the male takeover, because the male is not the life giver. Although there was still an afterlife, it was, for all but a few favorites of the gods, a dreary near-nullity in a realm of shades.

The mythic part of all of this was worked out in essentials before the modern Goddess movement, in the poetic imagination of Robert Graves, who followed up his extraordinary 1952 book The White Goddess with a massive study of the Greek myths. Some of the reconstructions were foreshadowed by others. Lewis Richard Farnell, author of the monumental work The Cults of the Greek States, remarked as far back as 1896,

The female deities of the Greek religion have so much of common character as to suggest the belief that they are all different forms under different names of the same divine personage.5

In 1959, E. O. James published a sweeping survey, The Cult of the Mother-Goddess. In 1961, Sibylle von Cles-Reden’s The Realm of the Great Goddess interpreted Europe’s megalithic structures in Malta, Brittany, the British Isles, and elsewhere as Goddess temples.

However, anyone who listens to the neowitches among the Goddess revivalists will find that they have a longer perspective. They claim not only that their religion is the oldest, but that it descends to them from the Stone Age. “According to our legends,” says Starhawk, “witchcraft began more than 35,000 years ago.”6 Gimbutas opens up a similar vista, shorter but not all that much shorter, archaeologically. She argues that the Goddess worship of Old Europe and Anatolia was continuous, with a substratum of Paleolithic cult traceable well before 20,000 B.C., and that the substratum can be detected or inferred over a vast expanse of the Eurasian landmass.

She does this by building up a network of “Goddess” artifacts and imagery.7 The key items, recognized for some time, are female figurines. Hundreds have been unearthed, in several styles. Some are apparently pregnant, some have exaggerated sexual features, others are more austere. Archaeologists, accepting them as images of female divinity (although not all do), have applied the restrictive label Venuses, which Gimbutas rejects. Using the figurines and a medley of carvings and ceramic designs covering many millennia, she effects a kind of decipherment. She exhibits linear motifs and gives them Goddess interpretations. The most elementary is a V, which is explained as the female pubic triangle. The argument proceeds step-by-step to inverted V’s and then to wavy lines and spirals. These are associated with water and with stylized-animals—birds, sheep, deer, bears, swine, and, conspicuously, snakes—all of them thereby being related to the Goddess. Artistically minded followers have added more—butterflies, spiders, scorpions, fish. Support is invoked from later, documented myths and from identifiable icons that bring in some of the same creatures, making the Goddess (or rather, the goddess figures derived from her) a Mistress of Animals and giving her a special companionship with serpents—in Crete, for instance.
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Paleolithic figurine: the so-called Venus of Willendorf.

The Gimbutan cryptogram is not formless. Its geography is given a certain shape by chronology. Most of the older objects are in the Soviet Union,8 and some of the very oldest, dating from 24,000 B.C. or thereabouts, are also the farthest from Europe. Where the USSR meets Mongolia and China is the great curve of the Altai mountain chain, its peaks numinous to this day in Mongol eyes. Farther east is Lake Baikal, one of the world’s largest bodies of fresh water, called a sea by aboriginal tribes, and with a fauna of its own. The Altai-Baikal stretch of Siberia has yielded some of the richest and earliest Goddess hauls.9 At Mal’ta, fifty-five miles northwest of Irkutsk, the figurines are among the best artistically. Those nearer Europe are apt to be cruder and less inventive, hinting at imitation. Some of the Mal’ta objects have been assigned to a later date, but if the later dating is right it simply may reflect a long period of cultic activity. There is no doubt that Mal’ta does have Goddess material going back to about 24,000 B.C. No sites west of Russia have produced any that is proved to be quite so old, though in some cases the margin may be narrow.10 Logically pressed, the arguments imply something more specific than a Paleolithic Goddess culture spread over a wide area. They imply a point of origin for it, a center of diffusion, artistic and religious. In the Altaic region, something began. There may have been other sources, but that, at any rate, was one source.

Goddess logic would suggest that the Stone Age Altaic tribes lived in a state of primitive wisdom and intersexual balance under the Great Lady’s aegis. It would not be seriously disputed that life was hard, sometimes violent, and, on average, short. But it had an imponderable spiritual rightness.

Pursuing the prehistory, we might infer that Altaic influence drifted across the Soviet Union and into Europe, becoming part of the substratum. With the growth of farming economies from the seventh millennium B.C. and social, technological, and artistic progress, the Goddess culture blossomed and culminated in Crete. Its religion gloriously outgrew the Siberian heritage, but that heritage had prepared the ground and played a formative part.
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Goddess image with serpents, Minoan Crete.
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A Goddess-devoted writer, the Swedish-born artist Monica Sjöö, draws a conclusion that is like Dante’s transposed into non-Christian terms. Golden age and paradisal mythology springs from a long-range nostalgia for the Goddess era. That presumably is why the divine Astraea is on earth in the classical golden age but is there no longer.11 Such a view implies that traditions, however hazy, have descended all the way from the Goddess era and perhaps even, specifically, from the north Asian region in which it may have begun—a prototype paradise. Witches like Starhawk, with their claimed continuity of legend, would find no difficulty here. Others might.

Can anything really be identified in that region as having gone into the making of other cultures, whether in the way Goddess prehistory indicates, or in any other way? Can it be cast in the seedbed role, as a place from which motifs and conceptions spread to ancient societies? If we can trace an outward transmission of anything significant, we can consider its harmony or otherwise with the Gimbutan model. We can ask whether anything emerges about an unknown Altaic factor in human development, a missing piece, such as romantic fancy has supposed Atlantis to be, doubtless humbler than Atlantis, yet bestowing a sort of vindication on the mode of thinking that conjures it up.

In the Paleolithic Altai country, or anywhere near it, we cannot hope for inscriptions or kindred items. These people were hunters and gatherers, using stone implements, dressing in skins and furs, living in caves or the crudest shelters. They had art of a simple kind, but no metals and not even a beginning of literacy. Nothing follows, of course, about mental inferiority. Genius and creative talents can take forms that leave no tangible traces. Even in classical Greece, as Mortimer Wheeler once remarked, an archaeologist may find the tub in which the philosopher Diogenes lived while completely missing Diogenes. The European cave paintings at Altamira and Lascaux are later, and megalithic monuments like Carnac and Avebury are later again, yet those gifted artists and builders were still as backward in some respects as Paleolithic Siberians.

With the figurine makers, we do not know what the relation between the sexes was. Yet a gylanic balance is possible. While hunting would have given importance to men, women might have had equal importance, through magic and healing, for instance. We cannot tell from the figurines alone whether the Goddess really was the chief deity and whether the art objects are rightly interpreted in that sense. Again, however, it may be so, and at least one counterargument does not work. Whatever hunting’s social role, it need not have promoted a divine masculinity. Anthropologists have spoken of goddesses, mistresses of wild nature, who “link the mystic identity of the hunter with the hunted.”12 Even the myths of Greece include a huntress goddess, Artemis, afterward Diana.

In the upshot, Gimbutas’s code-breaking exercises, sketching a network of Goddess symbolism, do amount to a case for a primitive ideology, and the recurrence of imagery over a vast area may favor a dissemination from the Altai-Baikal region. Still, it is hard to see anything so distant in time and space playing a major part in later history, or leaving a powerful enough impression on folk memory to influence more advanced societies, mythwise or otherwise. It would be more plausible if the Altaic part of the network harbored something truly distinctive, a unique “strong magic,” a special paradise-generating factor. It also would be more plausible, much more, if that area had not simply produced figurines and then closed down—if there had been cultic continuity, if it had gone on being “live,” so to speak, for thousands of years. The idea is not absurd. The Australian aborigines, with their imaginative mythology, seem to have remained very much as they are now for forty millennia.

At Mal’ta, the cult center where some of the oldest and best figurines were found, there is evidence from other objects that the place’s importance might have gone on. But among the earliest of all, retrieved from a cave burial, is an oblong panel of mammoth ivory dated about 24,000 B.C.13 On one side of it, three snakes establish its place in the Goddess network. On the other side is a design composed of lines of dots. They curve around to form seven spirals, six little ones framing a seventh that is much larger. In the large spiral the line goes around seven times, circling inward to a hole in the center. This design, being linear and serpentine, also is in accord with Gimbutan ideas. It is more, however. It is the first instance anywhere in the world of something destined to emerge far and wide as very strong magic indeed—the peculiar mystique of the number seven.

The large spiral, or others like it, could be at the root of a known phenomenon, one of the most intriguing forms that the seven mystique takes. A mathematician, Robert P. Thomas, has pointed out that if you complicate a seven-circuited spiral like this by making the line double back, running alternately clockwise and counterclockwise instead of going continuously around, there is only one way of doing it that is aesthetically satisfying. And that precise design occurs as a maze pattern or labyrinth in a far-flung variety of contexts. It is sometimes round, sometimes square; some instances are mirror images of others; but the pattern is always, basically, the same.14

It is on a tile from Pylos in Greece dated about 1200 B.C. Cretan coins are stamped with it as a symbol of the labyrinth. The coins are much later, but the original labyrinth, in the Minoan age, was probably not a building housing the Minotaur (whatever he was) but a dance following the double spiral. Such a dance was performed ritually on the Aegean island of Delos well into classical times. The same backtracking septenary figure is on an Etruscan vase from Tagliatella in Italy, dating perhaps from the seventh century B.C.; it is part of a picture of an equestrian maneuver called the Game of Troy and mentioned in Virgil’s Aeneid. A graffito in the same form is on a pillar in Pompeii with the words LABYRINTHUS HIC HABITAT MINOTAURUS (“The Labyrinth, here lives the Minotaur”), doubtless a rude reference to the owner of the house.
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Design on ivory panel from Mal’ta, Siberia.

The backtracking spiral is inscribed on a stone from Wicklow in Ireland and on another in the Rocky Valley near Tintagel in Cornwall. In Wales it used to be a recognized pattern for turf cutting as a pastime of shepherds, and boys challenged other boys to draw it correctly.15 For the Welsh it was Caerdroia, the Walls of Troy. A large-scale instance, disputed but defensible, is a hillside earthwork system on Glastonbury Tor in Somerset, England, judged, if the reconstruction of the pattern is right, to be Neolithic.16

Glastonbury’s long history has been heavily overlaid with legend and speculation, but it has a fair claim to have been a Goddess sanctuary before its better-known career as a Christian one. Present-day devotees of the Goddess climb the Tor and follow the track. Thousands of miles away, in a manuscript illustration to the Indian epic Ramayana, the same pattern represents a fortress where the hero’s wife is imprisoned. It is also on the floor of a Jain temple in Karnataka.17

Since the spiral on the Mal’ta panel is a simple one, its role as prototype is very much a conjecture and may seem farfetched. But archaeology does not in fact offer a prototype anywhere else, and an argument in favor arises from the developed spiral’s most surprising appearance—among the Hopi of Arizona, who call it the Mother Earth symbol.18 In their eyes it represents a road of life that, if followed, leads to rebirth through the eternal Mother. The rebirth is a reenactment in the individual of a myth of history, the Emergence. Three human races were destroyed before this one, but in each case a remnant lived underground and “emerged” to repopulate the world. Other native American myths tell related tales, to the effect that the survivors reached the surface by a tunnel following the same course and that the double spiral depicts the umbilical cord and fetal membranes of the Earth Mother when she gave birth to her children.

Now, if the scattered instances are products of diffusion at all, the starting point could hardly have been anywhere but in northern Asia. There is nowhere else from which people or motifs could have spread both across the Eurasian landmass and to a North America that received its settlers from Siberia, when the continents still were connected. Finally, if the septenary spiral did spread abroad as a magical or sacred image, the dates of the developed versions show the development apparently happening much later than the Mal’ta panel, with the implication that the source did continue to be “live,” and veneration of the spiral continued there till a time came when it was elaborated and propagated.

Whatever weight should be given to the spiral itself (and one of its aspects will presently make these guesses look more solid), cultural diffusion from a broadly Altaic center is a hypothesis worth discussing. Gimbutan prehistory supplies a hint here for an exploration that not only may support it but may range beyond it . . . or, alternatively, may call it in question. Diffusion could have carried Goddess motifs and imagery, or maybe non-Goddess motifs and imagery, and it could have built up paradisal traditions looking backward to a mythified source. If, however, we are to try confirming this source and defining its character, we shall need to be more specific. It also will be important to ask whether we can ever see the diffusion actually happening. And in assessing possibilities, we shall face a complication due to Gimbutas herself.

Her golden age has the same Paradise Lost quality as others. It is brought to a close. We are told that the Goddess-worshiping gylanic order was tragically replaced by male-ruled, god-oriented societies, ancestral to the present world. Some anthropologists, who more or less accept the gylanic age, see its eclipse as due to technological progress, giving men wider scope and advantages. Not so Marija Gimbutas and her followers. The end came through active destruction—gradual, piecemeal, but deadly. The story has villains. They are the Indo-Europeans.
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Who were the Indo-Europeans? Why, when, and how are they supposed to have extinguished the golden age?

They were a mysterious people—it may be franker to say a hypothetical people—whose language is thought to have been ancestral to many others and whose descendants are thought to have spread these derived languages over a huge area, its extent shown by the fact that the Gaelic of Ireland and the Hindi of India both belong to the Indo-European family.19

Well over a century ago philologists realized that many languages, widely different on the face of it, have overlaps and parallels implying a common origin. This is easy to see in such cases as Italian and Spanish, both of which are derived from Latin. But the argument can be pressed much further. Besides Latin and the Latin-derived group, the Celtic, Germanic, and Slavic languages and Greek are all classed as Indo-European. English counts as Germanic, although its main Anglo-Saxon element has been augmented by many words from other sources. The reason for the “Indo” is that the same logic brings in Sanskrit and its Indian descendants. It also brings in Persian and several dead languages, such as Hittite. This linguistic family is distinct from the Semitic family, of which Hebrew is a well-known member, and from the languages of Africa and the Orient.

All Indo-European languages seem to have been derived, through a long process of separation and evolution, from a Proto-Indo-European original. This parent tongue may have been a single language or a cluster of closely related dialects. Proto-Indo-European is completely undocumented. There are no inscriptions, no texts, no secondhand reports. However, a little of its vocabulary can be inferred from words that are shared, with only limited divergence, by all of its derivatives—such words as those for “father” and “mother.”20

The speakers of this original tongue, the Proto-Indo-Europeans, presumably had a homeland in one geographic region. Some of their descendants spread over Europe, carrying dialects that evolved and grew, till they resulted in Greek, Latin, and the rest. Others spread over parts of Asia, with a branch reaching Iran and creating Old Persian, and a branch reaching India and creating Sanskrit.21 The latter are known as Indo-Aryans. The term Aryan is of Indian origin. It used to be applied more widely, even to Indo-Europeans in general, but racist exploitation brought it into discredit and it is confined now to the Indo-Europeans who reached India, plus one other grouping to the west of them that was closely akin.

Strictly, it is inexact to speak of Indo-Europeans as if they were a race or nation. A more accurate term is “Indo-European speakers.”22 But in view of manifest kinships and continuities, it is hard to discuss them without at least some ethnic meaning. Many attempts have been made to locate the homeland, the starting point of the great dispersal, and to identify the first Indo-Europeans with a known ethnic or cultural stock. Speculation has roamed over a good deal of Europe, a good deal of Asia, and parts of Africa, and extended to the North Pole.23 However, some of the territory can be ruled out by study of the inferred “Proto” vocabulary. Shared words for certain trees and animals imply that these were known to the Proto-Indo-Europeans. Therefore their milieu was one that contained these trees and animals, as, to take the extreme case, the polar regions do not. Still, theories have ranged from central Europe to central Asia.

This is where Marija Gimbutas comes in.24 She equates the first Indo-Europeans with Neolithic dwellers on the steppes of the Soviet Union, who disposed of their more important dead in chambered mounds known as kurgans, so that burials of this type can be used to plot their movements. Kurgan society began to take shape in the Volga basin as far back as the seventh millennium B.C. The Kurgan people were pastoral, practicing small-scale agriculture and animal husbandry. After a while they domesticated the horse and had wheeled vehicles. They were patriarchal, male-dominated, with a male pantheon, and they were combative and fond of weapons, making these from copper and bronze as metallurgy developed.

Gimbutas has Kurgan people expanding into Old Europe in several waves over a long period, from about 4300 B.C. to about 2800 B.C. Old Europe’s gylanic or matristic society was pre-Indo-European and had been in possession for a long time, worshiping the Goddess in various forms and living peaceably by farming. The change for the worse was due to Kurgan mobs entering as conquerors, imposing not only Indo-European speech but the ascendancy of male warriors and a male religion. The process was not complete everywhere till centuries after the last actual invasion, but there was no reversing it.

Some female prehistorians have adopted all of this, treating the Goddess culture and its Indo-European destruction as a single package. However, the part involving the Indo-Europeans presents difficulties, even if, as is far from proved, their equation with the Kurgan people is right. It may be relevant to events at the other termini of expansion, in Iran and India. It fails to account for the triumph of patriarchy, or whatever we call it, in countries the Indo-Europeans never overran—Israel, for instance. There, the same kind of thinking has to evoke a different set of macho villains. (Merlin Stone, author of When God Was a Woman, tries valiantly to hold everything together by making out that the priestly Levites were Indo-European.25 But even in Europe it is doubtful how far the combined package is acceptable. In In Search of the Indo-Europeans, J. P. Mallory gives a respectful summary of the Gimbutan position but concludes:26

Almost all of the arguments for invasion and cultural transformations are far better explained without reference to Kurgan expansions, and most of the evidence so far represented is either totally contradicted by other evidence or is the result of gross misinterpretation of the cultural history of Eastern, Central and Northern Europe. (P. 185)

Robert Claiborne, who gives the Indo-Europeans a Danubian homeland, offers a further argument.27 It hinges on geography. Conquerors can impose their languages, but the language of the conquered survives in the landscape, and especially in the names of rivers. Until the fifth century A.D. the inhabitants of Britain were Celtic. Then Anglo-Saxons from across the North Sea gradually took possession of much of the country, and wherever they were supreme the Celtic British language yielded to Anglo-Saxon, the ancestor of English. Yet many river names in England are British to this day—Thames, for instance. In North America, by the late nineteenth century, English speakers of European stock outnumbered the indigenous tribes from coast to coast and were absolutely dominant. Yet dozens of native river names survived, and survive still, witnessing to a previous population.

Now throughout central and eastern Europe, most names of rivers are derived from Indo-European languages. Very few are clearly non-Indo-European. All of the continent had inhabitants before Indo-Europeans spread over it, and local traces of them remain even linguistically, as in the Basque country of northern Spain. But it is difficult to believe that this pre-Indo-European population was large when the map fails to testify to that effect, except in patches near the Atlantic. If that judgment is correct, while Gimbutas’s gylanic society may have existed, it could not have been pre-Indo-European, because there never were enough pre-Indo-Europeans in the region where she says it flourished. It must have been Indo-European itself or predominantly so, and the nature of the change that subverted it is more problematic.

Colin Renfrew, famous for a revision of carbon dating that revolutionized ideas about Stonehenge, has put forward a rival theory with support from a Soviet philologist, Tomas Gamkrelidze.28 For him, Proto-Indo-European was the language of early farming communities in Asia Minor in the seventh millennium B.C. The beginning of Indo-European-speaking society may well be as far back as the beginning of agricultural society, may in fact be a phase of it, in which case the Gimbutan thesis of something radically unlike in bias is mistaken. These people multiplied, and a slow, unspectacular wave of advance, without major migrations or conquests, carried agricultural groups into Europe and farther and farther across it. They absorbed an earlier population that, as the river names suggest, was extremely sparse. Renfrew accepts Indo-Europeans on the steppes, in the fifth and fourth millennia, but considers that they branched off from the ones who settled Europe and adopted a lifestyle of their own. Another wave of advance might have rolled eastward from Anatolia toward India. Renfrew’s account is controversial. It has been given qualified support by Marek Zvelebil, professor of archaeology at the University of Sheffield, in Sheffield, England.29

Mallory, following critically on Renfrew’s heels, proposes a model that is more like Gimbutas’s, in spite of his skepticism about her Kurgan invasions.30 His Indo-European homeland is the Pontic-Caspian region, meaning, mainly, southern Russia and the lower Volga basin. Cautious in handling scanty evidence, he is more venturesome than most in tracing the dispersal through Asia, which he believes might have been rapid, as folk movements go.

No consensus has emerged, beyond agreement about early Indo-Europeans roaming the steppes. Still, recent discussion has had a decided tendency to push the whole process back in time. It used to be supposed that the first Indo-European stirrings did not begin until the late third millennium B.C.31 Today they are put in the fourth, the fifth, even the seventh. Indo-European influence on, say, Sumer, the pioneer civilization of the Middle East, once would have been ruled out on the ground that Sumer was earlier than any possible Indo-European propinquity. It still may be ruled out, but not for that reason. Indo-Europeans of some sort could have been there, as far as chronology goes.

So a distinction is called for. The golden age of the Goddess may be real, the casting of Indo-Europeans in the role of destroyers is gratuitous and an obstacle to impartial inquiry. They may have been, they may not. We don’t know enough about them. The archaeology of the Kurgan people is inconclusive, since they may not have been the first Indo-Europeans anyhow. Whoever those Indo-Europeans were, some of them, especially the steppe dwellers, were probably patriarchal. Honorable interments of men but not women tell their tale. But there is no evidence that even the steppe dwellers were exclusively god-oriented. Attempts have been made to infer their religion from a few divine names shared by different branches of the linguistic family. Results have been meager.32 Thus, the Greeks had their sky god, Father Zeus, and the Indo-Aryans too had a sky god, Father Dyaus. It is easy to infer an Indo-European god with a name like “Dyaus,” ancestral to both. Comparison, however, reveals almost nothing about him. Zeus and Dyaus, in their respective mythologies, are not at all the same. Divine names for the sun also are cognate. We have Sol, Sulis, and so on in Europe, and Surya in India. They do not tell us how Proto-Indo-Europeans thought of the sun, and their solar deity may quite well have been female.33

Gimbutas and her followers have made the golden age, Ancient Wisdom, and paradisal myth into serious issues—not as embodying literal realities but as reflecting and echoing realities. The rise of a reborn Goddess religion has made these issues not only serious but vital and current, bound up, in the eyes of Goddess devotees, with the spirituality and status of women. The aim of this inquiry is to ask how far Goddess prehistory works, and to approach that question by way of another that it raises but that may have unsuspected bearings: whether an immemorial seedbed—a more or less Altai-Baikal seedbed—is credible. And to keep all possibilities open, the destructive part of the package must be set aside, for the moment at least. The Indo-European role may not be as supposed. Study of Indo-European cultures could turn up evidence, even supportive of the Gimbutan prehistory, that has been obscured by their dismissal as merely barbaric. Whoever they were, Indo-Europeans were scattered across the steppes very early, not only in Russia but far into Asia. On Gimbutas’s own showing they occupied what was, or had been, Goddess territory. Cults and mythology from the hypothetical seedbed could have lingered on; there could have been a fertilization of Indo-European groups from Siberian cultures in which they did linger on. There may be traces of such an influence in Indo-European societies farther afield, carried there with the great dispersal. It is not a question of finding them throughout the Indo-European complex, borne along everywhere with the linguistic baggage, but simply of finding them somewhere in it. If apparent traces exist—and if they can be detected farther afield, among peoples with whom Indo-Europeans came into contact—then it may be proper to draw inferences about the seedbed area.

Any such influences transmitted through Indo-Europeans would be much later than the early Siberian Goddess artifacts or, indeed, the assumed rise of Goddess worship in Old Europe. Evidence for them cannot be direct evidence for the Goddess prehistory. Yet this line of inquiry can be valid and relevant. The first step is to ask what really can be said or inferred about ancient religion and mythology in Siberia, and in the Altai-Baikal region in particular. Then we can ask whether any of the motifs that come to light do seem to have had a dynamic quality; whether they do suggest a seedbed and an influence going out from it. The case of the septenary spiral could be a foretaste. If such influence is apparent in Indo-European or other cultures, we can say something about those background motifs—that they always could have had the outgoing quality. Such results, if achieved, will have their own interest quite apart from the feminist issue. But they will lead into it, raising the question how far the seedbed motifs harmonize with Gimbutan conceptions and whether a continuity spanning the millennia was indeed a Goddess continuity. Researches not hitherto brought to bear may turn out to offer a key, or several keys.

This discussion is an exploration of myths, beliefs, and practices. It begins with some neglected clues. I make no apology for an inquiry that may look fanciful. The proof of the pudding is in the eating. Fanciful or not, I think the inquiry does go somewhere. When the data are assembled we may glimpse a common origin for things widely separated; a beginning behind recognized beginnings; a dawn behind the dawn and an Eden, if you will, behind Eden.
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To assess the old north Asian culture and its influence (if any) on others, the most hopeful approach is by way of myths and religion. The exploration cannot be confined to one region, because the same myths and religion, with variants, extend widely over Siberia and adjacent areas. But it may become feasible to narrow it down and focus on Altaic country.

The aboriginal Siberians have lived from time immemorial by hunting, fishing, and a limited kind of stockbreeding.1 Historically most have been nomadic to some degree. They are scattered sparsely but widely and their kindred are to be found outside Siberia. None are Indo-European. There are Finno-Ugric speakers, related to Uralic tribes, north of European Russia. Across the territory from there to the Pacific are Tatars and Samoyed and Chukchi and Buryat and Yakut. In the east are Tungus. The Altai range runs through Mongolia, and Altaians and Mongols are akin. The more comprehensive terms Turkic and Turko-Tatar also are in use. Some pre-historians have distinguished Paleo-Siberians from Neo-Siberians; the latter, who include the present Altaians, are supposed to have wandered from a homeland in central Asia, but this was an extremely long time ago.

The key word for this inquiry is “shamanism.” That does not cover everything, not by a long shot, but in all of this region shamans are the religious elite. To study their activities is to learn a great deal; to study the mythology that surrounds them—some of it taught and perhaps invented by them, some of it coexisting—is to learn more. The shaman, to sum it up briefly, is a person who has learned techniques of ecstasy, who attains superhuman knowledge and power, who communes with gods and spirits in trance, and who does it by controlled methods. Such accomplishments are found among many peoples, but Siberia, with parts of central Asia, is the shamanic territory par excellence.
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