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Meret Fehlmann:
Ancient Goddesses for Modern Times or New Goddesses from

Ancient Times?

The feminist spirituality movement is centred around the conviction of a cult of a
primordial great goddess who was later, i. e. in (proto-)history, split into the many
goddesses we know of the Greek and/or Roman pantheon.

This movement took some of its influences for its vision of Antiquity from the work of
older classicists like Jane Ellen Harrison. Around 1900, Harrison was convinced that
the myths of ancient Greece reflect upon a conflict between an older goddess-centred
religion and the male-dominated gods of Olympus. Another inspiration can be found
in the work of archaeologist Jacquetta Hawkes who proposed a new understanding
of ancient Greece and Crete in the 1960s. She no longer considered them opposed
forces but deeply interdependent. The meeting of these two societies resulted
in the blossoming of a new culture that emphasizes and respects both male and
female principles. Last but not least, the voluminous work of the imaginative writer
Robert Graves was responsible for some of the notions in the feminist spirituality
movement – especially the great goddess in her three aspects as maiden, mother
and crone. These are some of the major sources of inspiration of the feminist
spirituality movement that started as a result of the second wave feminism of the late
1960s and 70s but was soon enriched by spiritual elements – sometimes flowering
into a goddess(es) cult.

My presentation will focus on the images of ancient Greece and Crete in the
work of the exponents of feminist spirituality. In specific, I will take a closer look at
the work of one of the important figures of this spiritual movement, Carol P. Christ,
who occasionally labels herself “a founding mother of the goddess”. Not only did
her books widely popularise these notions of antiquity, she also has organized “life
transforming” journeys to places she considers to be sacred to the great goddess in
Crete for nearly twenty years.
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