The Unearthing of an ancient Mother arguments. If this vision is extended, the intuitive and the feminine

Goddess has been the preoccupation of countless are aligned with the pody and excluded from the intellect of masculine
artists, writers, poets, theologians and academics reason. Another way of putting this is attributing the light side to the
over the past three decades. Now, an abundance feminine and the dark side to the masculine. Perhaps a more fruitful
of Goddess literature is jostling on hookstore way of understanding this dynamic might be with the aid of Jungian
shelves alongside philosophies, nistories and archetypes. In Jungian psychology the feminine resides in man (Anima)
political theories under the rubric ‘women's and the masculine resides in woman (Animus). This relationship is
studies' or more specifically, Ferinist spirituality’. explored in the malignant tale of ‘Blueheard’® where an important part
And in esoteric bookstores amidst Taro decks, of individuation for wormen is developing a relationship with their dark
Runes, American indian Medicine Bags and side and predator instincts within. The harmonious self is & dialectic
other occult accoutrements one finds Amulets relationship where man is feminised and woman is masculinized.
of the Goddess: Oracle of Ancient Wisdom. Proposing that divinity resides in the fertile female form, an emblem
Based on archaeologist Marija Gimbutas' of nature is problematic in view of prehistoric religions where feminine
interpretation of prehistoric sculptures, inscriptions deities represented poth creative and destructive aspects. Klix's work
and symbols, Amulets of the Goddess is a divination might be interpreted in a multiplicity of ways, although the meanings
set of ritual tablets developed by Californian ceramist Nancy in her work exceed the framework she offers. Her large vulvic shaped
Blair.! Clearly the ruins of an Old European pantheon have boat forms (lips that are open/lips that are sealed) redolent with feminine
provided a wealth of ancient symbology from which has evolved permutations beg a morphological® psycho—social reading. The multi-
a new matristic vocabulaty. sensory aspects of her installations privilege fragrant, tactile and sonic

experiences of the audience.
The polemic of the Goddess pivots around the existence of a lost
golden age when the Mother Goddess was worshiped during the The concept of an all-bountiful Goddess might be counterbalanced by
Palacolithic era. However, the archeological validity of a prehistoric the living antiquity of divine Vedic images of fluid maternity. Fragmentary
goddess culture has been critically questioned by @ number of key feminine symbolisms are synthesised info one integrated supreme deity,

thinkers addressing an archaeology of gender. But the utapic aim the Great Goddess Maha-Devi. Assuming the power of the holy

of such a search’ appears to have shed more light on the politics of triumvirate (Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva) as suggested in the canonical
contemporary gender struggles than the ancient societies at the centre Hindu theological texts, Devi-Bhagavata purana’ and Devi-Mahatmya®,
of these debates. The confusion arises when {here is an attempt to the ‘mother’ as she is referred to in sects of the Hindu faith is the
authenticate subjective and imaginative spiritual expression with ultimate force hehind everything—for example, All this universe indeed
analytical interpretations of material history. The need for ritical is just ! myself; there is nothing else eternal’. The transvestism in the
discussion surrounding the goddess and her polymorphous identity choreography of male dancer Nirmal Jena, Sydney-based proponent
emerges when the conceptual framework of artists’ imagery Imposes of the Odissi devotional Hindu dance form, articulates Shakti as a
recent concepts upon the distant past; for instance, use of the manifestation of the mother goddess source of life (in Kali Tandev
modern idea of ‘nature' to analyse diverse cultural, temporal and Amba). In contrast to contemporary interpretations of the European
goddess, the dancer portrays the different aspects of the great goddess
Maha-Devi as the giver, sustainer and destroyer. The powerful
theological force of the great mother remains contained
within the theological realm, although society remains
fundamentally patrilineal and patriarchal
This contradiction is highlighted in the continued
practice of Satie, If indeed there was a culture in Old
Europe that worshiped a mother deity this may not
have transtated into social or potitical organisation.

and geographic moments.

Ceramic artist Gudrun Kiix's re-inscription of the spiritual in art hinges
on the philosophical connections between the medium of clay and its
direct link with the earth and the body. The evocations of the orga nic and
ecological in clay works become metaphors for female artistic fecundity
and creation. For Klix the celebration of garth as mother in ceramic works
’ / / J is a reclamation of a reverence for the earth that she believes is absent
“j o new t"i.t.dii.f'r‘" r}/ /c-‘-;--“f_”;' »,/ siriiril in the fragmented urban landscape. She attributes this imbalance to the
EFFLLTLLIL ./m'r- LLe pl_ . , p )
¢ destructive forces of patriarchy resulting in female disempowerment and
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nles looks al éA,; pro /{/{u'a/irm ”/ Cf”t’/{'/’.i 4 i - the violation of the environment. Kiix believes that *...itis the female
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5 "} Ln f'l-f-I'I‘r’H.ll : who, through her body, is closer to nature. Through her fecundity and )
Ceramic [ 1 ) . o 1 Gudrun Klix, Vessel for the garth
CLInLLe “}.Z and ¢ “”‘h ('A"Ac:fp f/)_ { {/ - , sensuality, she represents the spiritual essence of nature. And itis only Goddeas, 1994, Earthenware with oxides
> aboul Lhe orig tns of //;p f”‘/"/ﬁ" ST 1 when we restore the feminine within society and ourselves to its rightful and slips
‘ 2 teds mt b ot " 4 . 5 Trudy Golley, 1994, Work from the
¢ place, and when the masculine and the ferninine are accorded Goddesses exnibition made at the Red
respect and status, that there is any hope for the future world.” The Deer residency.
i« bein referred to si al e . . orid 3 Trudy Goley, The Uterus is a Pear-
hope that 15 Dl g e _'l sgr.- s the positive intentions of thls. wor Ahapc& Oreun, 1004 Mid-range fired
view. However this scenario provides no challenge to the conventional with slips, oxides and glaze.

mind/body split!, a dualism perpetuating biological determinist
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From within the sexual liberationist
movement of the 1970's a central
figure in the matristic art movement was
Judy Chicago. Chicago provided a founding
moment for the Goddess vision with her
installation, The Dinner Party. This installation
was claimed to be a culminating point in the
quest for a lost women'’s culture, connecting
contemporary women with their great matristic
matrilineage. Gloria Feman Orenstein in The
Reflowering of the Goddess distinguishes ‘feminist art'
als distinct from ‘matristic art’ whose central concern is
I .Wlfh th.e re—emelrge.nce .Of the Great Mother Goddess
ss of all life'®, 1t is from within this matristic earth focussed
framework that Gudrun Klix has produced her ceramic based installati
Sanctuary for Gaia (1988)", Path-edge/Mind-edge (1984-89) a daT'onS
R’sta: A Meditation on the Earth. (1994). Terra R'Ossa, creat 2 b o
]t<h>t<ldu|ring a residency in Red Deer, Alberta, Canada, for ’the Thi W();rks
estival, constructs the gallery space as a si : i
Pre—patriarchal state. Klix writesF:) “The ini;:g;;jii::j;f t:gthO]ohglcal
its connection to the feminine principle of caring and nurturin e‘?: Y
mother/child relationship is signalled as we enter the space thgm |
narrow slit-like passage... Like the earth itself, this place is sa:r)u(;gr’]“:he
Sgiitzztzrs ;heﬂ\:vomb»like space through a narrow threshold; a fer.racotta
rch. The centrifocal point is a glowing a '
(;flrtm a;n: ozposing walls are covered with negiti\izq(()rr;:tfsjj/iziitti)\?sswax
ive) hand prints, resonating with an a ic clicki
like the chipping of stone.'® Visitors are i;f/ri]tztﬁzl izct)grl;:c?:;iilhngTer:?hm

RO ippi i
. .ssa by dipping their own hands in bowls of red clay slip and making
. o
ir own mark, by re-positioning the bundles of white sticks with red

ochre and bees wax ti iti
ps or by writing their thou i
and pinning them to the walls. i e paper o

During thel Red Deer residency Klix also produced work for the
((::(;r;tarz\;eir:allgcz;(;ddesses show, in.itially shown in Edmonton, Alberta,
S F:;ijvla:teTr travelhng to Victoria BC for the Commonwealth
e r: he negative tabloid sensationalism surrounding
e are e (;ral o.utrage the exhibition produced in the more
N S o. society, and especially one Tory member for

use in Alberta, Ty Lund. This may have been

paper, wood.

At .
Ofttnbuted to descriptions of the show reporting “porcelain sculptur
Wit;)pen Zaglnas, females having sex with animals and male figures )
erections.”* Such was the level of d
ebate over the ‘pornographi
. T h '
natu@ of the show that its initial venue was cancelled. All thisg e
moralisi i i '
ralising diverts attention away from a critical reading of the show as

a group of artworks or an investigati
' gation of questions raised
notion of Goddess representation. e et

The Ifoundation of the Goddess works, however spiritual, is e
within a political program of reclaiming a great past and' reliezni)z:ed
igra:;(:eeztj;;::s(;eslit:j;ogl;)afdthe continuity of a feminine fertility deity.
: ian ceramist Ann Roberts prod
relating to the notion of Mother Earth pr'o' O
“procreativity, Her artistic statement ac:s;lz:jfne;::eoigzwhrg an
...For more than 30,000 years, the Goddess, in her many -
rePres?ntations, has watched over shifting populations, eternal
r;;gtrrzt;zzst,ob;arve fcapes anq personal traumas...".*® éuch a belief can
e eading of prlehlstory, the legacy of feminist archaeologist
. mbutas, whose picture of the physical world has been
popul.arlsed outside her academic discipline. While the valuabl
colntrlbution Gimbutas has provided to interpretations of mat ('3 |
hlstory.(prehistory) shouldn’'t be underestimated, it is a gen:rna?l
helq view within contemporary archaeology that her theory of ;/
universal Goddess culture is highly problematic.

Th|.s ‘archaeo-mythology' is represented mast significantly in
Gimbutas' text, The Language of the Goddess. A diverse range of
sculptures (Venuses)—from the Gravettian culture of the U ;
Palaéolithic era to the emblems and inscriptions of Westef:er
Asia, the Indus Valley, the Aegean and Crete between 5th
and 3rd millennium BC—has been unified into a class of
saicredl objects and symbols operating within ritualistic
Fertility Cults” with a supreme feminine deity as
creatrix.'® The text reconstructs the prehistoric scene
proposing a grammar and syntax of pictorial script
representing a metalanguage of the Old ’
European Great Goddess. Drawing heavily
upon comparative mythology, early
history, linguistics, folklore and

4 Gudrun Klix, Path €d
, /M
1984-89. Installation of cslay b;l:: cﬁ-d .
, ips,

5 Ann Roberts, Revi
) , val, Rege H
and Rebirth (installation detail)ne;;;mn
6 Gudrun Klix, Semefle’s Pod '19 :
Earthenware with oxides, slips avnd g?él
aze

historical ethnography in the analysis of tombs, temples,

frescoes, reliefs, sculptures, figurines, pictorial paintings, Gimbutas’
interdisciplinary approach explicitly seeks .10 identify the Old Furopean
patterns that cross the poundaries of time and space...[indicating] the
extension of the same Goddess religion o all of these regions as

cohesive and persistent ideological system”."

The methodological rigours of Gimbutas' theories have been
challenged by a number of archaeologists and in particular by Bill
Hayden. He describes her work as excessively subjective and inconsistent
with ethnological data. Where Gimbutas relegates Sky God/Earth Mother
duality to Indo-European patriarchies, Hayden shows this to be relatively
common throughout the world. He claims there is no evidence that the
goddesses were androgynous of that they were the primary cult of
importance, although Goddess statues obviously did function in a
very public, domestic context and he suggests there are probably just
as many phalli in the Palaeolithic as there are Venuses.'® Arguing for a
complementary interaction of masculine and ferninine forces, in both the
sacred and profane realms, he maintains that the earth was important
in early agricultural religious ideology as reflected in the sacred sphere
of Neolithic cuttures, but he stresses this does not indicate sacred
matriarchal or matrifocal political and social organisation. The movement
away from sacred matriarchy concepts is evidenced in the research of
Lauren Talalay, where the figurines from Greece traditionally identified
with an ancient cult of a Great Mother Goddess are not considered a
uni-functional class of objects at all put may have served a variety of
purposes. She proposes that the similar and unusual clay fragments
excavated from Neolithic sites in Greece, appearing 1o represent
individual female legs, were useful devices marking regional ties,
identifying tokens symbolising social and economic bonds.” The
interpretation of every figure as a religious object has been disproved.
Lynn Meskell argues that the study of figurines is usually integrated
within regional culture studies, although the notion of the Goddess has
assumed larger proportions to the wider community. “As a result, the
literature of the Goddess lies at the interface where academic scholarship
meets New Age gynocentric, mythologised interpretations of the past..."®

A formative source material for this kind of work is Merlin Stone's

When God was a Woman which discusses the development of
patriarcha\ sexual taboos, conceived as a device to control the means

of reproduction. in contrast, the holy activity of sacred sex performed

in the temples of the ancient goddess cults (to invoke fertility) is beyond
morality.”! Unfortunately contemporary sensibilities are not, as the
reception of the Goddesses exhibition in Canada highlighted.

The extreme conservatism that Jabels this kind of work ‘pomography’ is
another stumbling block preventing the opening up of a critical dialogue
that discusses the various phi\osophical standpoints in relation to this
exhibition and the wider sphere of the production of this genre of object.
Trudy Gotley's The Uterus is a Pear-shaped Organ (1994) and Ann
Robert's Revival, Regeneration and Rebirth (1994)—a jarge elevated
sculptural vulva—do not avoid playing nature to patriarchal culture,

of in mimicking the biological structure of female anatomy. The spirit
has been brought pack into the equation, but the mind is being

obscured by the body.

The unresolved need for spiritual
content in the postmodern context
represents a search for identity in a world
of shifting meanings and rapid change.
The Goddess as spiritual matrix of a nature-
earth-woman movement is particular to an
increasingly secularised Judeo-Christian culture
Still ethically and morally concerned with a utopic
return to a paradise jost. If feminist re-constructions
of a past are pbuilt on shifting grounds, the need to
separate out feminine mythologies and notions of
prehistory’ pecomes apparent. The spirituality of
matristic art does not need to be authenticated by
material evidence that cults of the Goddess once existed. However,
is it reasonable to amalgamate diverse and divergent faiths, cults,
religions that stretch across millenniums and geographic spaces
into one coherent meaningful notion of Goddess worship?

1

Tatiana Pentes recently completed an MA in A-Dimensional studies (Media Arts) at COFA,
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