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Chapter 2

~ Carolyn Merchant

NATURE AS FEMALE

HE WORLD WE HAVE lost was organic. From the obscure origins of our species,
human beings have lived in daily, immediate, organic relation with the natural order for

their sustenance. In 1500, the daily interaction with nature was still structured for most
Europeans, as it was for other peoples, by close-knit, cooperative, organic communities.

Thus it is not surprising that for sixteenth-centery Europeans the root metaphor
binding together the self, society, and the cosmos was that of an organism. As a projection
of the way people experienced daily life, organismic theory emphasized interdependence
among the parts of the human body, subordination of individual to communal purposes
in family, community, and state, and vital life permeating the cosmos to the lowliest
stone. .

The idea of nature as a living organism had philosophical antecedents in ancient systems
of thought, variations of which formed the prevailing ideclogical framework of the sixteenth
century. The organismic metaphor, however, was immensely flexible and adaptable to
varying contexts, depending on which of its presuppositions was emphasized. A spectrum of
philosophical and political possibilities existed, all of which coild be subsumed under the
general rubric of erganic.

NATURE AS NURTURE: CONTROLLING IMAGERY.,  Central to the organic theery was the iden-
tification of nature, especially the earth, with a nurturing mother: a kindly beneficent female
who provided for the needs of mankind in an ordered, planned universe. But another
opposing image of nature as female was also prevalent: wild and uncontrollable nature that
could render violence, storms, droughts, and general chaos. Both were identified with the
female sex and were projections of human perceptions onto the external world. The meta-
phor of the earth as a nurturing mother was gradually to vanish as 2 dominant image as the
Scientific Reyolution proceeded to mechanize and to rationalize the world view. The second
image, nature as disorder, called forth an important modern idea, that of power over nature,
Twa new ideas, those of mechanism and of the domination and mastery of nature, became
core concepts of the modern world. An organically oriented mentality in which female prin-
ciples played an important role was undermined and replaced by a mechanically oriented
mentality that either eliminated or used female principles in an exploitative manner. As
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Western culture became increasingly mechanized in the 16005, the female earth and virgin
earth spirit were subdued by the machine.’

The change in controlling imagery was directly related to changes in human attitudes
and behavior toward the earth. Whereas the nurturing earth image can be viewed as a cultural
constraint restricting the types of socially and morally sanctioned human actions allowable
with respect to the earth, the new images of mastery and domination functioned as cultural
sanctions for the denudation of nature. Society needed these new images as it continued the
processes of commercialism and industrialization, which depended on activities directly
altering the earth—mining, drainage, deforestation, and assarting (grubbing up sturaps to
clear flelds). The new activities utitived new technologies—Iift and force pumps, cranes,
windmills, geared wheels, Bap valves, chains, pistons, treadmills, under- and overshot
watermills, fulling mills, flywheels, bellows, excavaters, bucket chains, rollers, geared and
wheeled bridges, cranks, elaborate block and tackle systems, worm, spur, crown, and lantern
gears, cams and eccentrics, ratchets, wrenches, presses, and screws in magnificent variation
and combination.

These technological and commercial changes did not take place quickly; they developed
gradually over the ancient and medieval eras, as did the accompanying environmental dete-
rioration. Slowly over many centuries early Mediterranean and Greek civilization had mined
and quarried the mountainsides, altered the forested landscape, and overgrazed the hills.
Nevertheless, technologies were low level, people considered themselves parts of a finite
cosmaos, and animism and fertility cults that treated nature as sacred were numerous. Roman
civilization was more pragmatic, secular, and commercial and its environmental impact more
intense. Yet Roman writers such as Ovid, Seneca, Pliay, and the Stoic philosophers openly
deplored mining as an abuse of their mother, the earth. With the disintegration of feudalism
and the expansion of Eurcpeans into new worlds and markets, commereial society began to
have an accelerated impact on the natural environment. By the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, the tension between techaclogical development in the world of action and the
controlling organic images in the world of the mind had become too great. The old structures
were incompatible with the new activities, '

Both the nurturing and domination metaphors had existed in philosophy, religion, and
literature, The idea of dominion over the earth existed in Greek philosophy and Christian
religion; that of the nurturing earth, in Greek and other pagan philosophies. But, as the
economy became modernized and the Scientific Revolution proceeded, the dominion meta-
phor spread beyond the religions sphere and assumed ascendancy in the social and political
spheres as well, These two competing images and their normative associations can be found
in sixteenthi-century literature, art, philosophy, and science.

The image of the earth as a living organism and nurturing mother had served as a cultural
constraint restricting the actions of human beings. One does not readily slay a mother, dig
into her entrails for gold or mutilate her body, although commercial mining would scon
require that, Aslong as the earth was considered to be alive and sensitive, it could be consid-
ered a breach of hqman ethical behavior to carry out destructive acts against it. For most
traditional cultures, minerals and metals ripened in the uterus of the Earth Mother, mines
were compared to her vagina, and metailurgy was the human hastening of the birth of the
living metal in the artificial womb of the furnace—an abortion of the metal’s natural growth
eycle before its time. Miners offered propitiation to the deities of the soil and subterranean
world, performed ceremonial sacrifices, and observed strict cleanliness, sexual abstinence,
and fasting before violating the sacredness of the living earth by sinking a mine. Smiths
assumed an awesome responsibility in precipitating the metal’s birth through smelting,

fusing, and beating it with hammer and anvil; they were often accorded the status of shaman
in tribal rituals and their tools were thought to hold special powers.
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The Renaissance image of the nurturing earth still carried with it subtle ethical controls
and restraints, Such imagery found in a culture’s literature can piay a normative role within
the culture. Controlling images operate as ethical restraints or as ethical sanctions~—as subtle
“oughts” or “ought-nots.” Thus as the descriptive metaphors and images of nature change, a
behavioral restraint can be changed into a sanction, Such a change in the image and descrip-
tion of nature was occurring during the course of the Scientific Revolution.

Itis important to recognize the normative import of descriptive statements about pature.
Contemporary philasophers of language have critically reassessed the earlier positivist
-distinction between the “is™ of science and the “ought” of society, arguing that descriptions
and norms are not opposed to one another by inguistic separation into separate “is” and
“ought” statements, but are contained within each other. Descriptive statermenis about the
warld can presuppose the normative; they are then ethic-laden. A statement’s normative
function lies in the use itself as description, The norms may be tacit assumptions hidden
within the descriptions in such a way as to act as invisible restraints or moral ought-nots. The
writer or culture may not be conscious of the ethical import yet may act in accordance with
its dictates. The hidden norms may become conscious or explicit when an alternative ox
contradiction presents itself. Becanse language contains 2 culture within itself, when language
changes, a culture is also changing in important ways. By examining changes in descriptions
of pature, we can then perceive something of the changes in cultural values. To be aware of
the interconnectedness of descriptive and normative statements is to be able to evaluate
changes in the latter by observing changes in the former.’

Not only did the image of nature as a nurturing mother contain ethical implications but
the organic framework itsclf, as a conceptual system, also carried with it an associated value
system. Contetnporary philosophers have argued that a given normative theory is linked with
certain conceptual frameworks and not with others, The framework contains within itself
certain dimensions of structural and normative variation, while denying others belonging to
an alternative or rival framework.

We cannot accept a framework of explanation and yet reject its associated value judg-
ments, because the connections to the values associated with the structure are not fortuitous.
New commercial and technological innavations, however, can upset and undermine an
established conceptual structure. New humen and social needs can threaten associated
normative constraints, thereby demanding new ones.

While the organic framework was for many centuries sufficiently integrative to override
commercial development and technological innovation, the acceleration of such changes
throughout western Furope during the sixteenth and seventeenth centiries began to under-
mine the organic unity of the cosmos and society, Because the needs and purposes of society
as a whole were changing with the commercial revolution, the values associated with the

©organic view of nature were no longer applicable; hence the plausibility of the conceptual
framework itself was slowly, but continuously, being threatened.

In order to make this interpretation of cultural change convincing, it will be advanta-
geous to examine the variations of the organic framework, foousing on its associated female
imagery and pointing out the values linked to each of the variants. Tt will then be possible to
show how, in the context of commercial and technological change, the elements of the
organic framework—its assumptions and values about nature—could be either absorbed into
the emerging mechanical framework or rejected as irrelevant. )

The Renaissance view of nature and society was based on the organic analopy between
the human body, or microcosm, and the larger world, or macrocosm. Within this larger
framework, however, a number of variants on the organic theme were possible. The primary
view of nature was the idea that a designed hierarchical order existed in the cosmos and
society corresponding to the organic integration of the parts of the body—a projection of the
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human being onto the cosmos. The term nature comprehended both the innate character and
disposition of people and animals and the inherent creative power operating within material
objects and phenomena. A second image was based on nature as an active unity of opposites
in a dialectical tension. A third was the Arcadian image of nature as benevoleat, peaceful, and
rustic, deriving from Arcadia, the pastorel interior of the Greek Peloponnesus. Each of these
interpretations had different social implications: the first image could be used as a justification
for maintaining the existing social order, the second for changing society toward a new ideal,
the third for escaping from the emerging problems of urban life. Drawing on the wark of
literary critics and historians of science and art, we can construct a spectrum of images of
nature and delineate their associated value systems,

LitERARY iIMAGES.  'The Chaucerian and typically Elizabethan view of nature was that of a
kindly and caring motherly provider, a manifestation of the God who had imprinted
designed, planned order on the world.® This order imposed ethical norms of behavior on the
human being, the central feature of which was behavioral self-restraint in conformity with
the pattern of the natural order. Fach organic creature was responsible for maintaining its
own place and expressing itself within the natural order and was a necessary part of the
whole, but was not the whole itself. The Elizabethan first had to understand his or her own
place dictated by the cosmic and social order and then to act in accordance with the tradi-
tional reason and restraint that would maintain the balance and harmony of the whole, This
reverence for nature’s Jaw was expressed by Richard Hooker (1593): “See we not plainly that
obedience of creatures unto the law of nature is the stay of the whole world.” Nature oper-
ated “without capacity or knowledge,” solely on the basis of “her dexterity and skill,” as the
instrument of God’s expression in the mundane world, Whatever was known of God was
taught by nature, “God being the author of Nature, her voice is but his instrument. By her
from him we receive whatsoever in sort we learn.™ Here nature is God's involuntary agent,
a benevolent teacher of the hidden pattern and values God employed in creating the visible
cosmod (natura naturate, the natural creation). A somewhat less orthodox view saw her as a
creative force (natura naturang—a soul with a will to generate mundane forms.

In Shakespeare’s trapedy King Lear, the king, as human nature, represented Renajssance
man, whose worldly existence was part of a larger patterned whole and of the contemporary
hierarchical social order. His human nature symbolized the medieval-Renaissance cosmos
whose patterns must not be violated. Lear’s nature was a composite structure of the qualities
of benevolence, comfort, and generosity, dictating honor and charity in his own ethical
behavior as father of the household and reverence for his autherity and wisdom on the part of
his daughters.

Lear’s daughter Cordelia represented utopian nature, or nature as the ideal unity of the
opposites, a second image of nature within the larger spectrum of the organic framework.
She was strength and gentleness hewn as one: “passion and order, innocence and maturity,
defenselessness and strength, daughter and mother, maid and wife.” She represented
simplicity in unity and the balance of the contraries. She was the mature integration of society
and of nature as ideally reflected in the human being. She stood for unity, wholeness, and
virtue—the utopian expression of human nature. Cordelia’s nature was the human symbol of
the new Jerusalem of the millenarian movements of the Middle Ages, the utopias of the
Renaissance, and the religious sects of the subsequent civil war period in England, which
attempted to improve saciety. The dialectical image of nature, here symbolized by a woman,
represented the impetus to move society forward toward a new ideal.

Pastoral poetry and art prevalent in the Renaissance presented another image of nature
as female—an escape backward into the motherly benevolence of the past, Here nature was
a refuge from the ills and anxieties of urban life through a return to an unblemished Golden
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Age. Depicted as a garden, a rural landscape} or a peacclul fertile scene, nature was a calm,
kindly female, giving of her bounty. Against an idyllic backdrop, sheep grazed confently,
birds sang melodies, and trees bore fruit. Wild animals, thorns, snakes, and vultures were
nowhere to be found, Human beings meditated on the beauties of nature far removed from
the violence of the city

The pastoral tradition had its rocts in nostalgia for the Homeric Goiden Age, for the
uncorrupted Garden of Eden, and escape from the ills of the city. It echoed the poetic
tradition of Virgil (70-19 .¢.) and Juvenal (a.p. 60-140), Virgit wrote of spending old age
“amid familiar streams and holy springs”™;” Juvenal yearned for the rural town in which

Springs bubbling up from the grass, no need
for windlass or bucket,

Plenty to water your flowers, if they need
it without any trouble.? '

The Arcadia theme, eulogized in the pastoral poetry of Philip Sidney (1554-86; Arcadia,
1590) and Edmund Spenser (1552-99; The Shepheard’s Calendar, 1579), appeared in many
poetic and artistic seftings in which nature was idealized as a benevolent nurturer, mother,
and provider. The sixteenth-century French painting “St. Genevieve with Her Elock” depicts
the virgin swrronnded by a flock of sheep within a protective stone circle on a hillside of trees
and blooming flowers, well outside the city in the background. Here the female image of
nature and the virgin, symbol of the earth spirit, are fused with the circular symbolism of
order and protective encasement. Inn Lucas Cranach’s painting “The Nymph of the Spring”
{1518), the female carth nyraph rests in a bed of flowers while doves, symbols of peace, feed
near the edge of a trickling stream and deer water on its farther bank. The “Birth of Venus”
{1482} and the “Primavera” (147778} of Sandro Botticell; portray the virgin in conjunction
with the earth mother, who is covered with a gown and wreath of flowers, both symbols of
female fertility. In the seventeenth century, Nicolas Poussin and other landscape painters
illustrated the transitory nature of the Arcadian experience by sometimes inserting a death’s
head into their works of art. :

" But while the pastoral tradition symbolized nature as a benevolent female, it contained
the implication that nature when plowed and cultivated could be used as a commodity and
manipulated as a resource. Nature, tamed and subdued, could be transformed into a garden
to provide both material and spiritual food to enhance the comfort and soothe the anxieties
of men distraught by the demands of the urban world and the stresses of the marketplace, It
depended on a masculine perception of nature as 2 mother and bride whose primary function
was to comfort, nurture, and provide for the well-being of the male. In pastoral imagery,
both nature and women are subordinate and essentially passive, They nurture but do not
control or exhibit disruptive passion. The pastoral mode, although it viewed nature as benev-
olent, was a model created as an antidote to the pressures of nrbanization and mechanization.
It represented a fulfillment of human needs for nurture, but by conceiving of nature as
passive, it nevertheless allowed for the possibility of its use and mamnipulation, Unlike the
dialectical Image of nature as the active unity of opposites in tension, the Areadian finage
rendered nature passive and menageable.

PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORKS, In his Timaeus, Plato endowed the whole world with life
and likened it to an animal. The deity “framed one visible animal comprehending within
itself all other animals of a kindred nature.” Its shape was round, since it had no need for
eyes, ears, or'appenrlages. Its soul was female, “in origin and excellence prior to and older
than the body,” and made “to be ruler and mistress, of whom the body was to be the .
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subject.” The soul permeated the corporeal body of the universe, enveloping it and “turning
herself within herself.” The carth “which is our nurse” was placed at the immovable center
of the cosmos.?

For Plato, this female world soul was the source of motion in the universe, the bridge

between the unchanging eternal forms and the changing, sensible, temporal lower world of

nature. The Neoplatonism of Plotinus (4.D. 204—70), which synthesized Christian philosophy
with Platonism, divided the female soul into two compoenents. The higher portion fashioned
souls from the divine ideas; the Jower portion, natura, generated the phenomenal world. The
twel['th—century Christian Cathedral School of Chartres, which interpreted the Bible in
conjunction with the Timaeus, personified Natura as a goddess and limited the power atirib-
uted to her in pagan philosophies by emphasizing her subservience to God. Nature was
compared to a midwife who translated Ideas into material things; the Ideas were likened to a
father, the matter to a mother, and the generated species to a child. In Platonic and
Neoplatonic symbolism, therefere, both nature and matter were feminine, while the Ideas

were masculine. But nature, as God’s agent, in her role as creator and producer of the

material world, was superior to human artists both in creativity and in ease of production.
She was more powerful than humans, but still subordinate to God."™

An allegery (1 160) by Alain of Lille, of the Schooi of Chartres, portrays Natura, God’s
powerful but humble servant, as stricken with grief at the failure of man (in contrast to cther
species) to obey her laws. Owing to faulty supervision by Venus, human beings engage in
adulterous sensual love. In aggressively penetrating the secrets of heaven, they tear Natura’s
undergarments, exposing her to the view of the vulgar. She complains that “by the unlawful
assaults of man alone the garments of my modesty suffer disgrace and division.”

MNatura was a replica of the cosmos. Set in her crown as jewels were the signs of the
zodiac and the planets; decorating her robe, mantle, tunic, and undergarments were birds,
water ¢reatures, earth animals, herbs, and trees; on her shoes were flowers. Her torn
tunic, indicative of the need to protect nature’s secrets from misuse, excmplifies the
rhetorical role of imagery. The specific moral of Alain’s allegory is that nmature has no
power to enforce her own laws. After the disobedience that resulted in the fall of Adam
and Eve, unity in the created world can only be maintained by moral choices; human reason
must contral human lust.!

Renaissance Neoplatonism illustrates the image of the macrocosm enlivened by the
female soul. The Neoplatonic alchemist Robert Fiudd (1574-1637) pictured the world soul
as 2 woman connected by her right hand to God, represented by the Hebrew totragramm-
aton—the four consonants [HVH-—transmitted by a golden chain to the terrestrial world
below. Natura was also pictured as the mather goddess Isis, her flowing hair drawn through
a sphere representing the world, her mantle decorated at the top by stars and the bottom by
Aowers and her womb by a half-moon whose rays fertilize the earth. On opposite ears are the
sun and moon, representing the male and female principles in the natural world. In her left
hand she holds a pail, symbol of the flooding Nile, which irrigated the earth, and with her
right she shakes the sistrum, a rattle Tepresenting the unceasing constant motion and internal
vigor of nature,

The ancient philosophy of Aristotle, recovered in the twelfth century, was also based on
the organic theory of the primacy of internal growth and development within nature. In his
Meraphysics, Aristotle defined nature (physis) as “the source of movement of natural objects,
being present in them either potentially or in complete reality,” Bach individual object
could be explained by specifying four “causes™ material (the matter out of which it was
made), formal (its shepe or the arrangement of its parts), efficient (the moving force), and
final (the purpose or ultimate end for which the object existed). In natural objects as opposed
to artificially created preducts, the material and efficient causes were unified such that the
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material substratum had its principle of motion or change within it. The material of a tree or
a child caused its growth, whereas a table had to be produced by a builder. Motion, like
growth, was the internal development of the potential toward the final form or actual
existence of an individual being-—a girl becomes a woman, a chicken develops into a hen. In
nature the end toward which an object developed was its form or shape; in artificial products,
such as a house, the form was distinct from its purpose as a dwelling.

Aristotle differed from the Presocratics, who defined nature in terms of a material
substratum such as water (Thales, ca. 585 B.C), air {Anaximenes, ca. 525 B.C), five
{Heraclitus, ca. 478 8.C.), but he concurred with them in stressing the primacy of growth,
change, and process in the natural world. He opposed Plato’s dualism between imperfect
appearances and pure perfect forms by asserting that the form existed in the individual object
rather than as a separate transcendent level of reality.

Aristotelian philosophy, while unifying matter and form in each individual being,
associated activity with maleness and passivity with femaleness. Form reigned superior over
dead, passive matter. Socially, Avistotle found the basis for male rule over the household in
the analogy that, as the soul ruled the body, so reason and deliberation, characteristic of men,
should rule the appetites supposedly predominant in women.

Aristotle’s biclogical theory viewed the female of the species as an incomplete or
mutifated male, since the coldness of the female body would not allow the menstruai blood
ta perfect itself as semen. In the generation of offspring, the female contributed the matter
or passive principle. This was the material on which the active male principle, the semen,
worked in creating the embryo. The male was the real cause of the offspring. “The female, as
female, is passive, and the male, as male, is active, and the principle of movement comes
from him.” Power and motion were contributed sclely by the seraen. The male supplied
none of the matter from which the embrye developed: “Nor does he emit anything of such
nature as to cxist within that which is generated, as part of the material embryo, but that he
only makes a living creature by the power which resides in the semen.”"”

The female supplied the nutriment—the catamenia, or menstrual blood—on which the
qualities of the male could operate. The combination of semen with menstrual blood was like
the curdling of cheese, just as rennet acts by coagulating milk. The male contributed the
movement necessary for the embryo to develop, as well as the form it would take.

Bath the efficient and formal causes were derived from the male principle and were the
active cause of the offspring. Nature in her creative work used the semen as a toal just as
the carpenter, through motion, imparted shape and form to the wood on which he worked.
Since no material was ever transferred from the body of the carpenter to the wood, by analogy
the male did not centribute any matter, but rather the force and power of the generation.

The Aristotelian theory of generation appeared at the basis of some alchemical theories.

. To change base metals to gold or silver, ar to create the philosopher’s stone—a substance

thought to effect such a change—the qualities or form of the lowly metal must be removed,
leaving the passive primary matter. The new more noble form, the active male principle, was
then introduced and unified with the base female matter to produce the new metal,
Aristotelian ideas about human generation were also projected onto the cosmos. In
the sixteenth century, the marriage and impregnation of the female earth by the higher
celestial masculine heavens was a stock description of biological generation in nature. The
movements of the celestial heavens produced semen, which fell in the form of dew and rain
on the receptive female earth. A famous passage in On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres
(1543) by Nicolaus Copernicus (1473—1543), reviver of the heliocentric hypothesis, draws
on the marriage of the masculine heavens with the female earth: “Meanwhile, the earth
conceives by the sun and becomes pregnant with annual offspring.””’ Such basic attitudes
toward male-female roles in biological generation where the female and the carth are both
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passive receptors could easily become sanctions for exploitation as the organic context
was trensformed by the risc of commercial capitalism.

A radical alternative to the hierarchical view that the female was inferior appeared in
the monistic form of ancient gnosticism, based (like Shakespeare’s Cordelia) on the unity of
the opposites and the equality of male-female principles. The transmission of gnostic ideas
of androgyny provided an alternative view of generation and carried with it more positive
implications and attitudes toward nature as female in the Renaissance. But these ideas lay
outside the mainstream of Western Christian culture. Gnostic texts available in the
Renaissance had been preserved through extensive quotation in the polemical wrltmgs of the
carly church fathers who attempted to refute the doctrine.

The gnostic tradition was a body of texts (written in the first three centuries AD)
condemned as a heretical form of carly Christianity. Centered in hellenistic Alexandria, it
synthesized Christianity with the spiritual teachings of Babylonia and Persia to the east, and
Greece and Romie to the west. Guosticism (stemming from knowledge) maintained an original
unity of male-female opposites in a transcendent God, but a dualism between God and the
mundane world, between good and evil, between spirit and matter. By emanation God
produced a female generative principle, which created angels and then the visible world; the
light of God mingled with matter in the lower world. The religions goal of gnosticism was
other-worldy salvation through knowledge. In contrast to orthodox Christians, some sects
worshipped the serpent for inducing Eve to taste the fruit of knowledge, the beginning 'of
gnosis on earth. The coiled serpent biting its own tail symbolized the unity of the opposites
good and bad, and the cosmic metamorphic cycles.

Some of the early gnostic Christians who described God as androgynous prayed to
both the father and the mother and interpreted the account of the creation in the first chapter
of Genesis to mean that a male-female God created men and women in its image. In these
interpretations God was a dyad of opposites existing in harmony in one being. The divine
mother was named Wisdom, or Sephia, a Greek translation of the Hebrew hokhmah. Wisdom
was the creative power, “self-generating, self-discovering its own mother, its own father,
its own sister, its own son: father, mother, unity, root of all things.”® Her wisdom was
bestowed on men and women. Human nature, like God, consisted of a unity of eqeal male-
femnale principles. Evidence for the appeal of gnostic androgyny to women is indicated by
their attraction to these heretical groups during the period A.D. 150-200, when Christianity
was struggling to gain its stature as a world religion. Here they ceuld play important roles
from which they had been excluded by orthodox churches, including healer, evangelist,

- priest, prophet, and teacher.

Gnostic philosophy, and its assignment of equal importance to male and female princi-
ples in generation, permeated many alchemical treatises. The gnostic trinity—father,
mother, and son—first appeared in a work of the third or fourth century, Chrysopeia (“Gold-
Making™), attributed to Cleopatra. The Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus (a mythical
alchemist to whom was attributed the gnostic Corpus Hermeticum, A.D. 100-300) emphasized
the equality of the two great male and female principles in nature, the sun and moon: “The
sun is its father, the moon is its mather. Wind is carried in its belly, the earth is its nurse,”"®
In the gnostic tradition in alchemy many of the earliest alchemical treatises were either
writlen by or attributed to women: Tsis; Mary the Jewess, identified with Moses” sister
Miriamn; Cleopatra; and Theosobia, sister of Zosimus, an alchemist of the fourth century ..

Noticeable also is the importance given to women by the Hermetic [alchemist].
In Majer’s etching the virgin is, Jike her ancestor Eve, the instigator. And a
- woman is the alchemist’s symbol of nature, He follows her tracks, which lead
to perfection. It may be recalled that Magdalene and Sophia are the most
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important and active figures in the Pistis Sophia and that the earthly incarnation
of the heavenly mother is the main feature in the dogma of Simon Magus.
Flamel’s transmutation took place when his wife was present; and in the Liber
Mutus, an alchemical tract, it is recommended that before starting the operation
the alchemist and his wife should kneel and pray before the oven. The union
of the soul and spirit, of the male and female essence, has its counterpart in
heaven: the sun is the father and the moon, the mother. !’

In gnostic texts available in the sixtcenth century, the Mother Sophia, or eightness,
created the king or father, who in turn generated the seven heavens."® The mother
produced four terrestrial clements after the pattern of the higher celestial elements. In
some gnostic interpretations, the archetypal Adam was created androgynous and composed
of cight parts, :

For Paracelsus (1490-1541), the eighe gnostic matrices were all mothers, Moreover,
in contrast to Aristotle, he assigned équality to the male and female principles in sexual
generation:

When the seed is received in the womb, nature combines the seed of the man
and the seed of the woman, Of the two seeds, the better and stronger will form
the other, according to its nature. The seed from the man’s brain and that from
the woman’s brain together make only one brain; but the child’s brain is formed
according to the one which is the stronger of the two, and it becomes like this
seed but never completely like it.'

For some Paracelsians, the eight parts of the gnostic Adam were divided into four celestial
fathers and four terrestial elements or mothers, The fathers provided astral semina that
fertilized the female elemental matrices, which, activated by the central fire of the earth, rase
up to receive the astral semina. For some alchemists, the philesopher’s stone embaodied the
unity of the contraries resulting from the conjunction of the four mothers and the four
fathers. _

Scholar Ralph Cudworth noted in 1678 that the pagans “call God male and female
together” and that “the Orphic theology calls the first principle hermaphroditic, or male and
female together; thereby denoting that essence that is generative or productive of all things, ™

In alchemy, permeated by male-female dualism, the hermaphrodite Mercurius symbol-
ized the androgynous unity of the opposites. The unification of male and female principles,
represented by the alchemicsl marriage of the sun and the moon and by the union of the male
mineral agent mercury and the female moreria prima (prime matter), resulted in the male-
female hermaphrodite. The tree symbolized the vegetative nurturing principle; the snake,
the animated life-giving principte. The heat of the alchemical oven represented the male
element; the egg-shaped retort, the fernale womb.*!

Thomas Vaughan (1622—66), alchemist and mystic, described the sun and the moon as
two equal peers, the consummation of their marriage as a total unity resulting in the nurturing
of their seed in the womb of the earth:

There is in every star and in this elemental world a certain principle which is the
“bride of the sun.” These two in their coition do emit semen, which seed is
carried in the womb of nature. But the ejection of it is performed invisibly and
in a sacred silence, for this is the conjugal mystery of heaven and earth, their act
of generation, a thing done in private between particular males and females; but
how much more think you between the two universal natures. Know therefore
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that it is impossible for you to extract or receive any seed from the sun without
this feminine principle which is the wife of the sun. . . . Know then for certain
that the magician’s sun and moon are two universal peers, male and female, a
king and queen regents, always young and never old. These two are adequate to
the whole world and coextended through the whole universe. The one is not
without the other, God having united them in His work of creation in a salemn,
sacramental union. It will then be a hard and difficult enterprise to rob the,
husband of his wife, to part those asunder who God has put together, for
they sleep both in the same bed, and he that discovers the one must needs see
the other,”

What fate did these differing images of nature meet as the Scientific Revolution began to
mechanize the world view? Both pastoral art and Aristotelian philosophy saw the female sex
as passive and receptive. Pastoral imagery could casily be incorporated into a mechanized
industrialized world as an escape from the frustrations of the marketplace. The pastoral had
been an antidote to the ills of urbanization in ancient times, and it continued to play that role
in the commercial revolation. It became particularly significant as an image dictating the
transformation and cultivation of the wilderness in American culture. Explorers of the new
world, who described the scenery as a lovely garden fragrant with flowers, brightened by the
sounds of marvelous new and beautiful birds, provided an impetus for settlement across the
Atlantic. The cultivation of a bountiful mother eath helped to hasten the disruption and
exploitation of new and “virgin” lands.

The Aristotelian and Platonic conception of the passivity of matter could also be incor-
poraied into the new mechanical philosophy in the form of inert “dead” atoms, constituents
of a new machinelike world in which chenge came about through external forces, a scheme
that readily sanctioned the manipulation of natare. The Neoplatonic female world soul, the
internal source of activity in nature, would disappear, to be replaced by a carefully contrived
mechanism of subtle particles in motion. _

The idea of the androgynous equality of male-female principles would eventually
become more clearly articulated as the principle of the dialectic, either as the unity of oppo-
sites in idealism or as the struggle of the opposites in dialectical materialism. I will have occa-
sion to note its progress in several social and philosophical contexts as the struggle for
equelity, against social hierarchy, continued.

THE GEOCOSM: THE EARTH AS A NURTURING MOTHER.  Not only was nature in a generalized
sense seen as female, but also the earth, or geocosm, was universally viewed as a nurturing
mother, sensitive, alive, and responsive to human action. The changes in imagery and atti-
tudes relating to the earth were of enormous sipnificance as the mechanization of nature
proceeded. The nurturing earth would lose its function as a normative restraint as it changed
to an inanimate dead physical system.

The macrocosm theory, as we have seen, likened the cosmos to the human body, soul,

~and spirit with male and female reproductive components, Sirnilarly, the geocosm theory

compared the earth to the living human body, with breath, blood, sweat, and elimination
systems.

For the Stoics, who flourished in Athens during the third century 8.., after the death of
Aristotle, and in Rome through the first century A D., the world itself was an intelligent
organism; God and matter were synonymous. Matter was dynamic, composed of two forces:
expansion and condensation—the former directed outward, the latter inward, The tension
between them was the inherent force generating all substances, properties, and living forms
in the cosmos and the geocosm.
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Zeno of Citium (ca. 304 3.c) and M. Tullius Cicero (106—43 p.C.} held that the waorld
reasons, has sensation, and generates living rational beings: “The world is a living and wise
being, since it preduces living and wise beings.”23 Every part of the universe and the earth was
created for the benefit and support of another part. The earth generated and pave stability to
plants, plants supported animals, and animals in turn served human beings; conversely,
human skill helped to preserve these organisms. The nniverse itself was created for the sake
of rational beings—pods and men—but God's foresight insured the safety and preservation
of all things. Humankind was given hands to transform the earth’s resources and was given
dominion over them: timber was to be used for houses and ships, soil for crops, iron for
plows, and gold and silver for ornaments. Fach part and imperfection existed for the sake and
ultimate perfection of the whole.

The living character of the world organism meant not only that the stars and planets
were alive, but that the earth too was pervaded by a force giving life and motion to the living
beings on it. Lucius Seneca (4 B.C—AD. 65), a Roman Stoic, stated that the earth’s breath
nourished both the growths on its surface and the heavenly bodies above by its daily exhala-
tions:

How could she nourish all the different roots that sink inte the soil in one place
and another, had she not an abundant supply of the breath of life? . . . all these
theavenly bodies] draw their nourishment from materials of carth . . . and are
sustained . . . by nothing else than the breath of the earth, . . . Now the earth
would be unable to nourish so many bodies . . . unless it were full of breath,
which it exhales from every part of it day and night.* ‘

The earth’s springs were akin to the human blood syster; iis other various fluids were
likened to the mucus, saliva, sweat, and other forms of lubrication in the human body, the
earth being organized “, . . much after the plan of our bodies, in which there are both veins
and arteries, the former blood vessels, the latter air vessels. . . . So exactly alike is the
resemblance to our bodies in nature’s formation of the earth, that cur ancestors have spoken
of veins [springs] of water.” Just as the human body contained blood, marrow, mucus, saliva,
tears, and lubricating fluids, so in the carth there were various fuids. Liquids that turned hard
became metals, such as gold and silver; other fluids turned into stones, bitmmens, and veins
of sulfur. Like the haman body, the earth gave forth sweat: “There is often a gathering of thin,
scattered moisture like dow, which from many points flows into one spot. The dowsers call
it sweat, because a kind of drop is either squeezed out by the pressure of the ground or raised
by the heat.” '

Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) enlarged the Greek analogy between the waters of the
earth and the ebb and fiow of human blood through the veins and heart:

The water runs from the rivers to the sea and from the sea to the rivers, always
making the same circuit. The water is thrust from the utmost depth of the sea to
the high sommits of the mountains, where, finding the veins cut, it precipitates
itself and returns to the sea below, mounts ence more by the branching veins and
then falls back, thus going and coming between high and low, sonietimes inside,
sometimes outside. It acts like the blood of animals which is always moving,
starting from the sea of the heart and mounting to the summit of the head.®

The earth’s venous system was filled with metals and minerals, Its veins, veinlets, seams,
and canals coursed through the entire earth, particularly in the mountains. Its humors
flowed from the veinlets into the farger veins. The earth, ke the human, even had its
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own elimination system. The tendency for both to break wind caused earthquakes in the case
of the former and another type of quake in the latter;

The material cause of earthquakes . . . is no doubt great abundance of wind, or
store of gross and dry vapors, and spirits, fast shut up, and as a man would say,
emprisoned in the caves, and dungeons of the earth; which wind, or vapars,
seeking to be set at liberty, and to get them horme to their natural lodgings, ina
great fume, violently rush out, and as it were, break prison, which forcible erup-
don, and strong breath, causcth an earthquake.™

Its bowels were full of channels, fire chambers, glory holes, and fissures through which fire
and heat were emitted, some in the form of fiery volcanic exhalations, others as hat water
springs. The most commonly used analogy, however, was between the female’s reproductive
and nurturing capacity and the mother earth’s ability to give birth to stones and metals within
its womb through its marriage with the sun.

In his De Rerum Natura of 1565, the Italian philosopher Bernardino Telesio referred to
the marriage of the two great male and female powers: “We can see that the sky and the carth
are not merely large parts of the world universe, but are of primary—even principal
rank. . . . They are like mosher and father to ali the others.” The earth and the sun served
as mother and father to the whole of creation: all things are “made of earth by the sun and that
in the constitution of all things the earth and the sun enter respectively as mother and father.”
According to Giordano Bruno (1548—1600), every human being was “a citizen and servant of
the world, a child of Father Sun and Mother Farth,”®®

A widely held alchemical belief was the growth of the baser metals into gold in womb-
like matrices in the earth. The appearance of silver in lead ores or gold in silvery assays was
evidence that this transformation was under way. Just as the child grew in the warmth of the
fernale womb, so the growth of metals was fostered through the apency of heat, some places
within the earth’s crust being hotter and therefore hastening the maturation process. “Given
to gold, silver, and the other metals [was] the vegetative power whereby they could also
reproduce themselves. For, since it was impossible for God to make anything that was not
perfect, he gave to all created things, with their being, the power of multiplication.”” The
sun acting on the earth nurtured not only the plants and animals but also “the metals, the
broken sulfuric, bitumincus, or nitrogenous rocks; . . . as well as the plants and animals—if
these are not made of earth by the sun, one cannot imagine of what else or by what other
agent they could be made.™ :

Several theories accounted for the growth of metals and minerals. In the Aristotelian
theory, the earth gave off exhalations under the influence of the sun’s warmth. From the dry
exhalations grew stones, from the wet metals, both being formed within the earth or on its
surface. Sixteenth-century theories held that minerals grew from a combination of celestial
influences, primarily the sun, and a formative power within the earth.*!

In the liquid seed theory, the earth was a matrix or mother to the seeds of stones and
minerals, The seeds of minerals and metals fermented water, transforming it into a mineral
juice and then into the metal itself, Stones were generated from their own seminal principles
or seeds, thereby preserving their species. Suitable nooks and crannies within the earth
formed matrices or wombs for the nurturing and development of the infant seed, Neither the
air nor the bodies of plants and animals were suitable mothers; only the rocks on the edges of

ore veins, and special crannies in the carth’s crust could act as matrices. Jerome Cardan
(1550) and Bernard Palissy (1580) believed that metals reproduced by liquid seeds deposited
by water; others set forth the thesis that mineral juices were formed into metals by degrees,
expanding and taking on new matter uniil they grew into visible metals.®
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A third theory, the lapidifying (stone-forming) juice theory, hypothesized a fluid or juice
that circulated through the earth’s body in the veins, and cracks, and pores beneath its surface
just as bleod ebbed and flowed within the human body. This succus lapidescens, combined with
the principles of heat and cold, was the origin of stones and minerals, The mineral or stony
matter was held in solution by the liquid suceus untit it evaporated out by the action of heat or
deposited its matter through the action of cold.® ‘

The earth’s womb was the matrix or mother not only of metals but also of all living
things. Paracelsus campared the earth to a ferale whose wormb nurtured all life,

Woman is like the earth and all the elements and in this sense she may be
considered a matrix; she is the tree which grows in the earth and the child is
fike the fruit born of the tree, . . . Woman is the image of the wee. Just as the
earth, its fruits, and the elements are created for the sake of the tree and in order
to sustain it, so the members of woman, all her qualities, and her whole nature
exist far the seke of her matrix, her womb . . . | :
And yet woman in her own way is also a field of the earth and not at all
different from it. She replacesit, so to speak; she is the field and the garden mold
in which the child is sown and planted.*

The earth in the Paracelsian philosaphy was the maother or matrix giving birth to plants,
animals, and men.

The image of the earth as a nurse, which had appeared in the ancient world in Plato’s
Timeaus and the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus, was a popular Renaissance metaphor,
According to sixteenth-century alchemist Basil Valentine, alf things grew in the womb of the
earth, which was alive, and vital, and the nurse of all life:

The quickening power of the carth produces all things that grow forth from
it, and he who says that the earth has no life makes a statement flatly
contradicted by facts. What is dead cannot produce life and growth, secing
that it is devoid of the quickening spirit. . . . This spirit is the life and soul that
dwell in the earth, and are nourished by heavenly and sidereal influences. . . .
This spirit is itself fed by the stars and is thereby rendered capable of imparting
nutriment to all things that grow and of nursing them as a mother does her
child while it is yetin the womb. . . . If the carth were deserted by this spirit
it would be dead . . . ¥

Cambridge Platonist Henry Mare (1614—87) referred to the sixteenth—éentury doctrine of
the earth as a nurse and the possibility of its going dry and becoming sterile:

For though we should admit, with Cardan and other naturalists, that the earth at
first brought forth all manner of animals as well as plants, and that they might be
fastened by the navel to their common mother the earth, as they are now to the
female in the womb; yet we see she is grown sterile and barren, and her births
of animals are now very inconsiderable, Wherefore what can it be but a provi-
dence, that while she did bear she sent out male and female, that when her own
prolific virtue was wasted, yet she might be a dry nurse, or an officious grand-
mother, to thousands of generations?*® :

In general, the Renaissance view was that all things were permeated by life, there being no
adequate methad by which to designate the inanimate from the animate. It was difficult to
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differentiate between living and nonliving things, because of the vesemblance in structures.
Like plants and animals, minerals and gems were fitled with small pores, tublets, cavities, and
streaks, through which they seemed to nourish themselves. Crystalline salts were compared
to plant forms, but criteria by which to differentiate the living from the nonliving could not
successfully be formutated. This was due not only to the vitalistic framework of the period
but to striking similarities between them. Minerals were thought to possess a lesser degree of
the vegetative soul, because they had the capacity for medicinal action and often took the
form of various parts of plants. By virtue of the vegetaﬁvc soul, minerals and stones grew in
the human body, in animal bodies, within trees, in the air and water, and on the earth’s
surface in the open ccnmtr}r.37

Popular Renaissance literature was filled with hundreds of images associating nature,
matter, and the earth with the female sex. The earth was alive and considered to be a benefi-
cent, receptive, nurturing female, For most writers there was a mingling of traditions based
on ancient sources. In general, the pervasive animism of nature created a relationship of
immediacy with the human being. An 1-thou relationship in which nature was considered to
be a person-writ-large was sufficiently prevalent that the ancient tendency to treat it as
another human still existed. Such vitalistic imagery was thus so widely accepted by the
Renaissance mind that it could effectively function as a restraining ethic.

In much the same way, the cultural belief-systems of many American-Indian tribes had
{or centuries subtly guided group behavior taward nature. Simohalla of the Columbia Basin
Tribes voiced the Indian objections to European attitudes in the mid-1800s:

You ask me to plow the ground! Shall I take a knife and tear my mother’s breast?
Then when 1 die she will not take me to her bosom to rest.

You ask me to dig for stone! Shall I dig under her skin for her bones? Then
when 1 die I cannot enter her body to be born again. '

You ask me to cut grass and make hay and sell it, and be rich like white
men! But how dare I cut off my mother’s hair?®

In the 1960s, the Native-American became a symbol in the ecelogy movement’s search for
alternatives to Western exploitative attitudes, The Indian animistic belief-system and rever-
ence for the earth as a mother were contrasted with the Judeo-Christian heritage of dominion
over nature and with capitalist practices resulting in the “tragedy of the commons” (exploita-
tion of resources available for any person’s or nation’s use). But as will be seen, European
culture was more complex and varied than this judgment allows. It ignores the Renaissance
philosophy of the nurturing earth as well as those philosophies and social movements resistant

to mainstream economic change.

NORMATIVE CONSTRAINTS AGAINST THE MINING OF MOTHER EARTH, If sixteenth-century
descriptive statements and imagery can function as an ethical constraint and if the earth was

“widely viewed as a nurturing motker, did such imagery actually function as a norm against

improper use of the earth? Evidence that this was indeed the case can be drawn from theories
of the origins of metals and the debates about mining prevalent during the sixteenth century.

The ancient Greek philosophers Anaxagoras (500-428 B.C), Theophrastus (370278
2.¢), and Dionysius of Periegetes (f1. A.D. 86-96) believed that metals were plants
growing beneath the earth’s surface and that veins of gold were like the roots and branches
of trees. Metals were believed merely to be a lower form of kfe than vegetables and
animals, reproducing themselves through small metallic seeds.

A popular Renaissance belief held about mining was the metaphor of the golden tree.
The earth deep within its bowels produced and gave form to the metals, which then rose as
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mnist up through the trunk, branches, and twigs of a great tree whose roots originated at the
earth’s center. The large branches contained the great veins of minerals, the smaller the
metallic ores. Miners had

.. . found by experience that the vein of gold is a living tree and that by all ways
that it spreadeth and springeth from the root by the soft pores and passages of
the earth putting forth branches even unto the uppermost part of the earth and
ceaseth not untl it discover itself unto the open air: at which time it showeth
forth certain beautiful colors instead of flowers, roand stones of golden earth
instead of firuits and thin plates instead of leaves,™ '

Once the veins of ore were mined, it was believed that new ore grew again within a few
years. Diamond mines in the East Indics were filled with new diamonds; sulfur mines were
soon replenished. Iron ore continued to grow in the mines of Elba off the coast of Italy; the
iron ore fields of Saga in Germany refilled within ten years. Silver twigs resembling plants
grew in the shafts of abandened mines in the Joachim Valley. In his Art of Mevals (1640),
Albaro Barba, director of the Potosi mines in the Spanish West Indies, wrote, “All of us know
that in the rich hill at Potosi the stones, which divers years we have left behind us, thinking
there was not plate enough in them to make it worth our labor, we now bring home and find
abundant plate in them, which can be atzributed to nothing but the perpetual generation of
silver,” The image of Mother Earth and her generative role in the production of metals
.continued to be significant well into the eighteenth century.

What ethical ideas were held by ancient and early modern writers on the extraction
of the metals from the bowels of the living earth? The Roman compiler Pliny (A.D. 23-79),
in his Natural History, had specifically warned against mining the depths of Mother

Earth, speculating that carthquakes were an expression of her indignation at being violated
in this manner; '

We trace cut all the veins of the earth, and yet . . . are astonished that it should
occasionally cleave asunder or tremble: as though, forsocth, these signs could be
any other than expressions of the indignation felt by our sacred parent! We
penetrate into her entrails, and seck for treasures . . . as though each spot we
tread upon were not sufficiently bounteous and ferdle for us!™!

He went on to argue that the earth had concealed from view that which she did not wish to
be disturbed, that her resources might not be exhausted by hurman avarice:

For itis upon her surface, in fact, that she has presented us with these substances,
equally with the cereals, bounteous and ever ready, as she is, in supplying us
with all things for our benefit! Tt is what is concealed from our view, whatis sunk
far beneath her surface, objects, in fact, of no rapid formation, that urge us to
our ruin, that send us to the very depths of hell. . , . when will be the end of
thus exhausting the earth, and to what point will avarice finally penetrate!

Here, then, is a striking example of the restraining force of the beneficent mother image-—
the living earth in her wisdom has ordained against the mining of metals by concealing them
in the depths of her womb, In addition the mining of gold contributed to human corruption
and avarice, “The worst crime against mankind {was] committed by him who was the first to
put a ring vpon his fingers,” In the age of barter, people were happy, but since then “man has
learned how to challenge both nature and art to become the incitements to vicel”
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sots originated at the While mining gold led to avarice, extracting iron was the source of human cruelty in the
rals, the smaller the form of war, murder, and robbery. Its use should be lmited to agriculture and these activi-
ties that contributed to the “honors of more civilized life™:

hat by all ways For hy the aid of iron we lay open the ground, we plant trees, we prepare our
ind passages of : vineyard trees, and we force our vines each year to resume their youthful state,
f the earth and : by cutting away their decayed branches. It is by the aid of iron that we constract
me it showeth : houses, cleave rocks, and perform so many other vseful offices of life. But it is
f golden earth : with iron also that wars, murders, and robberics are effected, . . . not only hand
4 to hand, but . . . by the aid of missites and winged weapons, now launched from
_ engines, now hurled by the human arm, and now furnished with feathery wings.
# again within a few Let us therefore acquit nature of a charge that here belongs to man himself.
Is; sulfur mines were ' : '
the coast of Italy; the In past history, Pliny stated, there had been instances in which laws were passéd to prohibit
igs resembling plants : the retention of weapons and to ensure that iron was used solely for innocent purposes, such
Art of Metals (1640), : as the cultivation of fields. 7
rote, “All of us know . In the Metamorphoses (A.D. 7), the Roman poet Ovid wrote of the violence done to the
t behind us, thinking : earth during the age of iron. In the preceding Golden Age, “people were unaggressive, and
* bring home and find : unanxious.” .
rpetual generation of
sroduction of metals : And Earth, untroubled,
: Unharried by hoe or plowshare, brought forth all
wrs on the extraction : That men had need for, and those men were happy,
r Pliny {A.D. 23--79), - Gathering berries from the mountain sides,
. depths of Mother : Cherries, or black caps, and the edible acorns,
jon at being violated : Spring was forever, with a west wind blowing

Softly across the tlowers no man had planted,

And Earth, unplowed, brought forth rich grain; the field,

1 that it should : Unfallowed, whitened with wheat, and there were rivers
signs could be : Of milk, and rivers of honey, and golden nectar
«d parent! We : Dripped from the dark-green oak-trees.

1 each spot we .
During the Iron Age, evil was let loose in the form of trickery, slyness, plotting, swindling,
and violence, as men dug into the earth’s entrails for iron and gold:

h she did not wish to

{ce: . The rich earth
: Was asked for more; they dug into her vitals,

:se substances, Pried out the wealth a kinder lord had hidden

o supplying us In stygian shadow, all that precious metal,

v, what is sunk The root of evil. They found the guilt of iron,

that urge us to And gold, more guilty still. And War came forth,

be the end of 5 :

znetratel : The violation of Mother Earth resulted in new forms of monsters, born of the blood of her
' slaughter: : ‘

ent mother image—

s by concealing them Jove struck them down

‘o human corruption i With thunderbalts, and the bulk of those huge bodies

. who was the first to : Lay on the earth, and bled, and Mother Earth,

t since then “man has i Made pregnant by that blood, brought forth new bodies,

3 to vice!” : 5 And gave them, to recall her older offspring, _

.
P
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The forms of men. And this new stock was also
Contemptuous of gods, and murder-hungry
And violent. You would know they were sons of blood,

Seneca also deplored the activity of mining, although, unlike Pliny and Ovid, he did not
consider it a new vice, but one that had been handed down from ancient times. “What neces-
sity caused man, whose head points to the stars, to stoop, below, burying him in mines and
plunging him in the very bowels of innermost earth to root up gold?” Not only did mining
remove the earth’s treasures, but it created “a sight to make [the] hair stand en end—huge
rivers and vast reserveirs of sluggish waters.” The defiling of the earth’s waters was even then
a noteworthy consequence of the quest for metals.*

These ancient strictures against mining were still operative during the early years of the
commercial revolution when mining activities, which had lapsed after the fall of Rome, were
once again revived. Utimately, such constraints would have to be defeated by proponents of
the new mercantilist philosophy.*

An allegorical tale, reputedly sent to Paul Schneevogel, a professor at Leipzig about
1490-95, expressed opposition to mining encroachments into the farmlands of Lichtenstat in
Saxony, Germany, an arca where the new mining activities were developing rapidly.
Reminiscent of Alain of Lille’s Natura and her torn gown and illustrative of the force of the
ancient strictures against mining is the following allegorical vision of an old hermit of
Lichtenstat, Mother Farth, dressed in a tattered green robe and seated on the right hand of
Jupiter, is represented in a court case by “glib-tongued Mercury” who charges a miner with
matricide. Testimony is presented by several of nature’s deities:

Bacchus complained that his vines were uprooted and fed to the flames and his
most sacred places desecrated, Ceres stated that her fields were devastated;
Pluto that the blows of the miners resound like thunder through the depths of
the earth, so that he could hardly reside in his own kingdom; the Naiad, that
the subterranean waters were diverted and her fountains dried up; Charon that
the volume of the underground, waters had been so diminshed that he was
unable to float his boat on Acheron and carry the souls across to Pluto’s realm,
and the Fauns protested that the charceal burners had destroyed whole forests to

obtain fuel to smelt the miner’s ores.™

In his defense, the miner argued that the earth was not a real mother, but a wicked
stepmother who hides and conceals the metals in her inner parts instead of making them
avaitable for human use.

The final judgment, handed down by Fortune, stated that if men deign “to mine and
dig in mountains, to tend the fields, to engage in trade, to injure the earth, to throw away
knowledge, to disturb Pluto and finally to search for veins of metal in the sources of rivers,
their bodies ought to be swallowed up by the earth, suffocated by its vapors . . | intoxicated
by wine, . . . afflicted with hunger and remain ignorant of what is best. These and many
ather dangers are proper of men, Farewell,”

In the old hermit’s tale, we have a fascinating example of the relationship between
images and Vaiqes. The clder view of nature as a kindly maother is challenged by the growing
interests of the mining industry in Saxony, Bohemia, and the Harz Mountains, regions of
newly found prosperity. The miner, representing these newer commercial activities, trans-
forms the image of the nurturing mother into that of a stepmother who wickedly conceals her
bounty from the deserving and needy children. In the seventeenth century, the image will be
scen to undergo yet another transformation, as natural philosopher Francis Bacon
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{1561—1626) sets forth the need for prying intc nature’s nocks and crannies in searching out
her secrets for human improvement,

Henry Cornelius Agrippa’s polemic The Yanity of Arts and Sciences (1530) reiterated some
of the moral striceures against mining found in the ancient treatises, quoting the passage from
Ovid portraying miners digging into the bowels of the earth in order to extract gold and iron,
“These men,” he declared, “have made the very ground more hurtful and pestiferous, by how
much they are more rash and venturous than they that hazard themselves in the deep to dive
for pearis.” Mining thus despoiled the earth’s surface, infecting it, as it were, with an epidemic
disease. Of all cultures that have mined for metals, “only the Scythians . . . condemned the
use of gold and silver, resolving to keep themselves eternally free from public avarice. There
was an ancient law among the Romans against the superfluity of gold. And indeed, it were to
be wished that men would aspire with the same eagerness to heaven, that they descend into
the bowels of the earth, allured with that vein of riches that are so far from making a man
happy, that they repent too often of their time and labor sa ill bestowed. ™

If mining were to be freed of such strictures and sanctioned as a commercial activity, the
ancient arguments would have to be refuted. This task was taken up by Georg Agricola
(1494—1555), who wrote the first “modern” treatise on mining. His De Re Metallica (“On
Metals,” 1556) marshalled the arguments of the detractors of mining in crder to refute them
and thereby promote the activity itself. ‘

According to Agricola, people who argued against. the mining of the earth for metals did
so on the basis that nature herself did not wish to be discovered what she herself had concealed:

The earth does not conceal and remove from our eyes those things which are
useful and necessdry to mankind, but, on the contrary, like a beneficent and
kindly mother she yields in large abundance from her bounty and brings into the
light of day the herbs, vegetables, grains, and fruits, and trees. The minerals, on
the other hand, she buries far beneath in the depth of the ground, therefore they
should not be sought.”

This argument, taken directly from Pliny, reveals the normative force of the image of the
earth as a nurturing mother. '

A second argument of the detractors, reminiscent of Seneca and Agrippa, and based on
Renaissance “ecological” concerns was the disruption of the natural environment and the
pollutive effects of mining,

But, besides this, the strongest argument of the detractors [of mining] is that the
fields are devastated by mining operations, for which reason formerly ltalians
were warned by law that no ene should dig the earth for metals 2nd so injure
their very fertile fields, their vineyards, and their olive groves, Also they argue
that the woods and groves are cut down, for there is need of wood for timbers,
machines, and the smelting of metals. And when the woods and groves are
felled, then are exterminated the beasts and birds, many of which furnjsh a
pleasant and agreeable food for man, Further, when the ores are washed, the
water which has been used poisons the brooks and streams, and either destroys

- the fish or drives them away. Therefore the inhabitants of these regions, on
account of the devastation of their fields, woods, graves, brooks, and rivers,
find great difficulty in procuring the necessaries of life, and by reason of the
destruction of the timber they are forced to greater expense in erecting
buildings. Thus it is said, it is clear to all that there is greater detriment from
mining than the value of the metals which the mining produces.
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Agricola may have been alluding to laws passed by the Florentines between 1420 and 1485,
preventing people from dumping lime into rivers upstream from the city for the purpose of
“poisoning or catching fish,” as it caused severe problems for those living downstream. The
laws were cnacted both to preserve the trout, “a truly noble and impressive fish” and to -
provide Florence with “a copious and abundant supply of such fish,” But these laws passed to
safeguard the waters of the Arno and the areas of the Castino and Pistoian Apennines were not
obeyed, and complaints mounted: that-“the rivers are empty of fish, and the fish are worse.”
By 1477, new laws protected the entire domain around Florence, includingthe Ao, Sieve,
and Serchio rivers and their tributaries, from the diverting and daraming of rivers and the
poisoning of fish with lime, nutshells, or the reputedly toxic Aaron’s Rod plant.*

Such ecological consciousness, however, suffered hecause of the failure of law enforce:
ment, as well as because of the continuing progress of mining activities. Agricola, in his
response to the detractors of mining, pointed out the congruences in the need to catch fish
and to construct metal tools for the well-being of the human race. His effort can be inter-
preted as an attempt to liberate the activity of mining from the constraints imposed by the
organic framework and the muturing earth image, so that new values could sanction and
hasten its development and progress,

To the argument that, because the metals lie in the earth “enclosed and hidden from sight
[and] should not be taken out,” Agricola countered with the example of catching fish, which
lie concealed in the depths of the waters.*” “Nature has given the earth . . . to man that he
might cultivate it and draw out of its caverns metals and other mineral products,” without
which the earth could not be cultivated, fish caught, sheep sheared, animals slanghtered, or
food cooked. Without the metals, men would “return to the acorns and fruits and berries of
the forest. They would feed upon the herbs and roots which they plucked up with their nails,
They would dig out caves in which to lie down atnight, a . . . condition . . . utterly unworthy
of humanity, with its splendid and glorious natural endowment.”

To the argument that the woods were cut down and the price of imber therefore raised,
Agricola responded that mast mines occurred in unproductive, gloomy areas. Where the trees
were removed from more productive sites, fertile fields could be created, the profits from
which would reimburse the local inhabitants for their losses in timber supplies. Where the
birds and animals had been destroyed by mining operations, the profits could be used to
purchase “birds without number” and “edible beasts and fish elsewhere” and refurbish the area.

The vices associated with the metals—anger, cruelty, discord, passion for power,
avarice, and lust—should be attributed instead to human conduct: “It is not the metals which
are to be blamed, but the evil passions of men which become inflamed and ignited; or it is due
to the blind and impious desires of their minds.” Agricola’s arguments are a conscious attempt
to separate the older normative constraints from the image of the metals themselves so that
new values can then surround them.

Edmund Spenser’s treatment of Mother Earth in the Faerie Queen (1595) was repre-
sentative of the concurrent conflict of attitudes about mining the earth. Spenser entered fully
into the sixteenth-century debates about the wisdom of mining, the two greatest sins against
the earth being, according to him, avarice and lust. The argnments associating mining with
avarice had appeared in the ancient texts of Pliny, Ovid, and Seneca, while during Spenser’s
lifetime the sermons of Johannes Mathesius, entitled Bergpostilla, oder Sarepta (1578),
inveighed agalnst the moral consequences of human greed for the wealth created by mining
for metals,*

In Spenser’s poem, Guyon presents the arguments against mining taken from Ovid
and Agricola, while the description of Mammon's forge is drawn from the iflustrations to the
De Re Metallica. Gold and sitver pollute the spirit and debase human values just as the mining
operation itself pollutes the “purest streams™ of the earth’s womb:
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Then gan a cursed hand the quiet wombe

Of his great Grandmother with Stecle to wound,
And the hid treasures in her sacred tombe

With Sacrilege: to dig, Therein he found
Fountaines of gold and silver to abound,

Of which the matter of his huge desire

And pompous pride eftsoones he did compound.*!

The earth in Spenser’s poem is passive and docile, allowing all manner of assault, violence,
ill-treatment, rape by lust, and despoilment by greed. No longer a nurturer, she indiscrimi-
nately, as in Ovid’s verse, supplies flesh to all life and lacking in judgment brings forth
monsters and evil creatures. Her offspring fall and bite her in their own death throes. The
new mining activities have altered the earth from a bountiful mother to a passive receptor of
human rape.

John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667) continues the Qvidian image, as Mammon leads
“bands of picners with Spade and Pickaxe” in the wounding of the living female earth:

... By him first
Men also, and by his suggestion tanght,
Ransack’d the Center, and with impious hands
Rifl’d the bowels of thir mother Earth
For Treasures better hid. Soon had his crew
Op’nd into the Hill a spacious wound
And dig’d out ribs of Gold.” -

Not only did mining encourage the moral sin of avarice, it was compared by Spenser to the
second great sin, human lust, Digging into the matrices and pockets of earth for metals was
like mining the female flesh for pleasure. The sixteenth- and seventeenth-century imagina-
tion perceived a direct correlation between mining and digging into the nooks and crannies
of a woman’s body, Both mining and sex represent for Spenser the return to animality and
earthly shime. In the Faerie Queen, lust is the basest of all human sins. The spilling of human
blood, in the rush to rape the earth of her gold, taints and muddies the once fertile fields.

The sonnets of the poet and divine John Donne (1573—1631) also played up the popular
identity of mining with human lust. The poem “Love’s Alchemie” begins with the sexual
image, “Some that have deeper digged loves Myne than I,/ say where his centrigue happiness
doth lie.” The Platonic lover, searching for the ideal or “centrique” experience of love,
begins by digging for it within the female flesh, an act as debasing to the human being as the
mining of metals is to the female earth. Happiness is not to be obtained by avarice for gold
and silver, nor can the alchemical elixir be produced from base metals. Nor does ideal love
result from an ascent up the hierarchical ladder from base sexual love to the love of poetry,
music, and art to the highest Platonic love of the good, virtue, and God.

The same equation appears in Elegie XVIII, “Love’s Progress™:

Search every spheare
And firmament, our Cupid is not there:
He's an infernal god and under ground,
With Pluto dwells, where gold and fire abound:
Men to such Gods, their sacrificing Coles,
Did not in Altars lay, but pits and holes.
Althoughwe see Celestial bodies move
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Above the earth, the earth we Till and love:
So we her ayres contemplate, words and heart
And virtues; but we love the Centrique part.”*

Lust and love of the body do not lead to the celestial love of higher ideals; rather, physical
love is associated with the pits and holes of the female body, just as the love of gold depends
on the mining of Pluto’s caverns within the female earth, “the earth we till and love.” Love of
the sexual “centrique” part of the female will not lead to the aery spiritnal love of virtue. The
fatal association of monetary revenue with human avarice, lust, and the female mine is driven
home apain in the last lines of the poem:

Rich Nature hath in women wisely made

Two purses, and their mouths aversely laid:
They then, which to the lower wribute owe,
That way which that Exchequer looks, must go.

Avarice and greed after money corrupted the soul, just as bust after female flesh corrupted
the bedy, :

The comparison of the female mine with the new American sources of gold, silver, and
precious metals appears again in Elegie XIX, “Going to Bed.” Here, however, Donne turns
the image upside down and uses it to extoll the virtues of the mistress:

License my roaving hands, and let them go,
Before, behind, between, above, below.
O my America! my new-found-land,
My kingdome, safelist when with one man man’d
My Myne of precious stones, My Emperie,
How blest am 1 in this discovering theel

In these lines, the comparison functions as a sanction—the search for precious gems and
metals, like the sexual exploration of nature or the female, can benefit a kingdom or a man.
Moral restraints were thus clearly affiliated with the Renaissance image of the female
earth and were strengthened by associations with greed, avarice, and lust. But the analogies
were double-edged. If the new values connected with mining were positive, and mining was
viewed as'a means to improve the human condition, as they were by Agricola, and later by
Bacon, then the comparison could be turned upside down. Sanctioning mining sanctioned the
rape or commercial exploration of the earth——a clear illustration of how constraints can
change to sanctions through the demise of frameworks and their associated values as the
needs, wanis, and purposes of society change: The organic framework, in which the Mother
Earth image was a moral restraint against mining, was literally undermined by the new

commercial activity.
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27 {1974): 54853, see p. 544. On the earth’s veins and bowels, see Georg Agricola, De Re Merallica,
1556, trans, Herbert C. Hoover and Lou H, Heover (New Yark: Dover, 1950; first published,
1556); p. 1. See also excerpts of Agricola, De Oty er Causls Subterranesrum (first pubh'shed 1546}, in
Kirtley F. Mather, ed., Source Book in Geology (New York: MeGraw-Hill, 1939), p. 7; Athanasius
Kircher, Mundus Subterraneous {Amsterdam, 1678) in Mather, ed., pp, 17-19,
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1678}, trans. Arthur Edward Waite (New York: Samuel Weiser, 1974; first published 1893}, vol. I,
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