Bach’s Paleopolysexual and -polytheistic German: Gott!

At Christmastide we sing about the God who becomes a Child. An odd grammatical similarity between the two German words, Gott and Kind, shines a linguistic light into the beliefs of Bach’s pre-Christian ancestors.

Both words form their plural with “-er”: Kinder, Götter. So do other biblical, manger, and barnyard words, especially the terms for the young of animals: Lamm (plural Lämmer); Kalb (Kälber). Some other ancient monosyllabic words, for example Buch (Bücher, “book” ), and Brett (Bretter, “board”), go and do likewise.

These nouns are neuter in gender – except Gott. Modern German is DER Gott. But the ancestors of Gott and English God were indeed neuter in gender, both grammatically and in the physiological gender – in earlier, more innocent times we used to call this the “sex” – that the “pagans” ascribed to some of their gods. (God Itself knows that the famous Venus of Willendorf, that much earlier representation of divinity found on what is presently German-speaking territory, was polyamply feminine.)

Between the Third and Tenth centuries the meaning of the Germanic word guda- was transferred to the Christian Deity. Initially the word remained neuter; the shift to masculine gender happened in West Germanic areas between the early Sixth and late Eighth centuries.

Bach’s ancestors were converted to Christianity probably even later than the Tenth century. But by his time no ordinary person would have given a second thought to what the plural of Gott says about its earlier gender and meaning.

As for Wagner’s and Nietzsche’s Götterdämmerung: this is not the appropriate place (really, is there any?) for them, much less for Götzendämmerung. But Götze, “idol” or “false god”, is a diminutive form of Gott, with “image of a saint” as its original meaning (late Middles Ages). Luther, that semi-iconoclast, gave the word its modern sense.
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