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            To Laura, as wise as Athena,

as ambitious as Inanna,

as laughter-bringing as Uzume
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            Like breath or a balloon, I’m rising,

            I hover six inches in the air

            in my blazing swan-egg of light.

            You think I’m not a goddess?

            Try me.

            This is a torch song.

            Touch me and you’ll burn.

            ‘Helen of Troy Does Countertop Dancing’
Margaret Atwood
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            Introduction

         

         What springs to mind when you think of the word ‘goddess’? Divine feminine energy? Mother Earth? Ancient Greek ladies wafting around in white dresses causing mischief? Hollywood stars? ‘Domestic goddesses’ or ‘sex goddesses’? Or even Anastasia Steele’s exuberant ‘inner goddess’ who spends a lot of Fifty Shades of Grey salsa-ing and pole-vaulting in excitement about her romantic escapades? (Each to her own.)

         There are two definitions of the term ‘goddess’ in the dictionary – 1. a female deity, or 2. a woman who is powerfully attractive and beautiful. Wrapped up in the broader associations of the word are lots of attributes that sound super-fun and enjoyable (Beauty! Allure! Meddling!), alongside more tricky inferences about what our culture assumes to be the ultimate qualities a woman can possess (Beauty! Allure! Meddling!).

         The goddesses’ stories in this book reflect the expectations that both hamper women and provide us with timeless models of how to live our best lives. xiiYou’ll find empowering examples of female excellence in these pages, including deities from every corner of the globe – we travel from Ancient Greece to Japan, from Scandinavia to the Americas, from Polynesia to the Middle East – to help inject a little mythical magnificence into your day.

         As long as there have been humans, there have been myths. We’ve always used stories peopled with magical beings and extraordinary acts of bravery or epic failure to help us better understand our role in a universe that is often frightening and illogical. Our ancient ancestors were facing a more brutal existence than we are when they developed the religions that sustained them, but despite all of the comforts at our disposal and all the scientific breakthroughs that have replaced the legends that used to explain our environment, we still struggle with finding our place in the world. And the big questions remain: who am I? What am I doing here? How can I be a good person? Why am I so addicted to my phone? Can you wear boots with midi skirts? How do I do contouring?

         Millions of people find the answers to (some of) these questions in their faith, holding these tenets as truth, while regarding stories from other religions as myths. The word ‘myth’ carries an implication of fiction or falsity. As the celebrated poet and controversial xiiischolar of mythology Robert Graves said, ‘Mythology is the study of whatever religious or heroic legends are so foreign to a student’s experience that he cannot believe them to be true.’

         Goddesses appear in many religions that have huge numbers of active adherents today, such as Hinduism and Shinto, as well as many that are no longer commonly followed, such as Graeco-Roman and Celtic. The largest faiths active in the world today focus on central male gods, although with significant female figures. The only current Western religion that worships a pre-eminent goddess is Wicca.

         In this book we take a broad definition of what makes a goddess and make no judgement about whether a goddess’s feats are true or not; we seek to approach all their stories from a respectfully secular point of view. Many of the stories we recount here are precious and sacred to specific communities. We have aimed to write with courtesy and attention, conscious that our position as outsiders to many of the cultures covered in this book is particularly uncomfortable given the history of conquest, exploitation and cultural high-handedness and appropriation that white Europeans have been guilty of throughout history. We are aware that it is difficult for us to escape our own cultural baggage when approaching these subjects, or xivto fully understand them in the way their initiated believers do. We approached all the lore in this book with an open curiosity and it’s been a privilege to learn about mythologies that weren’t well known to us before we began our investigations. Our eyes were opened to many stories and ideas that we hadn’t encountered before. There are multifarious myths that deal with goddesses beyond the Graeco-Roman ones many of us are taught about in school; we hope You Goddess! introduces you to some new deities and inspires you to find out more about the histories, cultures or religions they spring from. The joy of writing this book has been the learning experience it has given us, but we are aware that learning is never finished.

         Across the globe, when you reach back into ancient history real women generally don’t get much of a look-in. Despite the hopeful efforts of twentieth-century feminist archaeologists, it turns out there probably wasn’t a golden time or place in pre-history where politics was run by women.* It’s always been a man’s world. Thanks to the pervasiveness of the patriarchy, xvmost myths concern themselves with the heroic deeds of men. But, across cultures, the one arena in which women have been respected and allowed to take their place next to male counterparts doing equal jobs for (sometimes) equal reward has been the celestial realm of folklore and myth. Admittedly, to qualify for this unique position they had to be superhuman, but we can still learn something from the high standards deity demands. 

         We’ve looked to each goddess in this book to help illuminate an attribute that we can cultivate, or a subject we can explore, to help us with our own personal success, mental health and confidence today. We’ve thought about the anxieties that come up again and again for many twenty-first-century women and found the immortals who can teach us most about putting them in their place. We won’t be doing this by chanting or garlanding our hair or dancing barefoot in the midnight dew (although all of that sounds great). We’ll be doing it by learning about their extravagant exploits, their challenges, their superpowers and the way their stories have changed over time. We’ll investigate how to confront our fears, establish our independence, manage our reputations, embrace our bodies, support other women, say no, prioritise self-care and make our own luck, as well as much, much more.xvi

         The stories that have come down to us were once mostly the realm of wandering male poets, scribes or authors. As twenty-first-century female readers we see these fables through a specific lens. To an eleventh-century audience the story of the Welsh flower maiden Blodeuwedd warned against women’s inherent sluttiness but to us it reads as a go-getting tale of female emancipation. Our other goddesses’ stories are also often ripe for reinterpretation and the lessons we learn from them might sometimes be unexpected. The ways in which our heavenly sisters have been reinvented over the centuries tell us a lot about changing standards of femininity and womanhood. There are often different versions of each goddess’s myth so we have picked the most well known or enlightening from our point of view. We’ve looked at these accounts from the perspective of modern women finding surprising points of connection with our sisters through the ages and across continents. If you’d like to explore more expert opinions and academic investigations into some of the themes that come up in this book you can find a list of sources at the back.

         The goddesses here allow us to interrogate female stereotypes† that have endured from ancient times to xviitoday: we’ll look at the Amazon or ‘strong woman’, the nurturing selfless mother, the wise or wicked hag, the overweening bitch, the temptress, the innocent damsel in distress and the manic pixie dream girl. Our media still constantly asks questions about what women can achieve: can women be funny? Can they be leaders? Can they succeed in tech? Is it OK for them to be promiscuous? Is it OK if they don’t want children? What if they want children and a career? WTF! How can that work? Can they get old and still be attractive and useful? Can’t they just relax? 

         After all, there is another side to being a goddess, along with all the glamour and glory: powerful women are dangerous. They are unnerving enough that in many myths they are the deities in charge of death and destruction. You only have to look at Kali‡ or Hel§ or Tiamat¶ to get the clear message that goddesses can be scary AF. We’ll see what we can learn xviiifrom this as well as from the more positive aspects our goddesses have to share. Whether you dip into You Goddess! for individual titbits or read it all the way through from start to finish, we hope you’ll find that it is about celebrating female power in all its forms. It is a superheroine superboost which we hope you’ll want to share with your girlfriends, sisters, mothers and daughters – with every goddess in your life. 

         
            * The archaeological discovery of many statues of lovely booby female figurines like the 30,000-year-old Venus of Willendorf led people to believe that there was widespread worship of a mother goddess in prehistoric times, and that perhaps this also meant that society was run by females. Sadly this theory has been rejected by most modern analysts, who don’t feel the available evidence supports it.

            † If you tend to get your types in a muddle: a stereotype is a widely held but oversimplified image of a particular type of person; an archetype is a universally understood symbol which recurs in culture; a haplotype is a set of alleles of different genes that are closely linked on one chromosome, and has nothing to do with this book.

            ‡ Hindu goddess of death and time, usually depicted with four arms holding a sword, trident, severed head and a tidy bowl to catch the blood (domestic goddess points). You’ll find more about her on pp. 112–18.

            § Norse goddess of the underworld. Stylishly embodied, with on-point smoky eyeshadow, by Cate Blanchett in Thor: Ragnarok.

            ¶ Babylonian goddess of the sea and chaos, often depicted as a fierce dragon, as in the cult 1980s TV show Dungeons and Dragons.
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            ATHENA

and Being a ‘Strong’ Woman

            CLASSICAL, GREECE

         

         
            ALSO KNOWN AS

            Grey-Eyed Athena, Pallas, The Unwearying, Minerva (in Ancient Rome)

            SKILLS

            Intelligence, Creativity, Strategy, Being a Man’s Woman

            RESPONSIBILITIES

            War, Wisdom, Tech, Crafts, Politics, Philosophy, Owls
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         Athena is one of the best-known goddesses in the Western world. She is a member of the famously hectic Olympian family of deities who were worshipped as far back as the second millennium bce in Ancient Greece. The Olympians engaged in all kinds of heroic and terrible acts, usually to the ultimate detriment of the mortal humans they treated as pets. Athena was born in an unusual manner, which set the pattern for her life. Her father, king of the gods Zeus, impregnated and then swallowed her mother, Metis, after tricking her into turning into a fly. He took this rather drastic action because of a prophecy that Metis’ children might end up more powerful than him. (Even gods are scared of prophecies.) Athena gestated inside Zeus and eventually caused him such a massive headache that, instead of popping a paracetamol, he got another god to cut open his head with an axe. An unusual newborn, Athena jumped out fully grown and dressed in armour.

         From this point on the stories told about Athena, obviously written predominantly by men,* focused on the fact that she was born from her father, that she was 3good at manly stuff like fighting and thinking, and that she frequently undermined the sisterhood by favouring male heroes like Orestes (whom she let off a matricide charge) and punishing women who got on her nerves. A famous example of the latter was Arachne, a woman who matched her at the top female sport of competitive weaving. Athena turned Arachne into a spider as punishment for her uppity cheek. There was also poor Medusa, whom she turned into a snake-headed monster because she had the audacity to get raped in Athena’s temple. One of the quotes invented for this daunting goddess by the playwright Sophocles is: ‘To laugh at your enemies – what sweeter laughter can there be than that?’ 

         Despite this, Athena has always been highly regarded because she was undoubtedly powerful and influential over the affairs of men, at a time when mortal women had no such glory. She is the goddess of war, alongside her brother Ares (who is more accurately the god of mindless violence and pub brawls), and the goddess of technology and crafts like shipbuilding and metalwork. (If she were around today she’d probably excel at coding and engineering, like Shuri from Black Panther.) Her famed intelligence and political nous were also considered masculine qualities; her origin story implies that wisdom and invention quite literally 4spring from the brains of men. This meant that clever heroes like Odysseus respected her intellect and advice, rather than just respecting her godliness, as they might have done with her sexy cousin Aphrodite, the goddess of love (see pp. 79–88).

         Athena’s determination to keep herself firmly on the shelf in a state of permanent virginity, as well as her macho outfit and talents, allowed her to be mates with the lads. Some scholars see this absence of sexuality as a crucial element of her association with ingenuity: non-virgin women were supposed to find their creativity in sex, childbearing and playing endless games of peekaboo with their babies. Athena sidestepped this to focus on her craft and tech hobbies.

         As guardian of Athens, which was the historic centre of democracy, Athena is still regarded as a symbol of political freedom and justice. She won her ownership of the city that now bears her name in a gift-giving competition with the sea god, her uncle Poseidon. In order to impress the citizens of the town, Poseidon banged his famous trident onto the ground and produced a spring, which unfortunately was salty and so not much use to them. When Athena slammed down her spear an olive tree sprouted, which was far preferred for providing food, oil and wood (she also invented other handy things like rakes, numbers and 5trumpets). There is still a protected olive tree growing on top of the Acropolis in Athens inside the ruins of a temple dedicated to both Poseidon and Athena. Athena’s most common sidekick is an owl but she is also depicted with snakes: one legend tells of a serpent who used to guard the Acropolis on her behalf, and she has Medusa’s snake hairdo† prominently displayed on her aegis, or shield.

         The Romans loved incorporating Greek religion into their own. Athena’s Roman incarnation, Minerva, was less fighty and more intellectual than her Greek counterpart. The great Latin poet Ovid noted what an excellent multitasker she was, calling her ‘the goddess of a thousand works’.‡ She was certainly a flexible goddess: as the Roman Empire spread through Europe in the first century bce she was sometimes mixed up with similar local goddesses, like the Gaulish Belisama in the south of France and the British healing goddess Sulis. You can still visit the temple of Sulis-Minerva in Bath.

         6There’s a great deal to admire about a goddess who brings wisdom, can stand up for herself and looks after owls, but Athena is also an example of the patriarchal idea of a ‘strong woman’, which, while it sounds like a compliment, is often a complicated designation. When we talk positively about ‘strong female characters’ in films, books and telly, what most of us mean is ‘a female character who is just as significant and nuanced as any male character’. (We don’t really talk about ‘strong male characters’ because that’s considered the norm.) However, ‘strong’ heroines in the media and popular culture often turn out to be women who are literally strong and act quite a lot like men, but in heels. (In films they also inevitably need to spend a bit of time lounging about in luxury underwear at the end of the day after punching all the bad guys. Hi, Atomic Blonde!) Through their celebration as exceptional, these ‘kick-ass’ ladies cast the shadow of ‘weakness’ over all ordinary women. These kinds of ‘strong’ women tend not to be frilly or cuddly or cry as much as other women – but why should masculine attributes be the only definition of strength?

         ‘Strong’ women are able to put up with shit without complaining – but maybe in truth there are things women should be complaining about in order to make the world a better place. Athena is the perfect goddess 7to look to when questioning these sorts of judgements made on her sex. Her boldness and upper-body strength are certainly impressive when she calls alpha male Ares a ‘two-faced liar’ and knocks him down with a rock in Homer’s Iliad, but her most famous stories involve her brain power. When working with the buff heroes she favours, Athena doesn’t always appear in her usual warrior-princess outfit; sometimes she is a vulnerable old lady or a little girl.

         Disguised as a grandma, she shows both intelligence and fashion sense when she helps Heracles make a snazzy coat out of the Nemean lion by advising him to use the monster’s might against it: only the lion’s own claws can cut through its hide. She also comes up with the idea of the Trojan Horse, which wins the Trojan War for the Greeks after they use it to sneak inside Troy’s walls. Even without her martial artistry, we can look at her through modern eyes and see the positives in a smart female who isn’t defined by her sexual attractiveness§ and who – without subscribing to the view that it is her very traditional masculinity which makes her great – can beat men at their own game.

         
            * The long history of the exclusion of the majority of women from education has only recently ended. In Britain 180 years ago, 60 per cent of women were still illiterate. (The current global adult literacy rate is 90 per cent for men and 83 per cent for women.)

            † The image of Medusa’s head is called the gorgoneion and you’ll find it on all those Versace clothes in your wardrobe. Freud thought Medusa’s decapitated head was a symbol that represented fears of castration inspired by the terrifying sight of women’s genitals (with the snakes representing pubic hair). Possibly not the vibe Versace were after.

            ‡ Next time you’re busy doing the laundry you can feel a bit grander knowing that you are acting under Athena’s aegis: ‘Worship her, thou who dost remove stains from damaged garments!’ says Ovid.

            § The Trojan warrior, and Greece’s Next Top Goddess judge, Paris famously judged Aphrodite to be better-looking than Athena.
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            FREYJA

and Breaking the Rules

            NORSE, SCANDINAVIA

         

         
            ALSO KNOWN AS

            The Lady, Strife-Stirrer, Vanadis

            SKILLS

            Seduction, Invisibility, Magic, Hedonism

            RESPONSIBILITIES

            Sex, Fertility, Gold, Death, War, Travel
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         It can be hard to forge your own way. It’s so much easier to run with the crowd, even when you feel like you’re not quite on the right path. Your parents, partner and friends can all have forceful ideas about what you should be doing with your life – or what you’re doing wrong with it – and it takes a great deal of self-belief and determination to choose a different direction. If you’re feeling the need to take a stand against convention, then the Norse warrior goddess Freyja can provide a bit of inspiration.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In the Norse mythology of the Vikings the gods were broadly divided into two groups – the conflict-hungry Aesir, who loved a bit of war and wealth, and the more primal and wild Vanir, who were associated with sex and fertility. These two tribes waged a brutal battle against each other 10(over gold, natch) that eventually became so mutually destructive they agreed to swap hostages and form a peace of sorts. So Freyja, the beautiful, mysterious and powerful daughter of the chief Vanir, ended up in Asgard with the likes of father god Odin, hammer-loving Thor and his frenemy foster-uncle, the trickster Loki.

         Freyja has the whole treasure chest going on; as a goddess associated with travel she channels the powerful forces of nature: she drives a chariot pulled by cats, rides a boar with golden bristles and has possession of a magical shape-shifting cloak made of falcon feathers. And she, along with Odin, is a master of a form of Norse magic called seidr, which is so powerful it can change the course of fate and destiny.

         According to the thirteenth-century collection of Old Norse poems known as the Poetic Edda, death on the battlefield was the ideal way to go for Norsemen. It guaranteed entrance to Valhalla, Odin’s majestic hall where warriors could fight all day and feast every night on an endless supply of wild boar. Lesser known is the fact that Freyja got the pick of the dead – as boss of the Valkyries* she claimed half of all slain warriors. 11She was allowed to choose first, and she took them back to her place, a chilled-out meadow called Folkvangr – the meadow of the people. Though later depictions of Freyja in Christian poetry and art cast her as a rather dreamy, floaty, sensual goddess of fertility, it’s worth remembering she was right up there with the big guns – worshipped in her own right as a mighty and powerful goddess who did things in her own inimitable way. Many of the Norse gods fell in love with Freyja, giants kept getting up to mischief to grab her attention, mortals worshipped her to encourage bumper crops, and she had the best accessories – of which more later. The stories that swirl around her show a goddess truly in touch with her sexuality and love of the finer things in life. 

         One famous story involves Freyja’s pursuit of the amber necklace Brisingamen – a thing of such blazing beauty and perfection that as soon as she clapped eyes on it she was determined it would be hers. Freyja asked the four dwarves who had created it how much it was worth – she’d pay whatever they wanted. One night with each of them was the answer, and Freyja, being a lady who knew very well her heart’s own desire, and entirely unbound by sexual constraint, agreed. Loki, witnessing this, told Odin what she’d done. (Loki liked to go round spilling the tea that she’d slept with all the gods and elves.) Odin saw an opportunity to 12wield a bit of authority over Freyja. He ordered Loki to steal Brisingamen, which he did by disguising himself as a fly to get into her bedroom. Odin agreed to return the bling to Freyja, on the condition that she would cast a spell to set two kings in perpetual war against each other. (Like the Olympians, Norse gods and goddesses seemed to have a lot of fun toying with the fates of their mortal subjects and often pitted people against each other for a laugh.) Freyja duly set about her task – she really wanted that necklace. Her connection with gold was so strong that people used to refer to it as ‘Freyja’s tears’.

         In another story an enemy giant named Thrymm took Thor’s hammer hostage (definitely not a symbolic castration, oh no) in order to demand Freyja’s hand in marriage. Resisting the classic damsel-in-distress trope, Freyja point blank refused his proposal and in fact came up with a brilliant Plan B to get the hammer back, which beautifully undercut Thor’s marauding masculinity: how about, she suggested, Thor indulge in a bit of cross-dressing and disguise himself as the blushing bride instead? She’d even lend him her favourite necklace to help with his look. (Thor pulled off the scam, killing the giant and retrieving his hammer at their wedding dinner. Think of the shock he must’ve caused the giant aunties.) 13

         We salute Freyja for her unwillingness to blindly follow the orders of her adopted Aesir, and for the pleasure she takes in forging her own path to get just what she wants. It’s not a crime to break the rules sometimes, and sometimes it’s even necessary for us to play fast and loose with convention in order to smash the barriers holding us back from fulfilling our own potential.† Women have spent millennia being told what’s right and what’s wrong for them, so it’s no surprise that we’re guilty of being sheep at times. OK, you may not possess a chariot pulled by cats, but there’s a lot of fun to be had in travelling your very own road.
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            * Valkyries were excellent flying battle goddesses who descended from the heavens to the battlefield to select which souls would go with Odin to engage in constant fighty training in preparation for Ragnarok (the end of days), and which would head for Freyja’s less pugnacious palace.

            † It’s fitting that the day on which we get to break free from school or work each week is Freyja’s day – we get the word ‘Friday’ from her name. TFI Freyja’s day!
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