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For my friend Sylvia Bingham, who was bold and brilliant and unlike anyone else.




Introduction


In the final debate of the 2016 US presidential election, Donald Trump leaned into the microphone as Hillary Clinton spoke about social security, twisted up his small, wrinkled mouth, and called his opponent ‘such a nasty woman’. The phrase has stuck around since he first uttered it. It’s been whacked on T-shirts, it’s been put in Twitter bios, and it’s come to mean something more than either a smear of Hillary Clinton or a defiant rallying cry for her supporters. In this book, a nasty woman is one who has managed to piss off a man for not behaving as she was expected. Or for having unladylike ideas. Or for murdering him.


When dear Donald became president, it was hard to know what to do to feel better if you weren’t a Donald fan, beyond perhaps a cathartic scream, or drinking to oblivion. So here’s a suggestion: what better time than the present to look back at the difficult women who came before us? What can we learn from them about how to live our nastiest lives?


Often when learning about history, when you get to hear about women at all, their lives are made to sound decidedly un-nasty. As if they spent their entire time on Earth casting woeful but beautiful glances directly into their glittering futures, calmly rebuking those that would stop them from achieving their goals.


‘But you’re a woman!’ a powerful man says to the imagined Bold-Yet-Morally-Irreproachable Woman of History. ‘Shh, I shall overcome this difficulty,’ she replies heroically, turning to face the audience. ‘Because I am a strong, empowered woman, and I will never stop believing in the power of my dreams! Live, laugh, love.’


Well, that isn’t how life works, and it never has been. There are no unrelentingly noble people. When you hear the story of a woman who lived a life that was 100% pure and good, you’re probably missing the best bits. The nasty bits.


Maybe she got her tits out. Maybe she slept around. Maybe she stole. Maybe she betrayed someone, or was betrayed. Maybe she was pure and good, but made mistakes. Maybe she fought against one injustice, but ignored another. Maybe she was shot by Nazis. Maybe she shot a Nazi, or perhaps a tsar, or some twat come to colonise her country.


These are the types of stories in this book. Please take these women’s names and commit them to your brain. Clear away the likes of Jack the Ripper, who was literally just a murderer, and John Hancock, who, let’s face it, is only famous for having a swirly signature, and make room for these names instead. They’re better. They’re lady names. They’re the names of women too brave and too brilliant and too unconventional and too political and too poor and not ladylike enough and not white enough to be recognised by their shrivel-souled contemporaries.


Take these stories and tell them to your friends. Because these women shouldn’t only be known by a few historians. They should be so well known that their names would make terrible passwords. So well known that Netflix commissions a miniseries about their lives. (Or at least we get a Channel 5 documentary.)


These women should be so well known that lazy eight-year-olds, when tasked with a history project about a famous person from history, say, ‘I don’t know, there are like eight books in the library about Phillis Wheatley, let’s just copy from them and call it a fucking day.’


So well known that people dress up as slutty versions of them for Halloween, and don’t have to explain them. ‘Oh, I get it, you’re slutty Septimia Zenobia, warrior queen of 3rd-century Syria,’ your friends say when you enter the party. ‘Didn’t Jill come as that too? Awkward!’


So well known that not one, but two members of your weekly pub quiz team will be able to instantly recall their names in the history round, despite being quite drunk.


So well known that people incorrectly assign great inventions and achievements and conquests to them, when really the story was more complicated than that, or actually she was only one of a group of people, who maybe even included a few forgotten men. So that the conversation goes like this:


Person A: ‘Emmy Noether invented all of mathematics.’


Person B: ‘Yeah that sounds right, I remember learning something about her in school. She’s very well known.’


Person A: ‘Well that settles that, let’s get tacos.’


That well known.


Beyond fear and bewilderment, since Trump’s election you may have found yourself in your day-to-day life as a 21st-century gal developing an overwhelming desire to climb into a womb. Any womb.


This book is my womb. I feel most warm and most foetal when sitting in a library, absorbing stories of long-dead women as if through an umbilical cord, having promise and possibility pumped into me like so much nutritious amniotic fluid. As a foetus floats in a womb and sets about growing fingers and toes and guts and eyeballs and a brain, I have been suspended in my book-womb growing these stories one at a time.


Reading about cool women from history just feels good. It feels like a relief. Sometimes it feels like coming up with the perfect retort for an argument you had many years ago. ‘SEE,’ you’ll want to say. ‘LOOK AT HER! THAT PROVES … MY POINT!’ It can feel bittersweet – which, by the way, was an emotion first expressed in history by a woman. Keep reading to find her. There will be a test.


I am not a historian. This isn’t to talk myself down. I am, like all women, very clever and funny. I just don’t have a PhD. Instead, think of me as a fangirl and a journalist, who’s been travelling across space and time in search of women who may make you feel better for a moment, suspended in goodness, totally relaxed and exempt from life’s troubles, and most of all relieved to find that it’s really OK – in fact, it’s encouraged – to be nasty. Because the people who don’t like nasty women, today and in the past, generally turn out to be the bad guys.


So join me! Come share my womb! Crawl inside it, there’s plenty of room. Where there are mistakes, forgive me. I have done the best I can, and it turns out there is a lot of history out there which I have shoved into my eye sockets, processed through the lukewarm innards of my brain, and squeezed through my fingers. It’s inevitable that some things will have gotten lost on that perilous, squidgy journey. Should you have any complaints about the need for a book such as this at all, however, kindly write your concerns on a piece of paper and deliver them directly into the sea.


There will be no more mentions of Donald Trump in this book, because frankly I can’t be bothered. So just forget he exists for a while. It will be like a nice little vacation. His tweets can’t find you here. Unless you’re reading this on an iPad. In which case, you can’t be helped.


Read these stories and bask in the warm, tingling sensation that comes from learning for the first time about a woman from history who gave zero fucks whatsoever. It’s a healthier pastime than drinking to oblivion, and just as satisfying as a cathartic scream – not to mention less alarming to your friends and neighbours.


And finally, pick your favourite woman from this book and pass her story on. Tell it to your friends, shout it at your enemies as you froth at the mouth, write her name in skywriting, or have a bit of a Google to find out more about her life – there’s so much I missed.


Enjoy.




Wonderful ancient weirdos
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Hatshepsut


c. 1507–1458 BC
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Barely had civilisation begun when women first started to forget their place in it. It all started in the 15th century BC with those great lovers of cats and triangles, the ancient Egyptians, when Queen Hatshepsut looked upon her people and said, ‘Are you saying that just because I’m a woman I can’t be king of Egypt? Wow.’


Hatshepsut had already been queen, the wife of the pharaoh Thutmose II, and then after his death (RIP) ruled Egypt as the regent for his infant son. But by 1473 BC, Hatshepsut had had enough of pretending some shitty baby would make a better pharaoh than she was, and so she took power for herself, ruling under her own name and exercising the full sovereignty of a strong, empowered pharaoh who didn’t need no man.


Hatshepsut ruled in her own right from 1473 until 1458 BC. (Remember that before Jesus, time went backwards.) She wasn’t the first female ruler of Egypt, as a few had served as regents before her, but she was the longest-reigning and most important until Cleopatra’s 21-year reign beginning in 51 BC. She emphasised her kingly power by depicting herself in portraits with a beard and male pharaoh regalia, just to drive the point home to any haters. Hatshepsut’s reign was a very successful one, marked by lucrative trade, successful military campaigns, the construction and restoration of grand temples, and all that other ancient Egyptian stuff. 


It’s not clear how Hatshepsut managed to convince everybody that it was chill for a girl to be pharaoh, but she certainly benefited from a close and loyal cohort of advisers. Foremost among them was Senenmut, her chief adviser, tutor to her only daughter, and possibly Hatshepsut’s lover. It can be hard to work out who did or didn’t bone thousands of years ago, or indeed last weekend, but for now let’s say it happened. This is my book, and everyone gets laid.


After Hatshepsut died, Thutmose III, who was no longer a shitty baby but a shitty man, took over and ruled for 33 years. Towards the end of his life, he took it upon himself to try and wipe any memory of Hatshepsut from the historical record, destroying her statues and monuments and removing her name from the official list of kings they kept stuck to the fridge. Perhaps it was in order to make the succession from Thutmose I to II to III perfectly uncontested, or perhaps it was just because he was a bit of a dick.


Hatshepsut’s most impressive construction project was also her final place of rest, the Dayr al-Bahri temple. You can still visit the monument today, and have a sit in the sun and think about the fact that Hatshepsut ruled Egypt a cool three and a half millennia ago, but, you know, the US just isn’t ready for a female leader. Maybe soon though! People need time to adjust to crazy new ideas.
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Brigid of Kildare


?–524


St Brigid of Kildare died around 524 AD. It’s not known when she was born, ’cause I guess being born wasn’t a big deal in those days. When you die you’re a whole person, but when you’re born you don’t even bother to remember it. You don’t even have any friends when you’re born, but when you die it’s a whole big thing.


Anyway, whenever it was, Brigid was born in County Louth in Ireland. Her father was of noble stock, and her mother a slave – she and her mother were both sold to a druid. She was a virgin and an abbess, the most popular career for an ambitious lady of 6th-century Ireland. She founded the first nunnery in Ireland, but this isn’t the best thing about her.


When you apply to be a saint at the Department of Saints, you have to prove you did lots of miracles. Brigid proved that she should be both sainted and remembered as an absolute lad when she once turned water into beer for an entire leper colony. Sorry, Jesus, some people just prefer beer. Another time, she created enough beer for 18 churches’ worth of legends from one beer barrel. Today she is one of Ireland’s patron saints, and also now yours, you absolute bantersaurus. Anywhere you know that’s called Kilbride is named after her.


One time, Brigid was hanging out with a church official and he went into a trance and accidentally made her a member of the clergy. So she was also a bishop for a while.


Now, buzzkills might contend that Brigid didn’t actually exist, and rather, she’s been conflated with a Celtic goddess of the same name. But whatever the buzzkills might say, we can at least all agree the following tale is pretty great:


Brigid, being a charitable type, wanted to build a convent, so she asked the King of Leinster, who, I dunno, was some fucking guy, if she could please have some land for it. They were in a nice spot, with a nice forest, a nice lake, and nice fertile ground – everything a girl could ever want for her convent. But, alas, the King of Pricks said no, and he laughed at her. Laughed! At the virginal Brigid. Imagine.


So Brigid, not being one to crumble in the face of a roadblock like the King of Pricks, had a bit of a pray and a think. And she had an idea! She said, hey, kingo, how about you give me as much land as my girly little cloak can cover? And he was like, lol OK. Yeah, have at it.


Brigid and her three gal pals then each took a corner of the cloak and walked in opposite directions, when, SURPRISE, BITCH the cloak extended for many, many acres.


At this point the king, to be fair, was like, well, shit, God is real, and fell at her feet and gave Brigid and her gal pals lots of gifts and supplies, seeing them to be holy AF. He even became a Christian and stopped being a dick to the poor.


Is any of this true? That’s between you and your God and your giant, magical cloak.
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Sappho


c. 640–570 BC
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The ancient Greek poet Sappho’s sexuality has been the subject of debate for more than two and a half thousand years, such is the anxiety of civilisation after civilisation over the idea that some women may have no interest in men, despite men being so endlessly interesting. Sappho wrote passionately about her desire for women, but it is also said that she once threw herself off a cliff due to heartache over some guy with a boat. However, we must not discount the possibility that she was merely trying to get away from him, and his boring boat too.


Nearly nothing is known about Sappho, her parents, her day job, or what she looked like – according to competing histories she was either ‘beautiful’ or ‘very ugly’, which is true of most people depending what time of day it is, or what angle the selfie is being taken from. With so little information available about her, it would be irresponsible to assume something about Sappho as wild as the idea that she was straight.


Sappho was born in 640 BC and lived long enough to complain about her knees in a lyric poem. She lived in Mitelene, the capital of Lesbos, an island long associated with women who are just good friends, and nothing more. Sappho’s world was one of pitched political battles between clans, and she may have run some kind of school for educating (Greek) chorus girls, or she may not have. But whatever job Sappho did to pay the ancient Greek electricity bill, in her spare time she busied herself with becoming one of the most gifted poets of all time.


Sappho was greatly celebrated in her day, admired by Aristotle and Plato, and considered on a par with Homer. Scholars in Alexandria listed her among their Top Nine Lyric Poets You Have To Read Before You Die, and compiled nine full papyrus scrolls of her works, which were like old-timey books but harder to read on the beach. Her completed works comprised perhaps 10,000 lines of lyric poetry altogether. (Lyric poetry is poetry intended to be sung, perhaps accompanied by someone jamming out on a lyre.)


While the fruits of male genius such as Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad survived to the present day so that bored year 13 students can pretend to have read them for their A Level English class, nearly all of Sappho’s work has been lost to the floods, fires, and fanatics of time. Whether or not the early Christian church had a hand in her works’ destruction is yet another unknown in the story of Sappho, but at least one Christian critic called her ‘a sex-crazed whore who sings of her own wantonness,’ which also happens to be my Tinder bio.


What remains of the works of the greatest woman artist of antiquity is about 650 fragments, containing only 70 complete lines. This means that while we can read lots of people’s opinions about her work that she was the Gosh Darn Best, only tiny pieces of her work have made it all the way to the 21st century – though every now and then, a new fragment pops up on a freshly discovered scrap of ancient papyrus. Reading her work can feel like trying to make a phone call when there’s terrible signal, and also the person you are calling died thousands of years ago.


Here is a taste of her intense love poetry, which was perhaps written to be performed by a chorus:




He seems to me as lucky as the gods, 


that man who sits on the other side 


from you and listens closely while you speak sweetly


and laugh wonderfully – truly, it sets off


my heart trembling in my breast;


when I glance for a moment at you 


no words come:


but my speech is in pieces, and at once


a thin fire comes creeping under my flesh,


and my eyes see nothing 


while my ears whir 


with noise. 


Sweat pours down all over me, fear 


seizes me completely, I am greener 


than grass, and I feel like I’m nearly dead ...


But everything can be endured, for even a poor man ...




And then NOTHING! What about that poor man?? What happened? Is he OK? When is the next episode?


In another scrap of surviving work, Sappho invented the concept of bittersweet love:




Eros, the limb-loosener, once again shakes me up


a sweet-bitter pathetic creature





Next time you feel something bittersweet, be angry but also happy at Sappho and her gal pals.


It’s a terrifying prospect for a writer: that of all your life’s work, only 70 lines will remain. What if the 70 lines that sum up your life were part of an angry tweet thread complaining to Ryanair about a delay? Well, it could also be a comfort to think that someday the Internet will be destroyed in a colossal fire, taking every last embarrassing thing with it.


What I’m saying is, Sappho was a lesbian, so get over it, and always back up your work.
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Seondeok of Silla


?–AD 647


Korea’s first female sovereign was Seondeok, who ruled the Kingdom of Silla from 632 until 647 AD, which as everyone knows was a solid time in Korean history. There are many legends surrounding her, the first of three Korean queens from the Silla period, a time when female heirs could succeed to the throne as well as male ones.


Once, when Seondeok paid a visit to a temple, a young admirer named Jigwi travelled to wait for her arrival and catch a glimpse of the beloved queen. But before she arrived, he fell asleep under a pagoda and missed her entire visit. Classic Jigwi! Luckily for him, Seondeok was pretty chill, and left a bracelet on his chest as he slept. When he woke up and discovered the bracelet, as the legend has it, his heart was set so ablaze that the pagoda literally burned to the ground, which is pretty romantic but also a bit of a health and safety nightmare. That was somebody’s pagoda! Men have no respect for other people’s property. They think that just ’cause they’re in love they can burn down anybody’s pagoda they like. 


Beyond setting hearts aflame, Seondeok’s 15-year reign laid the foundations for the eventual uniting of the kingdoms of Korea into one, thanks to her careful diplomacy. She was an open-minded, logical, and compassionate ruler, who revealed her wisdom to her people in three key prophecies, the first of which will make you say ‘Hmm.’


When the Tang emperor Taizong sent her family peony seeds from China, Seondeok apparently said, ‘Oh that’s nice, shame they won’t have a smell though,’ and people asked her, ‘BUT HOW DO YOU KNOW?’


She replied, ‘Well lads, the picture on the packet doesn’t show any bees attracted to the flowers.’ And when the peonies grew and didn’t have any scent, she was like, ‘Told you fucken so.’


Hmm.


Her second prophecy was a more militarily significant one (unless you’re a bee I guess). One winter, the Jade Green Pond at Yeongmyosa Temple was chock full of frogs croaking their little hearts out at the totally wrong time of year. The people were like, ‘But why?’ And Seondeok was like, ‘Enemies are near.’ She sent troops at once, who discovered enemy forces in the valleys surrounding the capital. 500 of her foes were killed, and Seondeok was like, ‘RIP.’


For her third trick, Seondeok predicted the date of her own death, despite being in perfect health at the time, and requested to be buried in a place that many decades later proved to be prophetic in Buddhist tradition. So that was pretty cool.


In her years of rule, Seondeok promoted culture and welfare in her kingdom. She built important Buddhist temples and the pagoda of Hwangnyongsa, which was nine storeys tall and 80 metres high, for a time the tallest wooden structure anywhere in the world. Only its foundation stones remain today, presumably because some guy’s heart was set ablaze in its vicinity, burning it to the ground. Ugh, men.
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Khayzuran


?–AD 789


Born in Yemen, Khayzuran was captured as a slave and brought to the palace of Caliph al-Mahdi in Baghdad, the seat of the Abbasid Empire that ruled the Islamic world from the 8th century until 1258, when the Mongols conquered the city. If you don’t know much about Baghdad other than what you’ve heard on the news in recent years, wipe your mind free of those perceptions and begin again in the year 775, as al-Mahdi came to power, the third Abbasid caliph.


Baghdad in this time, and for centuries after, was lit.1 Well-regulated markets offered trade from India, China, and basically everywhere else. People came from all over and shared scientific and literary knowledge. Baghdad has from its start been book-obsessed. Educated Baghdadi citizens frequented libraries and bookstores and read works from around the world translated to Arabic in one of the translation schools of the city.


Now forget what you think you know about harems. If you have vague memories of the word or paintings of women lolling about half-naked, know that these images come from the minds of horny white European men, the kind of men who nowadays visit a Middle Eastern country for a week and thenceforth hold court in all social gatherings about the mysteries of the Orient. In reality, the harem was the private sphere of women in an imperial court, and was a highly political place. Throughout this book we’ll meet quite a few powerful women who started out as slaves in the harem but ended up ruling empires through the work of their own wits, their alliances, their education, their skill at political intrigue, and, sure, their beauty.


When Khayzuran was brought to the palace at Baghdad, her impoverished family came with her, and their fate would be altered beyond their wildest imaginings. Khayzuran became the wife of al-Mahdi, and manoeuvred their sons to be named his heirs in spite of an earlier marriage. As the wife of the caliph, Khayzuran was an active and public face of state affairs, and arranged excellent positions in government for her much-elevated family.


When al-Mahdi died in 785, Khayzuran’s two sons were away from Baghdad, but she acted quickly to assert her family’s claim to power. To quell any unrest in a sudden power vacuum, she disbursed two years of pay to the army. You wouldn’t be interested in a coup if you’d just received two years’ salary, would you? Khayzuran called back her sons, and arranged for dignitaries and power brokers to swear allegiance to the elder son, al-Hadi.


Unfortunately for all involved, al-Hadi turned out to be a garbage son. (There’s one in every family, and if you don’t know who yours is, it’s you.) He was also jealous of his younger brother, who was obviously less of a shitbag and better liked than he. Al-Hadi felt very threatened by his mother, who had cultivated a powerful network of advisers and officials who visited her regularly in the palace. ‘It is not in the power of women to intervene,’ he had the nerve to say to his own mother who birthed him, ‘in matters of sovereignty. Look to your prayers and your prayer beads.’ 


Well, instead of looking to her prayer beads, Khayzuran *may* have gotten involved in murdering her trash son instead. Was it her who did it? Who’s to say! Whoever it was, they *may* have sent sexy ladies to his bedroom to girlishly smother him with pillows, putting a sexy end to al-Hadi’s rule after just over a year. 


It seems that al-Hadi had probably been plotting the deaths of his mother and brother. Once, he sent his mother food with instructions for her to ‘eat it up because it’s sooooo soooo yummy!’ but she fed it to her dog first, who promptly died. So better to get in there first when you’re playing the murdering game, I suppose.


And so Khayzuran’s second son, Harun, who didn’t suck, came to power. Khayzuran continued managing her own affairs of state just fine, and Harun trusted his mother for advice in matters of policy. He happily divided responsibilities and power with her, and presided over a glorious court.


The moral of this story, children, is to listen to your mother, or you’ll end up dead.
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Subh


?–999


Subh was born some time in the 900s AD. It’s not clear exactly what year she was born, and it’s not polite to ask. She was captured as a slave in the Basque region during battles to consolidate the western branch of the Umayyad Empire’s control of Andalusian Spain. Her name was originally Aurora, and Subh has the same meaning in Arabic – the dawn. As we saw with Khayzuran, the way women exercised power in a caliph’s palace was through working her way up the ranks of the harem, marriage, and the installation of garbage sons who were easily manipulated and/or murdered. You know, your standard princes and princesses fairy tale stuff.


Subh married the caliph al-Hakam, who was a nerd. Like all nerds with money, al-Hakam spent vast fortunes on books, collecting and copying and rebinding them, and, presumably, putting them in a large tub and swimming in them. In the days before Kindles, this meant sending out emissaries across the world to seek out books and purchase them for enormous sums. Also because he was a nerd, al-Hakam destroyed all the wine in Cordoba (boo), encouraging his people’s pursuit of learning, poetry and science instead of getting wasted all the time, which is pretty solid life advice to be fair. He built up the University of Cordoba to be perhaps the greatest in the world, ranking quite high on the league table based on student satisfaction.


Subh had captured al-Hakam’s attention not just for being a babe, but for her witty wordplay and her knowledge of history and religion. As al-Hakam got older, he just wanted to chill with his bathtub full of books, and left matters of state to Subh instead. Which is fair enough; ruling a massive empire isn’t for everybody.


Busy with her political machinations and the management of the empire, Subh took on a secretary, Ibn Amir, who was 26 years old, hot, smart, and helpful. At this point he and Subh may have had a thing. How old was she? Wow, that’s a really rude thing to ask, leave her alone already. But anyway, did they or didn’t they? It could just be a rumour spread by Subh’s enemies. Or was there even a three-way thing going on? Or a four-way thing including the books? We just don’t know, but in any case, why should only men get to sleep with their secretaries? Girls, we won’t have full equality until everyone’s sleeping with their hot male secretaries.


Ibn Amir, as well as being a sexy side piece, was also ambitious. Like career girls in every film that has ever been made about career girls, he wanted to work his way to the top, and that he did, becoming hajib, or chief adviser. Meanwhile Subh had managed to change the laws of succession to ensure her son Hicham, who was either nine or eleven when al-Hakam died (it’s rude to ask) would become the next caliph instead of al-Hakam’s brother, and she could rule as his regent while he was still a child. Subh ruled publically, and not behind the scenes from the harem. The young Hicham, ever his father’s son, was also a nerd, so Subh and Ibn Amir encouraged his nerdiness and his study of mystical religious things, all the better to carry on ruling Cordoba themselves.


But soon enough, things got sticky between Subh and her side boo, Ibn Amir, as these things always do. He wanted to break the glass ceiling that had so long held back male secretaries, and rule the empire himself. The power struggle between the two colleagues and/or tumultuous lovers reached a fever pitch. Ibn Amir convinced Hicham to sign a document which said ‘I’m just a little nerdy nobody, I can’t rule a thing!’ or thereabouts, and assumed power himself. It was the first time in the Islamic world that a non-caliph ruled, (though not in the sense of being totally awesome.) Subh had kind of set a precedent for this, by normalising her role as regent. What I’m saying is, don’t trust hot men.


After ruling Cordoba for two decades until her boo betrayed her, Subh disappeared from political life, and spent her later years much the same way many old ladies do, commissioning large infrastructure projects. She directed the construction of bridges and mosques and hospitals and more. In the end, she died in 999, probably looking great for her age, whatever that was.
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Hildegard von Bingen


1098–1179
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Hildegard von Bingen was a 12th-century polymath, composer, and dirty nun. OK she was actually very religiously conservative and really into virginity and all that, but everybody loves a naughty nun, and she at least wrote some dirty things, so let’s start with her description of the female orgasm:


‘When a woman is making love with a man, a sense of heat in her brain which brings forth with it sensual delights communicates the taste of that delight during the act, and summons forth the emission of the man’s seed, and when the seed has fallen into its place, that vehement heat descending from her brain draws the seed to itself and holds it.’ Heyooooo! That’s what she said!


Hildegard had plenty of time to contemplate, if not experience, the summoning forth of the emission of a man’s seed, as a nun’s life in 12th-century Germany was by its nature cloistered from the distractions of the world. Hildegard was born in 1098, and was given away at age 14 to a convent. That was the rule with children. It’s a bit like a loyalty card in a coffee shop. Have nine kids, give the tenth to God. Wrap them in a shroud, give them a fake funeral, and hand ’em over to the lil’ baby Jesus, never to be seen by sinful society again.2


The strict regimen of the convent demanded that each day the nuns have eight hours’ sleep, four hours’ prayer, four hours’ study, and eight hours of manual labour, which entailed, I dunno, putting up retaining walls and stuff. But at least on Sundays they got to watch reality TV. Everything was rumbling along just fine for Hildegard, going about her nun life, doing nunny things, and thinking nunny thoughts, when what should happen but she should be struck by an intense vision:


And it came to pass when I was 42 years and 7 months old, that the heavens were opened and a blinding light of exceptional brilliance flowed through my entire brain. And so it kindled my whole heart and breast like a flame, not burning but warming, and suddenly I understood the meaning of expositions of the books.


It sounds very much like the female orgasm according to Hildegard’s contemplations on that topic above; however, her sudden understanding of the meaning of expositions in the books was really about Jesus stuff. It would take a bit more time, though, before Hildegard would finally run out of fucks to give about what people thought of her and so become an international celebrity genius. Because even having received a direct vision of God, which is pretty cool, Hildegard still suffered imposter syndrome:


‘Although I heard and saw these things,’ she explained, ‘because of doubt and low opinion of myself, and because of diverse sayings of men, I refused for a long time a call to write, not out of stubbornness, but out of humility,’ which just goes to show that nobody should listen to the diverse sayings of men.


Hildegard eventually got over her self-doubts and took her show on the road, or, at least, took her visions on the road by writing them down, interpreting and sharing them, while remaining cloistered in the nunnery. In this way she became an ecclesiastical mega celeb, receiving envoys from popes and dishing out blessed advice to whomever needed it. She even set up her own monasteries, like the strong empowered career woman that she was.


But Hildegard didn’t let her spiritual fame distract her from her many other talents. Hildegard is most famous nowadays, among classical music fans at least, for her work as a composer. You can hear her music either by going online or by suddenly encountering a chorus of angels in a moment of religious ecstasy. In fact, one of her most famous works is the Canticles of Ecstasy. Old Hildy loved a bit of ecstasy.


But no, having a direct line to God, dishing out political advice to 12th-century power players like popes and clergymen, and producing a vast quantity of medieval music wasn’t enough to fill Hildy’s regimented four hours of study each day. She’s also considered one of the founders of natural sciences and medicine, based on her time in the convent’s gardens and observations of illnesses and their cures.


In her medical book, Causes and Cures, we find many helpful remedies that may well cure our modern ailments. For example, if you are struck by excessive horniness, the best thing to do is to get in a sauna with some lettuce. That’ll sort you right out.


If you should come down with ‘jaundice’, by which she means an STI, there’s only one cure according to Hildegard: ‘A bat, knocked senseless, tied to the loins of a human and left to die, is guaranteed to cure that person’s jaundice.’ Guaranteed, or your money back!


Anyway this is why the average life expectancy of a person in medieval Germany was minus 25. And for bats it was even shorter! But we cannot fault her: Hildegard was at the cutting edge of 12th-century medicine and science.


I hope Hildegard’s description of female pleasure was based on a bit of personal experience, perhaps courtesy of a fellow naughty nun, as some historians and Hildegard fans believe was the case, because boy did she deserve a break from her career of writing books on science and medicine, keeping her dream journal of visions, writing poetry, composing 77 songs, advising popes, and, of course, tying bats to diseased dicks.
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Margery Kempe


c. 1373–1438


The mystic Margery Kempe lived from 1373 until 1438, which, as every little girl and boy knows, was a chaotic time in the religious life of England. See, the Roman Catholic Church in England was having all kinds of drama with heretics, those great troublemakers of history. Margery was about to make much more trouble for them than most.


Margery was living a perfectly normal life as a 14th-century gal, pottering about what is now King’s Lynn and enjoying her well-off status, when who should turn up at the foot of her bed but Jesus H. Christ himself, looking like a cool drink of water. While seeing Jesus Christ in your bedroom would be a bit of a shock to anyone, no matter your religious beliefs, for Margery he’d turned up just in the nick of time.


See, Margery was having some trouble with demons. She’d just given birth to her first child, and was stressing about some sins she hadn’t confessed. Naturally, she feared she might die and go straight to the fiery pits of hell. (It’s not clear what the sin was that she was so worried about, so let’s just assume it was something kinky.)


So there she was, being tormented by demons telling her she should burn in hell for all eternity, when Jesus pops along and reassures her, ‘It’s chill, I haven’t forsaken u,’ then flounces off back to heaven. Margery was like, ‘Awesome,’ and that was that for 15 years.


Margery carried on her life, giving birth to a casual 13 more children with her boo, John Kempe. It wasn’t until her 40s that Margery started to experience more visions, and that her career of religious weeping would really kick off, proving that you’re never too old to get famous for crying. This time, the visions were more intense than ever, with encounters with Jesus in which he’d ravish her soul, and then some. According to my pal Tim who knows all about sexy medieval mystics, ‘women were seen as more inclined to sensuality and “fleshiness” back then and therefore given to particularly emotional, physical expressions of spirituality. But this also gave them a special connection to Christ who had taken on human flesh.’ Hot.


Margery, ever the keeno, started to wear a ring and say that she was actually married to Jesus. And not just nun married. Married married. In her visions, she’d feel the pain of his crucifixion, and it sucked. She’d also have conversations with Mary, God, and other such Christian celebrities. This was the real deal, and Margery knew it was time to make changes in her life. She stopped eating meat, and also made a pact with her pre-existing, non-Jesus husband that they wouldn’t have sex any more. (A PACT LIKE GETTING MARRIED, AMIRITE FELLAS?!) Anyway, she was married to Jesus now, and things were going great.


Margery began to preach – which women weren’t meant to do at the time – and speak about her sometimes-horrifying visions. She saved her extra good crying for holidays like Palm Sunday and Good Friday, and set out on a grand tour to take her weeping on the road. She travelled across Europe, and went all the way to Jerusalem. It was like Eat, Pray, Love, but mostly Pray. Although she apparently loved a good dinner party, so there was also plenty of Eat. And, of course, further ravishings by Jesus. So yes, it was exactly like Eat, Pray, Love.


Margery travelled in groups, as you did in those days, but faced trouble on account of being really fucking annoying, constantly telling people off for their various unholy actions, and, of course, weeping. Her travelling companions were also irritated that she’d dress in white, suggesting she was a virgin, when they knew her to have 14 children. And so they were total jerks to her, not letting her eat with them, stealing her money, and ditching her. But in the end, we’re not sitting around talking about A History of Jerks, so sucks to be them, really.


To make her pilgrimage more difficult and therefore more on brand, Margery would give away her money. When people gave her more money, she’d give that away too. Like when rich kids on their gap years insist on catching the Zika virus in order to give themselves a better story.


Church authorities began to get quite worried about Margery, who was prancing around the world wailing her little heart out, and decided to put her on trial in Leicester for something called Lollardism3. This was a sect begun by a fellow named John Wycliffe, who had been kicked out of Oxford for his criticisms of the Roman Catholic Church. He believed that everything they said and did was idolatry and therefore Bad. He was concerned with clerical power and corruption, and believed lay people could and should be able to read the scriptures and preach. Needless to say, the Catholic Church wasn’t having it, from John, from Margery, or from anyone. The idea of female mystics or lay women being spiritual authorities made them feel itchy all over. Beyond suspecting Margery’s religious ideas and her brazen lady-preaching, the authorities also weren’t keen on the idea that somebody’s wife could just stop having sex with her husband and travel the world weeping. What if other people’s wives got the same idea? It’d be chaos. Thankfully for fans of weeping, Margery convinced them she wasn’t as naughty as they thought, denied their accusations, and escaped burning at the stake. Hurrah!


Margery passed the rest of her days making money by praying for people, pilgrimming around, becoming gal pals with a fellow lady mystic, Julian of Norwich, and, of course, continuing to refine her weeping technique. In her last years, she hired a priest to record her memoirs into a book that may be the first autobiography in the English language, The Book of Margery Kempe. The priest was sceptical of her visions at first, until he apparently also started weeping whenever he read the Bible. Weeping can be contagious.


We wouldn’t know a thing about Margery today, however, if it weren’t for the poshest thing that has ever happened. In the 1930s, some English merrymakers went looking for a spare ping-pong ball in the back of a cupboard in their lovely country home, and there they discovered the one and only Book of Margery Kempe. We don’t know, however, if they found a spare ping-pong ball. In any case, rich people should tidy out their cupboards more often.


The Book of Margery Kempe is likely not 100% accurate, but rather, a portrait of a late medieval life with a nice Valencia filter on it. Which is fair enough on Margery’s part. Though she was never sainted, her book ensured her story would live on, even if she had to spend a couple of centuries gathering dust in the back of a posh person’s cupboard first.




Women with impressive kill counts
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Artemisia I of Caria


5th century BC


You may remember Artemisia of Caria from the movie 300: Rise of an Empire, the sequel to that all-time greatest hyper-masculine wankfest of a film, 300. If you haven’t seen 300, the plot consists of 300 men in the ancient Greek city-state of Sparta pointing their rock-hard pecs at each other and making poor military decisions. In the sequel, Rise of an Empire, we enjoy slightly less ab-tastic Greek forces locked in naval battle ten years after the Spartan heroes met their idiotic deaths. Their foe, this time, is Artemisia. You can tell she’s a baddie right away, because she wears lots of eyeliner and her hair is a darker shade of brown than the Spartan women, and you can tell she is meant to be respected as ‘one of the boys’ and a soldier in her own right, because there’s a whole introductory montage to show how bloodthirsty she is.


Artemisia lived in the 5th century BC in the Kingdom of Caria, in what is now the western bit of Turkey. She took over as ruler of Caria after her husband died, as so many of the husbands do in this book (RIP to all the husbands out there). Despite her Greek origin, Artemisia was an ally of Xerxes and the Persian Empire. You’ll remember Xerxes from 300 for his facial jewellery, weird voice, and great eyebrows. 


Artemisia was a skilled military tactician, unlike those fuckers in the first 300, and the only female commander in the Greco-Persian wars. She apparently would swap her ships’ Persian flags for Greek ones in the interests of sneakiness. The Greeks were so keen to capture her that they put a 10,000 drachma reward on her head, which is worth at least a fiver in today’s money.


In the film the scaredy Greek soldiers whisper that Artemisia ‘has sold her soul to Death itself’, which cannot be historically confirmed or denied. It is also unclear whether or not she invited the leader of the Greek fleet, Theoblahblahblah, to try and convince him to join forces with her through the power of her seduction and her sexy, swinging breasts, an invitation he refused after a quickie, leading her to swear bloody vengeance. Which, I’m just gonna guess, didn’t happen IRL, but who knows? People in Ancient Greece must have had sex, so why not on ships in the middle of negotiations? 


The biggest battle Artemisia fought was in 480 BC, the Battle of Salamis, in which the Greeks and Persians fought over a delicious platter of salami4. Artemisia had advised Xerxes against the battle, and was proved right when the Persians were tricked into entering the straits of Salamis and routed by the Greeks’ smaller, more agile ships. Nevertheless, she escaped unscathed, possibly by ramming into a fellow Persian ship so that the Greeks would think she was on their side, or so says the Greek historian Herodotus, a known messy bitch who lived for drama. Whatever happened, Xerxes was pleased with her work, and said, ‘My men have turned into women and my women into men!’ Good one, Xerxes.


So that’s Artemisia. She got the job done with her smokey eyeliner and her naval battling gumpshun and her possible sexploits, as we all must in this life.
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Æthelflæd


c. AD 870–918


A list of nasty women would be incomplete without talking about England’s medieval queen who practically invented being a nasty woman: Æthelflæd, Lady of the Mercians.


No, I haven’t just smashed my big sausage fingers on the keyboard – her name is spelled like that, with joined up As and Es, because medieval English people had NO space to spare in their illuminated manuscripts. To understand how it’s pronounced, imagine the sound you make when you’re about to take a shower but right before you get in you notice there’s a spider by the drain. That’s ‘æ’.


Æthelflæd was born in 870 something, and was the eldest child of King Alfred the Great, who is remembered in history for being just great. One of the great things about dear Alfred was that he taught his daughter all the kinds of things you have to know to rule a medieval kingdom: military strategy, economic stuff, legal stuff, how to collect taxes and chill with monks, and most importantly, how to kill a Viking with a massive pointy sword.


This last skill would frequently come in handy over the course of Æthelflæd’s life, including when she and her bridal party were attacked by Vikings and she had to fight them off until only she, a bodyguard, and a maidservant were left alive. Thankfully, though, Æthelflæd understood that it’s important to keep a positive attitude in life, and didn’t let a bloody massacre get in between her and her new boo. Her marriage to Æthelred, Lord of the Mercians, would consolidate the kingdoms of Wessex and Mercia, bringing the many kingdoms of Anglo-Saxon England one step closer to a consolidated kingdom – something the Vikings were probably keen to prevent. This is why nobody likes Vikings.


If you’ve watched Game of Thrones, you’re probably aware of what a faff it is to try and unite lots of warring kingdoms, especially if you haven’t got any dragons to spare and you keep getting distracted by tits. Though she didn’t have any dragons, that we know of, Æthelflæd wielded significant political and military power in an age when women were not usually allowed to assume such roles. 


When her Great father died, and her OK husband got sick, Æthelflæd took on more and more of the work of ruling, including leading and fighting in important battles. When some more goddamn Vikings attacked Chester in 905, she fought alongside her men, luring the enemy inside the city walls by feigning a retreat before slamming the gates shut, trapping them inside and surprising them with a vicious attack. Æthelflæd, a practised Viking-killer, then got in on the action with her trusty sword. Imagine caring that much about Chester.


In 911, Æthelflæd’s husband died (RIP). Unusually, she was so respected by the aristocracy for her military and political skill, that she was able to stay on as the sole ruler with the title Lady of the Mercians, the girl version of her late husband’s title, Lord of the Mercians. After all, they knew she’d been the one running the show for the previous decade or so anyway.


During her solo rule, Æthelflæd continued to win important battles and work toward the consolidation of the kingdoms of England with her little bro, Edward. She fought yet more Vikings to get them out of Wales in 915, then invaded Wales in 916 because the Welsh had murdered some English abbot and she was pissed off. In 917 she recaptured Derby from the Danes, and that’s why we get to enjoy Derby today. The kingdoms of Leicester and York submitted to her rule outright. She rebuilt Roman roads and built the cathedral in Gloucester that still stands.


Æthelflæd was making great progress against the Vikings when, alas, she died in 918. Remarkably, her rule passed on to her daughter, Ælfwynn, who had been co-ruling with her mother, as any good daughter would. It would be the first woman-to-woman succession in all of Europe, not to be repeated for another 600 years with the succession of Lady Jane Grey to Mary to Elizabeth I.


However, Æthelflæd’s brother Edward ended up coming along to unseat Ælfwynn. It would be his son, Æthelstan, who had been educated in the court of Æthelflæd, who, in 927, would finally succeed in unifying the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.


And that, friends, is (kind of) where England comes from.
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Ælfthryth


c. AD 945–c. 1000


Let us turn to Ælfthryth. That’s right, you’re getting two Anglo-Saxon queens for the price of one. This book is excellent value. But just because they’re both medieval English queens with similar funny næmes, it doesn’t mean they’re very much alike. For one thing, they lived about a century apart, and imagine if a thousand years from now someone assumed that people born in 1890 were pretty much the same as people born in 1990. That is, if there are still books and history and a world 1,000 years from now.


Anyway, Ælfthryth was born in 945ish in the kingdom of Wessex, which nowadays is basically a southern bit of England. She became the wife of King Edgar the Peaceable, who was known to be a peaceable kind of guy. But Ælfthryth wasn’t just any queen. She was a working queen. A career gal. A woman who proved that you really can have it all. You can be a wife and a mother, you can make it as a lawyer in a man’s world, AND you can install your son as king by murdering the rival heir to the throne! Lean in, ladies!


We’ll start with her lawyering. Lawyers didn’t exist in England in the 10th century as we understand them today, that is, as Alicia Florrick on The Good Wife. But there was such a thing as a forespeca, which is not a foreskin that wears spectacles, but rather a semi-official advocate and intermediary for individuals involved in disputes. This is what Ælfthryth did, mostly representing widows and unmarried women in their various legal dramas.


Speaking of legal dramas, why has no one commissioned a TV courtroom drama about Ælfthryth’s life? Here, TV execs, you can have a bit of the script for free:


‘Listen up, Leofric,’ Ælfthryth grunts, rolling up her sleeves and lighting another cigarette. She takes her time. Makes him wait. He’s sweating.


‘It’s time to cut the bullshit,’ she finally says, flicking ash in Leofric’s face. ‘You and I both know that the Bishop Æthelwold is a good friend of mine. So I can cut you a deal.’


‘But—’ Leofric stammers.


Ælfthryth slams her big, hairy hands on the table.


‘Shut the hell up, Friccy boy. What we’re gonna do is get that pretty little wife of yours, Wulfgyth, a lifetime tenancy of her shitty little farm—’


‘But she wants it to—’


‘WHAT DID I TELL YOU ABOUT SHUTTING THE HELL UP,’ she growls. Her pointy hat slips to the side, sexily.5


‘Now. What we’re going to do, Leo old pal, is get your wife a lifetime tenancy of her lands, after which they’re going straight back to Winchester, capiche?’


Leo looks at his hands, and murmurs his assent.


Ælfthryth leaves the room, returns to her queenly chambers, takes a hot bath, and makes love to the court jester.


There you have it. Yes, Ælfthryth was much more than your average Anglo-Saxon queen. She could have kicked back and chilled. She could have passed her days looking out of tower windows, sighing, worrying about fairies in the nearby woods, drinking dodgy wine, and having an affair with the court jester.6 Instead, she redefined what it meant to be queen, and also made herself some extra cash through her forespeca work. She was also a nuns’ rights advocate, which is like a gun rights advocate, but with nuns instead of guns.


Ælfthryth was the first queen to be formally crowned, and saw her queenship as a job with the rights and responsibilities of someone holding a royal office. When her husband died, she continued to refer to herself as ‘regina’, the regnant queen. If there’s anything medieval chroniclers hated, it was a politically powerful queen, and so Ælfthryth is accused in various histories of:




	Murdering her first husband.


	Witchcraft.


	Adultery.


	Murdering an abbot of Ely (using witchcraft, naturally).


	Masterminding the assassination of her stepson in order to establish her son, Æthelred the Unready, who was just never ready, as the heir to the throne.


	Being a meanie.




Of these accusations, the assassination of her stepson is probably the most true. But look, nobody’s perfect. Who cares if a few nephews and maybe a bishop have to snuff it along the way to consolidate your power? They had it coming. 
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Zenobia


c. AD 240–274


[image: 12%20zenobia.tif]


The key to a happy marriage is mutual respect and an equitable division of responsibilities, or so my grandmother, who was married for more than 60 years, told me one day while pouring herself her midday whisky lemonade. (Drinking whisky lemonades at noon may also help toward a happy marriage.) In any case, this was the strategy of the happy couple of King Odainat and Queen Zenobia of Palmyra, Syria, in the 3rd century AD. Odainat took out the bins and triumphed over the Persian Empire to the East, and Zenobia did the washing up and conquered the Eastern Roman Empire to the West.


The Queen of Palmyra had many names. To the Greeks, she was Zenobia. To the Arabs, she was al-Zabba’. To the Romans she was Augusta. To her enemies, she was ‘Oh Shit Here She Comes We’re All Gonna Die!’ And to her mates, she was Z-licious. Zenobia was a ‘Hellenised’ (of Greek culture) Arab, and probably went by her Greek name, so we’ll stick with that.


Zenobia was born in the year 240, and married Odainat in 255. She was said to be a mega babe, with big, dark eyes, and teeth so white they looked like pearls. But more importantly, she was a boss bitch, who would go hunting and riding and battling with Odainat, and later led the charge as a general from the front of an army on her own military expeditions.
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