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Praise for Raising the Skirt


‘A serious and well-researched look at how attitudes and information have changed over the centuries. It is completely fascinating’


Jeanette Winterson


‘Reveals the ancient and newfound powers of the vagina … if we only knew what we had under our skirts. Learn the story – read this book’


Eve Ensler, author of The Vagina Monologues


‘A persuasive and exhaustive study of the history, culture and reproductive power of female genitalia … the author is a phenomenal researcher and movingly enthusiastic about her special subject’


Guardian


‘A meticulous guide not only to the vagina but to changing perceptions of womanhood’


Observer


‘Sings of the triumphant vagina that may have its detractors in the West but elsewhere – and in nature – is heroic, honoured and revered … The West gets it wrong’


TLS


‘Her quest moves from the mythic to the scientific, presented in a lively, accessible style – well-researched, convincingly argued – an empowering and enlightening book’


Irish Times




For Willow
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Ella habla por en medio en las piernas.
She speaks from between her legs.




FOREWORD TO THE 2020 EDITION


There is a moment every person born with a vagina shares. It is a moment that changes and shapes female lives irrevocably. It is the moment when you realise there is something about you that means you are valued and treated differently to a specific group of people around you – those that have a penis.


This moment of understanding typically comes early in a girl’s life. My moment happened while I was at primary school. I have two sisters and two brothers: my brothers had bikes but I wasn’t allowed to (it was considered unsafe for girls), and they got away with doing far less work around the house and still received the same amount of pocket money as my sisters and I.


These facts angered and puzzled me. As far as I could see, my vagina was the only difference between my brothers and myself. Did vagina equal bad and penis good? Without anyone telling me otherwise, it was an easy conclusion to reach. I don’t think I am alone in this – placing my negative feelings about being female on my vagina; believing I was worth less because I have a vagina.


Having made the correlation vagina equals bad, how difficult is it for girls or women to feel fully appreciative about possessing female genitalia? How can we ever enjoy our vaginas to their greatest extent if, deep down, unconsciously, we sense our vagina is the root of pain and inequality in our life? How to heal that vaginal wound?


Now imagine a world where every parent, guardian, grandparent, aunt, uncle or friend tells their children radically different stories about what it means to have a vagina. Stories fostering a sense of pride and potency in being female. Stories valuing female genitalia, valuing girls and women. Stories revealing the vagina to be the ultimate symbol of female power. These stories exist: they are ‘raising the skirt’ stories. Every female should know them.


Accounts of how mighty the vagina is – raising the skirt stories – are astonishingly common and long-standing: look at the history, folklore or mythology of any country or culture and you’ll soon find them. Vaginas, the raising the skirt stories all say, are so powerful that if a woman lifts her skirt to reveal her genitalia she can make a vast array of extraordinary actions happen.


Displaying the vagina in this way gives women the power to control the elements: calming the sea to protect sea-faring spouses, subduing storms, and quieting and dispelling whirlwinds, hailstorms and lightning. Raising the skirt is also an apotropaic act – capable of averting evil: vaginal display scares away attacking bears or lions, exorcises demons and drives out the devil.


In Gaelic and Greek mythology, groups of women raised their skirts en masse to defeat Irish sun god Cúchulain and Greek hero Bellerophon, respectively. Ancient and modern history relate how women deploy the raising the skirt gesture in protest and as a military tactic. In 551 BCE, collective vulval display changed the outcome of war between the forces of Media and Persia; in nineteenth-century China, rows of older women would stand on the top of the city wall and expose their genitals to frighten off enemies.


This is raising the skirt to shock and bring opponents to their senses. It is women saying with one vulval voice: ‘Enough. Think again. Your actions are outrageous and wrong.’ Just over sixty years ago, in 1958, seven thousand women in west Cameroon, Africa raised their skirts in an incredible display of vaginal power to protest against government regulations changing for the worse the way the women farmed their land. The women won.


But the raising the skirt gesture is about far more than women and girls vanquishing attackers and protecting their families and communities from harm, it is about conferring fertility too. Fertility of the people, fertility of the land, fertility of livestock and fertility of crops. In Egypt and Greece, raising the skirt to display the vagina was part of ritual celebrations: enhancing the potency of the Apis bull in Memphis, and promoting fecundity at the Egyptian festival of Bubastis and Greek festivities including the Thesmophoria and the Floralia.


Up until the twentieth century, it was the custom for women in many western countries to go into the fields and raise their skirts to the growing crops, saying: ‘Please grow as high as my genitals are now.’ This tradition stretches back, at least, to ancient Egypt, where raising the skirt was an integral part of religious beliefs. Historian and eye-witness Herodotus (circa 484-425 BCE) gave the gesture a name – ana-suromai or anasyrma – which means, literally, ‘to raise one’s clothes’.


Egyptian, Greek and Japanese mythology all highlight how the act of ana-suromai can be used as a catalyst to break a sombre mood or static state and restore harmony and fertility to the world. Hathor, goddess of joy, love and sexuality exposes her genitalia to her father, sun god Ra, to mollify him and cause the wheels of government to turn again.


When fertility goddess Demeter wanders the earth refusing food and drink as she mourns the loss of her daughter Persephone (who is imprisoned in the underworld after being abducted by Hades), the land loses its energy source, crops shrivel and famine ensues. It’s only when older woman Baubo lifts her gown and points out her naked vagina to the goddess that Demeter finally laughs and accepts sustenance and the world becomes fecund once more. Japan tells a remarkably similar myth of how vaginal display restores fertility to the earth after angered sun goddess Amaterasu-o-mi-Kame has withdrawn from the world.


The wealth of historical and mythological accounts of women raising their skirts are mirrored in the art of ana-suromai. Terracotta statues from Alexandria, Egypt (2-3 CE) depict women standing proud in full-length gowns, heads adorned with decorated and detailed headdresses. Facing forwards, eyes direct, they gracefully raise their fancy frocks to reveal their naked vaginas to all.


Cylinder seals from Syria feature some of the oldest skirt-lifting images (1400 BCE); fast forward across millennia and continents and an eighteenth-century statue of Shinto-Buddhist goddess Kannon raising her skirt is still venerated today. Worshippers come to the Kanshoji temple at Tatebayashi to touch the goddess’ sacred yoni, anoint it with red ochre, and receive her fertile blessing.


The twelfth-century skirt-lifter in Milan, Italy has other aims in mind. Sculpted from stone, she lifts her gown with her left hand and with her right holds a dagger above her pubic mound. This impressive sculpture originally stood above the medieval Porta Tosa gateway – a key entranceway to the city – positioned to protect the city from attack.


These tales of vaginal derring-do from years ago are just one variety of ‘raising the skirt’ tales to tell your daughters, nieces, grand-daughters and friends. Twenty-first century accounts of how mighty the vagina actually is stem from biology, genetics and reproductive science, and are just as potent and empowering. They too reveal the power of the feminine, just as anasyrma actions do.


The idea of the vagina as a passive vessel, a simple sheath to surround the penis, is one of science’s greatest misconceptions. What science is now revealing is that female genitalia are all about control – active control – and that the internally-fertilising female is a supremely successful sexual and reproductive strategist.


The vagina, we should shout from the roof tops, is a muscular marvel of engineering – sensitive and strong, fluid and flexible. Every girl should know the exquisitely-sensitive clitoris is a genital guardian angel: preparing a female’s genitalia, via sexual arousal, to accept the presence of a penis, without internal damage. (Likewise, a male’s clitoris ensures the penis can gain safe access to a female’s interior.)


Courtesy of the queenly clitoris, incredible, internal musculature and miraculous mucosal secretions, sex is a fluid, flexible, sensory affair. The mind-blowing potential of female orgasm – women are far more orgasmic than men – is a direct result of the extreme sensitivity of the female clitoris and robust and complex pelvic muscles. Childbirth is only possible thanks to impressive uterine muscle strength and virtuoso vaginal flexibility. There is so much to be proud of between our legs.


What studies of other species are uncovering about the vagina is even more awe-inspiring. Internally-fertilising females control copulation, conception, and determine paternity and birth of offspring. Because sex, insemination and fertilisation all take place within the female’s body, it is the female’s sexual biology and behaviour that set the ground rules for successful sexual reproduction. In this game of life, females are always playing ‘at home’; it is the female’s big, brooding body and her enormous egg against a mass of miniscule sperm.


It’s now appreciated that the vagina is very far from being a simple conduit for the safe passage of sperm in one direction and offspring in the other. Instead, female genitalia are remarkably efficient and precise sperm-sorting machines, capable of acting as both sperm bodyguard and bouncer, able to route, store, nourish and destroy sperm, and ultimately controlling which sperm get a chance to be chosen by the egg.


Twenty-first century science’s ‘raising the skirt’ story is that the true function of female genitalia is to enable females to sample and select the sperm of many males in order to find the sperm that is most compatible with them. The vagina is the arena where males are forced to reveal their fitness to be fathers. In this way, the vagina enshrines the most important job in life – ensuring the optimum health of offspring and thus the survival of the species. That’s why the vagina is the ultimate symbol of female power, fertility and survival.


It’s just over twenty years since the idea to write a book celebrating the vagina came to me. It was August 1999 and I was 31 and working as a science journalist in London. I’m often asked what inspired me. It’s hard to pin down. A year earlier, I’d read the magnificent A History of the Breast by Marilyn Yalom, and digested the headline news that the clitoris was tens of times larger than most people realised and at least twice the size anatomy textbooks depicted; how could we not know this already, was my response to the clitoral revelations.


In 1998, I’d also seen Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues at the King’s Head theatre; that performance, in the intimate north London venue surrounded by close female friends, affected me more deeply than any other has ever done. In the same year, I’d reported on the launch of male erection medication Viagra, and wondered why female sexual function was ignored and overlooked. Months later, at the start of 1999, I read Woman: an intimate geography by Natalie Angier. Perhaps this cultural landscape, plus my personal situation came together.


Beginning my research, I realised quickly that I was the first to write about the vagina in this way. The only other book I could find on female genitalia was The Diseases of the Vagina and Vulva; a search for articles on the vagina over a twenty-year-period found just seven that discussed the clitoris, while the penis featured in 539. The story of the vagina at that point was of being ignored, misrepresented and hidden; late historian Roy Porter agreed: he told me my chosen topic was ‘a great idea – virgin territory’.


People’s reactions to the news of my book stunned me. One common response was to misunderstand what I had said and substitute a more palatable word. Do you go there often, one person replied – they thought I had said I was writing a book about China. Too many people laughed in my face, telling me I was being ridiculous, sometimes angrily. How can you do that, said one woman, recoiling and adding: there isn’t enough to write about. Men responded this way too. Jokes and laughter were the norm; I treasured the handful of supportive replies.


My book launched in the UK in August 2003. Vagina was my first choice for the title, but my publishers disagreed strongly. I heard that in the publishing meeting in spring 2000, when my book was given the go-ahead, a number of the people in the room (all men) could not even say the word vagina. The publishers insisted on a new name without the word vagina in the title. I compromised with The Story of V (which is still reflected in this edition, in the main body of the text).


Although my UK publishers couldn’t countenance Vagina as my title, other publishers did. In the next couple of years, The Story of V was translated into ten different languages, launched in 13 countries and has sold over 100,000 copies. In the Czech Republic it is Vagina; in Poland Wagina, in Finland Vaginan Tarina – Vagina Story and in Spain Historia de la Vagina: un territorio virgin al descubierto – History of the Vagina: a virgin territory uncovered.


Different countries chose vastly different front covers: some raising the skirt (UK, US, Poland, the Netherlands, Portugal, Brazil), a classical nude (Italy), artistic interpretations (Spain, Finland), flowers (Taiwan) and full frontal nudity (Czech Republic, Korea). Cultural differences meant the central colour spread (now black and white for this edition) featuring eight vulvas wasn’t reproduced in the American and Japanese editions: in Japan, it is illegal to print colour images of female or male genitalia, there isn’t a legal issue in the US but no publisher there would agree to produce the book with colour vaginal images. I compromised: black and white images replaced the colour ones.


Given Japan’s ban on depicting colour genitalia, imagine my surprise when I received my copy of the Japanese edition. A large, dramatically-colourful vagina graced the front cover and the back – but pixelated for decency. However, if you hold the book at arm’s length the pixels fall away and you’re gazing on a vibrant vulva. I wish I could have seen this edition on sale in bookshops in Japan. Curiously, my book has sold far more copies to date in Japan than anywhere else, perhaps helped by the in-your-face front cover or perhaps a reflection of the country’s long history of venerating the vagina.


So what has changed in the last twenty years since I began my book? The most obvious is that publishers are far happier to launch a book with the words vagina or vulva on the front cover. Vulva by Mithu Sanyal came out in 2009, Natalie Angier gave the world Vagina: a new biography in 2012. The vagina: a literary and cultural history by Emma L.E. Rees launched in 2013, and in 2019 there was Vagina: a re-education by Lynn Enright and The Vagina Bible by Dr Jennifer Gunter.


Talking about and producing all things vaginal is now far more culturally acceptable, in vogue even. Genital highlights from the last two decades include: UK artist Jamie McCartney creating The Great Wall of Vagina (2008) by casting over 400 women’s vulvas in plaster of Paris; TV documentary 100 Vaginas, about UK artist Laura Dodsworth’s project to photograph 100 vulvas (broadcast in the UK in 2019); US singer Janelle Monáe flaunting and flouncing her fantastic labial trousers in the video for her song Pynk (2018) and The Vagina Museum, the UK’s first museum devoted to the vagina, which opened in late 2019.


Despite this increased enthusiasm to embrace the vagina, ignorance and taboos persist. In a recent survey (YouGov, 2019), women in the UK were asked to label the different parts of female genitalia. The results are shocking: one-third (29%) could not locate the clitoris, over half (55%) incorrectly labelled the urethra, 43% did not know where the labia were and 45% could not identify the vagina. Approaching half of the women (46%) were unaware that the vagina is self-cleaning (due to its natural mucosal secretions), and that the best way to keep it fresh is to not wash inside the vagina.


Japan’s strict obscenity laws meant that, in 2016, the Japanese artist Megumi Igarashi, was found guilty of indecency after she distributed 3-D printer data of her genitals – which allowed users to create precise replicas of her genitalia. She was also charged with ‘displaying obscene images publicly’ after exhibiting a vulva-shaped mould in a shop window, but was cleared of this charge because the item was deemed to not resemble a real vagina; Igarashi first found fame two years earlier after 3D-printing a kayak in the shape of her vulva.


As I wrote this new introduction, news was flaring about Twitter, Facebook and Instagram blocking adverts promoting medic Dr Jennifer Gunter’s book The Vagina Bible because they used the words ‘vagina’ or ‘vaginal’. This is not unusual. Vagina is still a dirty word on social media – and many other places. Within broadcast media, producers are careful not to say vagina too many times in case they cause offence; talking non-stop about penises though is not a problem.


Sadly, parents perpetuate stigmas surrounding the words vagina or vulva. Another recent UK survey (Eve Appeal and YouGov, 2019) reported that only one in five parents (19%) use the word vagina when talking to their daughters about this part of their anatomy; just 1% used vulva and more than one in five parents (22%) avoided using any word at all – an appalling absence in girls’ lives that can only promote negative feelings and shame about female genitalia.


According to the survey, most parents in the UK choose to use vaginal euphemisms such as flower, tuppence, fairy, bits or front bottom. A shocking one in three parents (31%) felt it was inappropriate to use the words vagina and vulva below the age of 11. Vagina and vulva are not the wrong words, or rude words, or too anatomical words, they are simply the correct words and it is only an adult’s own hang-ups that colours them otherwise.


It’s not just the UK that has a problem with anatomical language. Many western countries shun clinical terminology, like vagina, and bemoan a lack of widely-used positive and non-sexual words to describe female genitalia. Oprah Winfrey tried to bring vajayjay into the mainstream in the US in 2006. But it’s Sweden that recently succeeded in creating a light-hearted vagina synonym, thanks to feminist and social worker Anna Kosztovics.


In Sweden, terms for female genitalia veer from the clinical, vagina, to the harsh and sexual fitta (akin to cunt), muff and mutta or the ridiculous framstjärt (‘front bottom’). Kosztovics had noticed when visiting nursery schools that, after going to the toilet, boys would be told to ‘dry your snoppa (willy), while girls were told only ‘dry yourself’. To rectify this, she created the word snippa.


In 2006, six years after she started promoting the word in Sweden’s nursery schools, snippa entered the official dictionary of the Swedish language. In 2015, a TV cartoon of dancing snippa and snoppa broadcast on children’s television, with the aim of educating children aged 3 to 6 about their bodies; snippa is now the accepted term to use when talking to girls about their vagina.


Snippa is a success story in terms of how it has been assimilated into Swedish language and life but my criticism is that it is a ‘cutesy’ word – equivalent to so many other vagina euphemisms like coochie or twinkle. It’s also rooted in the male word snoppa, rather than being a word in its own right. We need a stylish, independent noun.


My choice is still for vagina and vulva but if the UK wants a new non-anatomical word, my vote is for verenda. It’s an old word for the vagina and means ‘the parts that inspire awe or respect’. Grace, gravitas and a great provenance combined.


While much vagina terminology is still taboo, elsewhere there has been significant change. One of my core aims in celebrating the vagina in book form was to bring together all the different vaginal facts I’d uncovered, including the raising the skirt stories, so that they would never be forgotten or hidden again. That’s why one of the things I am most proud of is that ana-suromai or anasyrma – the act of raising the skirt – has entered public consciousness: as a word with its own Wikipedia page, as a gesture celebrated in modern art and as an act of female activism.


Just as women throughout history raised the skirt to vanquish those attacking their home, family, community or way of life, twenty-first century women are now using the age-old action for exactly the same reasons. Ana-suromai formed part of the mass anti-abortion demonstrations in Poland – the Black Protest – at the start of October 2016. Led by Polish artist Dr Iwona Demko, a group of women dressed in black, in solidarity with the thousands of female protesters, but sporting striking vibrant silk skirts – pink, red, orange, vermilion and gold – brandished their skirts high to reveal their womanhood in front of the historic entrance to Krakow. The wave of protests in Krakow and across Poland forced the government into a historic U-turn on the proposed total ban on abortions.


This anasyrma protest event was the eleventh Dr Demko had organised since the end of 2014. The brightly-coloured ana-suromai skirts, designed by the artist, have been lifted in defiance in front of the National Museum, at the Academy of Fine Arts where Dr Demko lectures, on Krakow’s main square and other strategic places around the city. We did this, says Dr Demko: ‘To stop being ashamed. To recall the lost meaning of women and femininity. To restore the value of power resulting from the ability to give birth to a new life. To emphasise our importance … It was a perfect act to give us courage.’


Since 2008, Dr Demko has created an extraordinary series of vaginal artworks, inspired after reading Wagina, the first Polish edition of my book – which she calls her ‘bible’. The Chapel of the Vagina is a glorious golden sacred space, graced with elegant vaginal candlesticks, holy water in the form of menstrual blood, the golden clitoris of the Great Goddess in pride of place nestled in a gold reliquary, a vagina bible and the altar piece an immense floor-to-ceiling gold and red vagina.


28 Vaginas features 28 sculpted silken vagina cushions, sequinned and furred, with each one illustrating a different day of the menstrual cycle: virginal white infertile days, luscious, inviting fertile pink days, angry, contorted pre-menstrual black days and blood-red menstruating days. The Sheela-na-Gig and Ana-suromai Girls are soft sculpted mannequins raising their rose-pink and scarlet-red skirts to reveal their exquisitely-detailed voluptuous pink and red vulva, adorned with beads, stars, sequins and clitoris pearls. I’m honoured that the front cover of this edition of Raising the Skirt features Dr Demko’s Pink square on a white background. For women who love their sex (2014).


Other female artists and activists are recognising the power and symbolism of raising the skirt and using it to protest against actions threatening female autonomy, the rights of others and the earth’s fertility. Los Angeles-based artist Amanda Sage’s Ana suromai (2005-2011) painting was displayed on a massive banner during the Women’s March Los Angeles and used as part of the Occupy Los Angeles protest movement. Thousands of Ana suromai postcards have been distributed globally and an image of it was chosen to be in a time capsule on a communication satellite orbiting the planet.


Created after reading the US edition of my book, Sage describes her painting of the raising the skirt gesture as ‘a wakeup call to humanity’. ‘I lift my skirt to oppression and dishonesty, to lies and deceit,’ says Sage. Ana suromai is ‘an outcry, a visual denouncement of the corrupt system that has brought our world to a state of chaos … I hope this painting will inspire people to speak up, to stand up, and to know they do not need any other weapon to make a difference in the world than to have no fear and believe in themselves.’


In Italy – in Rome and Milan – mass anasyrma demonstrations took place in March 2017 protesting against gender discrimination, male violence against women and workplace harassment. In Rome, as part of a 20,000-strong crowd, 17 women raised their skirts high on the steps of the Altare della Patria, the Altar of the Fatherland, to defend their right to have control over their own bodies.


In Milan, on International Women’s day, feminist protest organisation MonUnaDiMeno (Not One Less) organised a national strike and a group vaginal display. Twenty-plus women, faces covered, raised their skirts in front of the city’s central station to reveal their vaginas covered with the words Body Revolution – in a move echoing the medieval Milanese maiden raising her gown to protect the city from its enemies. It is heartening and inspiring to see this deeply symbolic action being used once more to remind the world of the importance of respecting women and girls, and the creative, sexual and apotropaic power we wield.


Back in 2003, and for the next few years as my book launched around the world, I talked non-stop about the vagina – giving interviews, talks and answering questions. But I kept a big secret. The strange thing was, I didn’t even know that there was something vital I wasn’t saying. My truth was so painful and had been hidden for so long, even from myself, that it didn’t even enter my consciousness.


I am infertile. My genitalia don’t work properly. I cannot do what the majority of women do so easily. And even though I know rationally that being able to bear a child does not define you as a woman, I found it practically impossible emotionally not to feel less of a woman when I couldn’t have children naturally. It wasn’t something I talked about – ever. Too scared of my future, too ashamed of my past.


I found out I was infertile a few days before my twenty-first birthday. Chlamydia had ravaged my Fallopian tubes, scarring and twisting the slender wands, crushing the hope of egg engulfing sperm there in the future. Sometime between losing my virginity at seventeen and my twentieth year, I’d had sex with someone carrying the common sexually-transmitted infection.


I hadn’t protected myself. I hadn’t insisted on my sexual partners using condoms – I did not have the strength of character or the sexual confidence to stand up for myself and my body and protect my fertility. How I wish I had. How different my life would have been if I’d had the guts to say no when I meant no; if I hadn’t been too embarrassed about all things sexual to say what was really on my mind; please use a condom.


How I wish I hadn’t cared so much about what others thought of me – playing the up-for-fun woman that men would prefer and not a boring, ball-breaking bitch – that I was prepared to sacrifice my body for someone else’s fleeting sexual pleasure. I had fertile, creative, sexual power between my legs but I didn’t recognise or value it – and I gave it away. That still hurts.


Would I have given my power away so easily if my upbringing and the culture I grew up in had been different? If I had been taught explicitly by my parents, elders, peers, health professionals, the education system and society to value being female and to appreciate the true extent of female and vaginal power?


I believe empowering girls and women with the truth about their bodies and history can make a difference. Information is power. If women and girls know what their bodies are truly capable of and know their history – understanding how facts about the female of the species have been misinterpreted, obscured or ignored then change can begin. Only then can we truly be ‘woke’ women. That’s why I wrote this book.


The vagina revolution is already happening. Women are reclaiming the power of raising the skirt to display the vagina. Women are recognising they are multi-orgasmic. The vagina and clitoris is being celebrated – anatomically-correctly – in literature and art (though sex education has yet to catch up). In the #MeToo movement, women and girls are making their voices and vulvas heard.


The power of the pink Pussyhat™ worn by thousands of women around the world during the global 2017 Women’s March is another marker of this change. I can’t help but see the Pussyhat™, which was created to be a very visual vaginal symbol, as a wonderful twenty-first century re-imagining of the gesture of raising the skirt; I am not alone in making this connection. This is a new generation of women using anasyrma to ward off evil.


But there is more to do, and pressing reasons to act swiftly. Hard-won freedoms are being challenged as reproductive rights are curtailed in too many parts of the world; female autonomy over our bodies is not secure. Falling male fertility, because of a global decline in sperm count and motility, could yet be the catalyst for an attack on the reproductive rights of the sex that brings forth new life.


New battlegrounds for women’s bodies are emerging. Advances in understanding and manipulating female fertility mean that there is an ever more urgent need to give girls and women the information and sexual confidence to make the right reproductive choices for themselves, rather than being swayed by another individual’s motives or their culture’s beliefs.


Faced with the possibility of preserving fertility via egg freezing, or removing, storing and later re-implanting ovarian tissue, girls and women need to understand the capabilities and the limitations of their bodies. Fertility preservation offers women unique reproductive freedoms but there may be long-term health costs.


After over half a decade of trying and failing to become pregnant, after miscarriages, after a myriad women and men in white coats peering up my vagina, after multiple surgeries, after a vaginal pilgrimage to fertility icons across Europe, after spirit-shattering emotional distress, after unsuccessful rounds of IVF, after tens of thousands spent, after fertility astrology, I am finally a mother.


I am mother to a daughter. A daughter who calls her vagina a vagina without embarrassment because that’s the word for it. She’s a girl who’s known she has a clitoris since she was old enough to name other parts of her anatomy. She knows her clitoris is shaped like an upside-down letter Y and that the crown is the delightfully sensitive part that pokes out at the top of her vulva, while the rest of her clitoris – body and legs – reach deep inside her vagina, straddling either side of it. She knows sexual pleasure is to be treasured. She knows to protect her fertility.


We talk about how amazing female bodies are. How a woman’s egg is 80,000 times bigger than a man’s sperm. We talk about how science now shows that it’s not the active sperm swimming to the passive egg – rather the egg pulls the sperm to it, and at the final moment of conception, it’s not a minuscule sperm actively penetrating a passive egg, it’s a massive egg actively choosing and engulfing a tiny sperm.


She’s met the great vagina goddesses, and viewed the myriad ways the vagina is represented in art. She knows the raising the skirt stories; she knows the triune power of the vagina – sexual, creative and able to protect from harm. She stands proud in this world as a girl and woman-to-be. She knows how mighty she is.


My hope for this new edition of Raising the Skirt is that your daughter, niece, grand-daughter, cousin or friend will stand proud too, know her might and tell everyone around her about the power of the vagina. Raise the skirt: reclaim your power.


Catherine Blackledge
2020




INTRODUCTION


This book is about views of the vagina. Unorthodox views, colourful views, blinkered views and revolutionary views. Inside these pages, you’ll find vaginal perspectives from a vast array of sources. There are views of the vagina from science, from history, from mythology and folklore, literature and language, and anthropology and art. My aim is to provide as full and frank a picture as possible of female genitalia. A wide-angle vaginal view, if you will. And my hope is that, because of this book, you won’t ever look at the vagina in quite the same way again.


How do you feel about female genitalia? What does the vagina mean to you? For many, the vagina is the seat of female sexual pleasure, the site of the creation of humankind and the channel for its birth. For both women and men it is also a potent arouser of sexuality. Yet these are not the only views of the vagina. For some, the vagina signifies sacred sexuality. It is an object of worship, recognised as the font of life, an icon of fertility. In stark contrast, the vagina appears elsewhere as an emasculating, castrating fearsome toothed organ – the vagina dentata. Meanwhile, many, if not all, cultures see this portion of female anatomy as something which, in public, women must cover up at all costs. The word ‘vagina’ is one that is avoided in the majority of conversations, and from the top shelves of convenience stores doctored female genital images peer down. So many ways of perceiving the vagina, so which one do you plump for?


Before I started researching and writing this book, I too had my own conception of the vagina. And, I must admit, it was a somewhat limited viewpoint. I had a vagina between my legs, it was about sex, about pleasure, about bleeding and about pissing. It could also, unfortunately, be about pain. And, in the future perhaps, it would be about childbirth. Those were the facts about my female genitals. But, regarding how I felt emotionally about my vagina, I really couldn’t say. If asked I would probably have said: ‘Fine, good, it’s a good, pleasurable part of me.’ However, if I felt so positive, why did I sometimes blush when I said the word vagina? Was there shame or embarrassment mixed in there too?


One problem for me in knowing how to view my vagina was that the western culture I grew up within gave me confusing messages. Possessing a vagina means that I have the unique power to bring new life into the world, yet from birth I was treated differently from people who don’t own one. And typically, being treated differently meant not being treated as well as the vagina-less person. Having a vagina meant I could be expected to work all my life for less money than if I was minus female genitalia. I could expect to be treated as a second-class citizen, downgraded constantly because of my cunt. I also recognised that if I’d been born into another society, the implications of having a vagina would have been far more restricting and threatening, potentially fatal.


Considering these emotions surrounding my vagina, and despite the pleasure it provided, how could I feel good about or proud to sport female genitalia, when their possession appeared to hamper irrevocably my progress as a person? The truth is, I wasn’t happy with what I had between my legs. Or, more precisely, I wasn’t satisfied with my perception of female genitalia, what I knew about the vagina. I hoped there was something more, some alternative way of viewing my vagina. This is, I feel, where the desire and idea to write a book about the vagina came from. So I set off on my own personal odyssey – to discover if there are other means of understanding female genitalia, and to see if I could gain a more balanced vaginal perspective. Could I change the way I felt about female genitalia? The result is this book, and the journey was both treasure hunt and treasure trove.


As someone who has been immured in the world of science since my youth, an important first port of call was to consider how the disciplines of science, medicine and anatomy today see women and their genitalia. This was an eye-opener. Controversy and confusion reigned, with the situation compounded by an astounding lack of recent decent research. Arguments were raging over whether females have a prostate, and if they do, what is its function. On the topic of the clitoris, opinion was divided over both the true structure of the clitoris and its role in sexual pleasure and reproduction. Some studies clearly showed how sensitive the interior of the vagina is, while other authors continued to state confidently (albeit erroneously) that the vaginal interior is insensitive. And when it came to orgasm, and the function of the female variety, fanciful theories flourished, but there were no satisfactory answers.


This basic lack of understanding of female genitalia – in terms of structure, function and pleasure – bothered me. Why, if female genitalia embody arguably the most important job on this planet – creating, supporting and giving birth to offspring – was there so little clear, accurate and consistent information available? Why was funding so hard to come by when the words vagina, vulva or even reproductive canal or tract were in the title of your research or grant proposal? This was the twenty-first century after all. And yet, in the midst of this medical mess of outdated and biased beliefs, I started to hear the sound of an alternative story, one that was unconventional and still in its infancy. To my surprise and delight, as I began to look below the surface media-friendly face of science, I realised that something astonishing was happening in the field of reproductive biology. No less than a vaginal revolution was brewing.


Female choice is the theme of this scientific revolution, and the piece of dogma that is being overturned is the idea of the vagina as a passive vessel – acting simply as a channel for the passage of sperm in one direction and offspring in the other. For centuries, the notion of female genitalia as a passive vessel with no controlling part to play in reproduction is the one that has been in ascendance. This, in part, explains why so little time and money has been expended in the past on figuring out the actual structure and function of female genitalia. Yet the idea of the vagina as a passive vessel is possibly one of the greatest scientific misconceptions of all.


What more and more research is revealing is a fascinating picture of female genitalia as an extremely powerful and complex organ of choice and control, capable of wielding an extraordinary level of influence over the outcome of sexual reproduction. Staggeringly, studies are beginning to show that in many, if not all, cases it is the female, courtesy of her intelligent genitalia, who decides whether or not a male will have a chance to become a father. This new way of thinking does, of course, have serious implications for technologies that purport to mimic the processes involved in sexual reproduction. This is because most assisted reproductive technologies are based on the assumption that female genitalia represent a passive vessel.


With the importance of female genitalia in terms of sexual reproduction in mind, this book also takes a tour of many different species’ vaginas. There’s a lot to look at. Just a quick glance reveals that vaginal variety across species is stunning. I was unprepared for the sheer beauty and diversity in design, for the realisation that female genitalia are an awe-inspiring marvel of elaborate and intricate internal engineering. For some reason, with nothing else to tell me anything different, I had assumed there was somehow a vanilla, ‘one size fits all’ vagina. There is no such thing, as you will see. Females store sperm, they eject sperm, they destroy sperm and they carefully and precisely select the most genetically compatible sperm for them with their amazing genitalia. This exploration of other species’ genitalia includes penises as well as vaginas, for, of course, in order to appreciate the vagina in all its full glory, an understanding of its common partner in pleasure is essential – and vice versa. The sex lives of rabbits, of bonobos, of birds and bees, and many other species of animal are all here to illustrate how vagina and penis come together in delightfully inventive ways.


Having examined the ins and outs of other species’ genitalia and sexual behaviour, this book reappraises those apparently sticky questions, such as: ‘Is the clitoris a penile remnant?’, which have been mired in controversy for years. And, having taken the approach of considering other vaginal styles, it supplies many answers too. You’ll discover that men as well as women have a clitoris, that nose and genitals are intimately linked for a very good reason and that the nose has a clitoris too. Moving inside, and the role of the vagina’s internal ecosystem as both sperm bodyguard, bouncer and sorter is uncovered, as is that of the female prostate and the infamous fact of female ejaculation. Even female orgasm and female sexual pleasure get an evolutionary explanation.


My quest to find a more fulfilling view of the vagina led me, surprisingly, to reconsider the nature of scientific research. Science is usually taken to be an objective, rather than a subjective, discipline. That is, it claims to be able to inform its audience about an object or idea independently – without a person or society’s emotions or perceptions influencing it. And yet, everywhere I looked, the subjective nature of scientific research was in evidence. For example, until recently, the females of many species were said to be monogamous, preferring to mate with only one male. This theory has now been shown to be wrong – females of the majority of species are polyandrous, choosing to mate with multiple males. In fact, the idea of the monogamous female was a scientific notion driven by ideology not evidence. The ideology in this case was the outdated idea that females did not and could not experience sexual desire and pleasure like males could and did. The lesson is that science can be as subjective as any other discipline, and that in order to understand scientific theories you have to look at the culture that creates them.


The perils of getting stuck with just one perspective – and how that affects scientific reasoning – were emphasised again for me when I decided to look at the history of how western science, medicine and anatomy has viewed the vagina. This historical viewpoint at first revealed a very one-sided approach to visualising the vagina. Put simply, ancient and arbitrary doctrine dictated that man was the measure of woman, with his penis the yardstick by which to grade her genitalia. The result of this dogged and dodgy logic was that Renaissance anatomists found themselves proclaiming that the vagina was an unevolved, unfurled penis, ovaries were testicles, the uterus was a scrotum and the clitoris was a penis too. And they did this despite striking evidence to the contrary, because they had to stay in step with what the authorities of the day told them to say. So much for science being objective.


Adopting a historical vantage point on the vagina also uncovered some astonishing facts. Some men of anatomy were brave enough to speak out, to voice their views about the vagina devoid of prior dogma. Their pioneering words and images exploring the structure and function of female genitalia are depicted here. One of the shocking points to emerge from this historical frame of reference was that it seems more was understood about the structure of the clitoris in 1672 than when I was born in 1968. Why did the information published in 1672 remain virtually unknown nearly three hundred years later? Why had this outstanding work not been built upon and communicated widely? The answers, as you’ll see, lie with how female genitalia came to be understood incorrectly as a passive vessel, contributing nothing to sexual reproduction. Western religion, and the morals of the day, also had a major role to play in this matter.


Religion – a society’s belief system – is always a contentious subject and in looking at how different religions have regarded female genitalia in the past, I found the most polarised views possible. On one side was the west, with its attitude of the vagina as the gateway to hell, the source of all trouble and strife in the world, and the potential downfall of men. Here the vagina was an object to be feared, ridiculed and loathed. Belief systems originating in India and China, however, taught that female genitalia were the symbolic origin of the world, the source of all new life and the route via which longevity and eternal life could be attained. Here the vagina was an icon to be worshipped, loved and honoured. The divine vagina. And, in case I couldn’t believe the words, extremely vocal vaginal art – painted, sculpted and engraved – confirmed that this is how many people in vastly different cultures have conceived of female genitalia across thousands of years.


Casting my net wider in my search for alternative vaginal vistas, I investigated language, literature, mythology, art and anthropology. A myriad aspects appeared. The languages of cultures outside the western world talk of female genitalia in glowing, sensual, pleasurable terms. I stumbled with excitement upon an understanding of the origin of the word ‘cunt’. Literature, mythology and anthropology expanded my mind, making me think again about the importance that different people place on female genitalia. The vivid vaginal art, myths and folklore of many societies made me laugh out loud, and cry. These include the voracious ‘vagina girls’ from New Mexico, the genital chanting and songs from Hawaii, the clitoris cat’s cradle game, the various vibrant descriptions of differently contoured clitorises, the audacious Baubo belles and the shameless Sheela-na-Gig girls. Looking further back in time to prehistory, I found that the vagina was venerated, looked up to as a symbol of fertility, and a means of averting evil. It seems there were other ways of looking at the vagina. I had found something of worth, something to speak out about, from between my legs.


This, then, is my story of the vagina. It is, aptly enough, in no way a straight story. And it cannot be the complete story of the vagina. The Story of V will change again over time, I’m sure. My desire was simply to try to tell this untold story from as many perspectives as possible, using as many voices as possible – and to as many people as possible. From a scientific perspective, I hope this book will make known the crucial role that female genitalia have to play in sexual pleasure and reproduction. From an emotional standpoint, I hope the different views represented here illustrate the value of the vagina and the female of the species for as many individuals as possible – women and men alike. Things that are not known and not valued are easy to dismiss and destroy – as the history of attitudes towards female genitalia shows all too clearly. My desire is that by revealing female genitalia in terms of structure, function, smell, sexual pleasure and reproduction, orgasm, art, language and mythology, the vagina will become and remain valued and known – in all its fascinating, arousing, compelling and beautiful aspects.


One important choice I made when writing this book was to include images of female genitalia – both in black and white (throughout the book) and in colour (the central pages). My desire here was to show the vivid and striking variety of vaginas – uncut and unedited. I also wanted to provide what I believe is a much-needed counterpoint to all-too-common and easily accessed pornographic images. Women and men should know what a vagina au naturel looks like. However, if you are reading the American or Japanese editions of this book you will notice that the central images are not in colour, but are in black and white. For Japanese readers, the reason for this is that it is illegal in Japan to publish colour photographs of genitalia. For American readers there is no legality issue, rather it is a cultural one. It was impossible to find an American publisher willing to produce the book without replacing the colour vaginal photographs with black and white ones. It seems the colour photos must be omitted if large bookstores in the United States of America were to stock and sell the book.


Both of these attitudes sadden and shock me. Why are colour images of vaginas so feared? Why is it easier to publish doctored and degrading vaginal images than ones celebrating female genitalia in their natural glory? It seems the underlying feeling in these countries is still that the place where we all come from must be veiled in some way from view. My only hope is that this attitude will change in time. I believe it will, and I also recognise that this fear of showing colour images of the vagina underlines the power and significance of female genitalia.


An act of synchronicity connects the beginning and end of this book. The act is, not surprisingly, a vaginal one, and one that has been carried out by women for millennia. As the first chapter of this book relates, the most common vaginal gesture in history is that of a woman raising her skirt to deliberately display her genitalia. The gesture is a bold, proud, potent one and has been used with devastating effect, as you’ll see. This genital act can also be a defiant one too, as I discovered. After finishing the first draft of this book, I went to my local charity shop to splash out on a new skirt. The shop was crowded, and as I left the changing room, I bumped into a man naked from the waist up. ‘That’s nothing,’ said the woman at the counter, ‘You’ll never guess what I saw last week.’ I knew instantly. Her story was of an older woman, possibly a refugee, accused of stealing from the shop. Backed into a corner, with nowhere to turn, the woman did the only thing she could to regain a sense of pride and her place in the world. She raised her skirt to reveal her naked vagina. It seems that she had not forgotten the power of the vagina, and she was not ashamed.


I wouldn’t have been able to carry out my own unveiling of the vagina if I hadn’t had an enormous amount of support – from my family, my friends, peers and colleagues, including those at Weidenfeld & Nicolson, and from people who haven’t even met me. I’d like to acknowledge all those people in so many different fields of research who have listened to me, talked to me, advised and quizzed me, and given so generously of their time and their knowledge. Not only have I been amazed at what there was to find out about the vagina, I’ve been happy to discover just how helpful people are, and I’ve found succour in the most surprising and strange places, so thanks, Buffy, Spike and Joss. My biggest thanks, though, go with all my heart to my family for their physical, financial and emotional support: Mum, Dad, Grandma, Helen and Gerard, Andrew, Paul, Janette and Jaime, Charlotte, Dominic, Benedict, and Steve and Maisie. And finally, thank you to Mum and Dad for picking me up (literally) when I needed it, and loving me no matter what; to Janette for always being there for me – you’ve taught me so much about relationships; and to Steve, for coming back for me and showing me something new. I love you Steve and I’ll remember.




1


THE ORIGIN OF THE WORLD


There is a Catalan saying: ‘La mar es posa bona si veu el cony d’una dona’ – ‘The sea calms down if it sees a woman’s cunt’. This Catalan belief in the power of the vagina is, in fact, the source of the good luck custom of fishermen’s wives displaying their genitals to the sea before their men put out on the water. The flipside of this faith is, logically enough, that a woman can cause storms if she urinates in the waves. Moreover, according to folklore, it’s not just the oceans that are soothed by the sight of a woman’s vagina. A flash of female genitalia has the power to calm other forces of nature too. For example, women in the southern Indian province of Madras were known to subdue dangerous storms by exposing themselves. And Pliny, the first-century historian of the ancient world, writes in his work Natural History of how hailstorms, whirlwinds and lightning are all quieted and dispelled by a face-off with a naked woman.


The remarkable ability to mollify the elements is far from being the only capacity that folklore and ancient history ascribe to the act of a woman revealing her vagina. For many, female genitalia also present a potent apotropaic package. That is, the sight of a woman deliberately exposing her naked vulva is deemed to be capable of preventing evil from occurring. Driving out devils, averting vicious spirits, frightening carnivores and scaring opposing warriors and threatening deities away – all these heroic and dangerous deeds are reputed to form part of a woman’s genital might. As a consequence, tales of women’s vaginal derring-do are found in various cultures. Take Pliny and his fellow ancient historian and philosopher Plutarch (c. 46–c. 120 Common Era ce). Both these men described how great heroes and gods will flee in the face of female genitalia. Elsewhere, the report of a sixteenth-century traveller in North Africa records the belief that lions will turn tail and run from this sexual sight. At funerals, women were hired as mourners, with the express aim of exorcising demons via vaginal display. Russian folklore relates how when a bear appears out of the woods, it can be put to flight by a young woman raising her skirt at it. It seems that in the face of adversity, the best option open to a woman is to lift her skirt. For a man, it would be to make sure you’re standing next to one of the sisters.


This view of the vagina may seem startling, disturbing even. Vaginas can calm the elements and drive out devils? It’s certainly the case that this is a way of looking at female genitalia that is atypical in most cultures today. In the western world of the twenty-first century, the idea of women showing their genitals tends to be inextricably bound up with sex, pornography or images of women in accommodating positions rather than ones of power and influence. For many, the idea of a woman revealing her vagina is seen as offensive, and seldom positive, let alone something to be welcomed or to hide behind. For women themselves, the idea of deliberately displaying their vagina in public is more likely to provoke emotions of shame and embarrassment than feelings of respect and authority. Adding to the modern-day negative associations surrounding the naked vulva is the fact that a number of cultures put great effort into ensuring female genitalia are rarely viewed, and never publicly. At present, the most potent concept associated with the naked vagina is probably that of childbirth – the moment when a woman’s vagina stretches wide and, miraculously, provides a baby with a safe gateway into the world. This parturition picture, it could be said, is also the one ‘acceptable’ public face of female genitalia (see colour plate section). The one vaginal image people are comfortable observing, without too much shame or embarrassment.


Yet it’s apparent that women around the world have been lifting their skirts to full effect for centuries. From Italy – where folklore from the Abruzzo region tells of the power of a woman raising her skirt to display her genitals – to India, where the gesture was also understood to dispel evil influences, tales of deliberate female genital exposure abound in history, folklore and literature. One eighteenth-century engraving by Charles Eisen for an edition of the book Fables by Jean de La Fontaine depicts the ability of the exposed vagina to dispel evil forces beautifully (see Figure 1.1). In this striking image, a young woman stands, confident and unafraid, confronting the devil. Her left hand rests lightly on a wall, while her right raises her skirt high, displaying her sexual centre for Satan to see. In the face of her naked womanhood, the devil reels back in fear. In this way, the story relates, the young woman defeats the devil and saves her village, which Old Nick had been attacking. A couple of centuries earlier, the French writer Rabelais had his old woman of Papefiguiere rout the devil in the same manner, and reproductions of this vivid confrontation between the vagina and the devil can be found on seventeenth-century drinking mugs. A delicious sight to sup from, I’m sure.



[image: image]

Figure 1.1 The devil defeated by vaginal display.




The belief in the power of the exposed vagina to repel foes or expel demons is also, it seems, an enduring and widespread one. Significantly, accounts of women revealing their vaginas in order to achieve a particular effect are not rooted in any one historical period or any one culture. Instead, they span millennia, from the ancient past through to the present day (as my story in the introduction shows), and cross continents too. In his essay ‘Bravery of Women’ Plutarch recalls a vulva-displaying incident where a large group of women lifting their gowns together changed the outcome of a war. He describes how, in a certain battle between the Persians and the Medes, the Persian men, losing heart against the strong advancing Median forces, turned tail and attempted to flee from them. However, their way was blocked by a group of their own women, calling them cowards. These Persian women proceeded to raise their skirts, exposing their nakedness to their fellow men. Shamed by this vaginal display, the Persian men returned to face their enemies, eventually defeating them.


Fast forward nineteen hundred years or so, and the western press describes similar incidents. In the Irish Times of 23 September 1977, one Walter Mahon-Smith contributed the following item:


In a townland near where I lived, a deadly feud had continued for generations between the families of two small farmers. One day, before the First World War, when the men of one of the families, armed with pitchforks and heavy blackthorn sticks, attacked the home of their enemy, the woman of the house came to the door of her cottage, and in full sight of all (including my father and myself, who happened to be passing by) lifted her skirt and underclothes high above her head, displaying her naked genitals. The enemy of her and her family fled in terror.


Outside the western world, anthropological data collected during the last century regarding the people of the Marquesas Islands reveals a similar reverential attitude to female genitalia, albeit with a slight twist. This Polynesian culture credits female genitalia with supernatural influences and these vaginal forces, Marquesans say, are strong enough to frighten gods or to drive out evil possessing spirits. Hence exorcisms carried out in this part of the world consist of a naked woman sitting on the chest of the possessed. For this society, the belief that women have extra mysterious powers courtesy of their unique sexual anatomy extends elsewhere. For instance, Marquesans also consider that a woman can curse an object or person by naming them after her genitalia. I haven’t yet tried this one myself.


So according to many individuals and communities, the vagina is an extremely influential organ – and one possibly to be feared if you’re on the receiving end of a vulval flash. However, there is another aspect to the gesture of female genital display. Some genital practices highlight how the protection provided by the displayed vagina is not only about preventing harm. Just as importantly, vaginal protection can encompass a more nurturing, nourishing influence. Indeed, historical evidence suggests that female genital display can also be about promoting fertility, such as causing plants or the earth to flourish. Up to the twentieth century, in many western countries, belief in this vaginal ability can be seen in the custom of peasant women exposing their genitals to the growing flax, while saying: ‘Please grow as high as my genitals are now.’ And as strange as it may seem, the fairy tale of Snow White, or Biancaneve, is suggested to have arisen from an ancient Italian ritual designed to enhance the fecundity of the earth itself. A beautiful, noble girl would be sent down a mine which was running low in iron ore in order to expose Mother Earth to her vital female essence or energy. Biancaneve, so the theory goes, came from the Dolomites region of the Cordevole river north of Belluno in Italy, an area which was known for its magnesium-rich iron mines.


The fertility effect of the displayed vagina can work in more subtle ways too. In ancient Egypt, women exposed their vaginas to their fields in order to bring about a double whammy effect, if you will. First off, the gesture was designed to drive evil spirits from the land, but the consequence of this apotropaic action was desired too. With no evil spirits around, the women would increase the yield of their crops. Hence the act of deliberate vaginal display is both evil-averting and fecundity-enhancing, as the former function promotes the latter. This double aim is also thought to lie at the heart of the custom recorded by Pliny, who noted how a woman can rid a field of pests by walking around it before sunrise with her genitals exposed. Giving thanks for a bountiful harvest and asking for the same fruitfulness next year may well lie at the heart of one of the concluding parts to Marquesan harvest festival celebrations – the ko’ika to’e haka, the clitoris dance. Significantly, this traditional dance features young women in wrap-around skirts which they raise to expose their vaginas and clitorises and the ritual tattoos emblazoned around their genitalia.


The Greeks call it ana-suromai


So where does it come from, this proud, potent female gesture that crosses time, continents and cultures? What could be the source and significance of this evil-averting, fertility-enhancing genital act which appears so alien and outrageous to many twenty-first-century eyes? One of the first and most explicit descriptions comes from one of the world’s earliest known civilisations – that of ancient Egypt. The act of a woman deliberately displaying her vagina was, in fact, a common motif within the rituals, celebrations and beliefs of ancient Egypt, as historians of the day recorded. One of these chroniclers was the famous Greek explorer and historian Herodotus, who travelled extensively through Egypt in the fifth century Before the Common Era (BCE). As this Greek man saw it, the ancient Egyptians’ bizarre world was a reversal of his own – one where, as he put it, ‘women go in the marketplace, transact affairs and occupy themselves with business, while the husbands stay home and weave’. And within what seemed to him to be a topsy-turvy environment in terms of gender roles, female genital display was an integral part of religious beliefs. Perhaps because the gesture was so common, perhaps because it was so shocking to him, or perhaps because he needed to find some way of explaining the Egyptian custom to his Greek peers, Herodotus gave the revealing act a name – anasuromai. Derived from a Greek word meaning literally ‘to raise one’s clothes’, ana-suromai is also often referred toas anasyrma or anasyrmos. The Egyptian event that Herodotus recorded an eye-witness account of was the annual festival of Bubastis, the biggest and most popular of all ancient Egypt’s festivals, the Glastonbury or Kumbh Mela of the day. The deity involved in these celebrations was the cat goddess Bast or Bastet, one of the more popular deities in ancient Egypt’s pantheon of gods and goddesses. Said to rule pleasure, dancing, music and joy, Bast’s main place of worship was the temple at Bubastis (‘house of Bast’, now Zagazig) on the Nile. Here, every year, noted Herodotus in his History (written in 445 BCE), hundreds of thousands of revellers gathered by boat to celebrate the feline goddess in a riotous religious carnival.


Now, when they sail on the river to the festival of Bubastis, men and women together crowd into each barge. Some of the women carry castanets and make much noise, while other women play flutes; both men and women sing and clap their hands. Whenever they pass close to a town, they bring the barge in nearer to the river bank, and then … some of the women dance, while others stand up in the boat and expose their genitals … They also shout out abuse and yell mocking jests and jokes at the village women standing along the river’s edge. They do this at every town along the river. On arrival at Bubastis they make a festival with many sacrifices, and more wine is said to be drunk at this feast than during all the rest of the year. According to the reports of the inhabitants of Bubastis, as many as seven hundred thousand men and women (including children) assemble together here.


Cats are, curiously, still irretrievably associated with female genitalia and all things female. In Britain, ‘pusse’ first surfaced in 1662 as a vaginal descriptor; now the term has become ‘pussy’. In Italy, the words for a female cat, chatte and gatta, both signify the vagina. Cats in many cultures also have associations with sex, female sexuality and, sometimes, prostitution. Women are feline, men never. Various cultures recognise and respect cats as having mystical powers, as a witch’s companion or familiar, for instance, while some, in particular in Japan, believe cats bring good fortune. Japanese brothels also use the cat as a sign to indicate the nature of the establishment – a place where the vagina can be viewed and more. Despite the intervening centuries, cats and the vagina are still linked, just as vulval display was with Egypt’s feline pleasure goddess, Bast.


Herodotus wasn’t the only Greek man abroad to marvel at the striking visual display of ana-suromai. Diodorus Siculus of Sicily was another awestruck witness. This celebrated historian, who wrote a history of the world in forty books, travelled to Egypt in 60 BCE, some four hundred years after Herodotus reported on the skirt-raising celebrations of the Bubastis festival. Diodorus’ report comes from Memphis, Egypt’s oldest capital city, which was named after the virgin moon goddess Men-Nefer. In Memphis, the site of sacred female genital display was the Serapeum temple, home to a live bull which was tended and worshipped as a sacred animal, known as the Apis. For the Egyptians, the Apis, the great horned creature, was the incarnation of the supreme god Ptah, a deity of creative power. As a mark of Ptah’s importance, when one bull died, it was replaced with another live animal. And it was this changeover of sacred bulls that provided the catalyst for ritual acts of ana-suromai. According to Diodorus: ‘For the first forty days after the installation of a new Apis, women are permitted into the temple to see the bull face to face. They come and stand before him, tucking up their gowns.’


The focus of this particular vaginal rite is suggested to have been to strengthen the virility of the Apis bull. This fecundity-augmenting idea fits with an increased understanding of the core concern of ancient Egyptian society – that of promoting fertility, be it of the land or the people. Many of the Egyptians’ sacred rites and the belief systems they followed are now understood as flowing from their fetish for fertility, and are increasingly read as a means to achieving and enhancing fertility. Could it be that the act of ana-suromai – be it that of the ancient Egyptians or twentieth-century westerners – stems from an original desire to swell the generative powers of the earth and its people?


The mythology of raising the skirt


The mythologies of different cultures represent a particularly important place to look for clues as to the origin and meaning of women raising their skirts to reveal their genitalia. As stories or traditions which claim to enshrine a fundamental truth about the world and human life, and which are regarded by their own particular culture as authoritative, a society’s myths can be seen as statements about vital issues of life, although their truth is not necessarily literal, historical or scientific. Indeed, it has been said that it is impossible to understand the people of a particular society without having an understanding of their mythology. Significantly, myths exist in all societies, present as well as past, expressing beliefs, shaping behaviour and justifying institutions, customs and values. Similarities and parallels between myths from different societies often exist, not all of which are readily or completely explainable by the influence of one culture on another. In such cases of congruence, it’s suggested that these myths embody common patterns of thought about what the fundamental issues of life are.


A belief in the power of female genitalia and the gesture of raising the skirt to display the vagina is found in various cultures’ mythologies. It appears that this is a view of the vagina, a way of looking at and understanding female genitalia and women, that many societies did not want to forget. Moreover, as with stories from folklore and history, two types of vagina-exhibiting legends emerge: ones which focus on the evil-averting effects of public vaginal display and ones which centre on its fertility-enhancing ones. The first type of anasuromai stories come from the mythologies of Greece and Ireland, both countries with a strong legend-telling tradition. These are of the evil-averting variety and focus on the militant apotropaic might that women can wield by exposing their genitalia collectively. Together, these legends say, women have the ability to shame and defeat an advancing enemy with what is between their legs. These myths mirror Plutarch’s recollection of how in ancient history the Persian women faced down their men.


The Greek myth of Bellerophon also recalls the widespread belief in the power of the vagina to influence the oceans. Bellerophon is famous as the male hero who tames the winged horse, Pegasus and following his acquisition of Pegasus, Bellerophon appears to be invincible. He manages to do what all others have failed in doing – killing the Chimaera, the ferocious fire-breathing she-monster with a lion’s head, goat’s body and serpent’s tail. He then conquers, amongst others, the Amazons, the fierce race of women who were said to live along the shore of the Black Sea. However, this great warrior is himself defeated as he returns to the Lycian city of Xanthos, to face his enemy the King of Lycia. On approaching Xanthos, Bellerophon calls on the god Poseidon to flood the Xanthian plain. Poseidon hears his prayer and starts to send wave after wave rolling in against the city. As Bellerophon rides up to the city on Pegasus, the Xanthian men plead with him to stop the inundation of their land, but to no avail. At this point, the women of Xanthos come wading forwards to meet their enemy. Hoisting their skirts to their waists, the crowd of women charge at him, exposing themselves. The result of this genital display? The waves recede, the winged horse Pegasus is frightened and Bellerophon retreats in shame, vanquished by vulvas.


A very early Gaelic legend about the Irish sun god Cu´ chulain also tells both of the potency of the ana-suromai gesture and how, when used collectively, it gains in force. The event occurs as a result of the youthful Cu´ chulain (‘Hound of Culain’) deciding to do battle against his own Ulster countrymen. Many try to dissuade him from this disastrous plan, but no one is successful. Then Ireland’s women decide to act. Led by the chieftainness Scannlach (‘The Wanton’), one hundred and fifty women group together to block his path. A version of this ancient legend, written circa 1186–92, records:


and they all exposed their nakedness
and their boldness to him.
The boy lowered his gaze away from them
and laid his face
against the chariot,
so that he might not see the nakedness
nor the boldness of the women.


Out of Africa


Echoes of these Greek and Gaelic myths and the emotions they elicit are found in the twentieth-century customs of a number of societies, in particular in Africa. Anlu is a traditional practice of the Kom people of West Cameroon who, significantly perhaps, still trace their descent matrilineally, i.e., a person’s position in society is dependent on the vagina they emerged from. Anlu is in essence a disciplinary technique used by women involving ritual genital display and dance. Offences warranting the practice of anlu (the word is derived from the root – lu, meaning to drive away) include abuse of old or pregnant women or parents; incest; seizing a person’s genitals during a fight; and insulting a parent by using profanities such as: ‘Your vagina is rotten.’ Importantly, anlu is practised by Kom women collectively against a perpetrator.
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