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INTRODUCTION


[image: image]or most of history, Anonymous was a woman.” It’s a line attributed to Virginia Woolf but is, interestingly, not exactly what she said. The closest she comes to it is in A Room of One’s Own – an extended essay that is in itself about women writing fiction – with the words, “Indeed, I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.”1 It’s not known who adapted Woolf’s prose into that pithy one-liner, but in the spirit of both the original and the altered quote, it would be nice to think that it was a woman.


For this third book in the Forgotten Women series, I wanted to pick a subject close to my own heart. I knew the exact point at which I started wanting to become a writer. When I was six, I came across a short story that my elder brother had written in class, and I was completely thunderstruck by a phrase he coined to describe someone shouting. He said that they were “screaming blue bloody murder”.


What did it mean? It made me think of an avalanche screeching off the top of a snow-capped mountain, of ice and earth coming together in a violent roar. (We had gone on a family holiday to the Blue Mountains in Australia, which is probably how I made the connection between a natural landscape and the colour blue.)


With the benefit of hindsight and an expensive arts degree, I know that my brother probably mixed up the expression “screaming bloody murder” with its lesser-used cousin, “screaming blue murder”. But his imperfect phrasing has always stuck with me as my first encounter with the sheer visual power of language. An elegant turn of phrase can feel utterly right without being part of the accepted vernacular. When a linguistic slip-up dislodges something totally new in your mind, that’s the power of good writing.


You don’t have to use fancy lab equipment or invest in oil paints to be a writer. Unlike science or art, literature is one of the few disciplines with relatively low overheads. Technically speaking, all you need is a literary voice and something with which to record it. But as any aspiring author will tell you, there is a vast gulf between writing something down and getting it published – and for most of history, it was women’s manuscripts that languished at the bottom of the reject pile.


Every year, the US-based non-profit organization VIDA: Women in Literary Arts releases the VIDA Count – a survey of 39 major literary publications and journals that tallies the gender of the authors and critics represented on their pages. The most recent results make for grim reading. Women make up only a third of those in print, and further data suggests that women from ethnic minorities make up a depressingly tiny segment of published authors.2


The passage of time does not guarantee progress, either. A study of 104,000 novels written over the last 200 years revealed that there were actually more women authors in Victorian times than in the first half of the 20th century, with a dramatic effect on female representation in fiction itself. The researchers, who were from the University of California at Berkeley and the University of Illinois, wrote:
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Women invent female characters much more often than men do, so any decline in the number of women writers will create a corresponding decline in description of women. And there was, in fact, a fairly stunning decline in the proportion of fiction writers who were women, from the middle of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth.


Women go from representing almost half the authors of fiction, to barely a quarter. If this trend is real, it is an important fact about literary history that ought to be foregrounded even, say, in anthology introductions.3


In 2015, the novelist Kamila Shamsie issued a passionate call in the Guardian newspaper for publishers to devote a single year to publishing female authors, and only female authors, to fix gender inequality in the industry. She optimistically gave them until 2018, reasoning that the experiment would work best in the centenary year of women over 30 receiving the right to vote in the UK. In 2018, just one publisher heeded her call. Shamsie’s self-described “provocation”4 remained just that – a provocation.


Yet there is nothing provocative about giving women writers and their stories equal billing with men. It makes intuitive sense, not least because women read more than men and account for over half of the book-buying public. I prefer, however, to think of it as a matter of historical accuracy.


Long before Woolf called for a room of one’s own, women were putting pen (reed, quill or the equivalent medieval writing tool) to paper (or parchment, vellum, clay). They composed epic verse, sly morality tales, philosophical treatises, semi-biographical verse and dystopian science fiction. They were inspired by everything from queer romance to primordial goddess worship, colonial independence struggles, class anxiety, space technology, endangered wildlife and Jesus.


Some toiled in abject poverty; others enjoyed a life of wealth and luxury. A few achieved worldwide fame in their day, only to fade into obscurity, while many received no recognition at all, posthumously or not. There are even those whose works were almost completely lost to time. But all of them saw something within themselves that was worth putting down in print. These are some of the lives contained in Forgotten Women: The Writers.


Women’s writing is often wrongly maligned as being one-note – the kind of restricted view that sees “women’s fiction” receive its own aisle in bookshops when men are allowed to sprawl, unbidden, across every genre and time period. If there is anything that this book shows, it is that women have been writing on all topics of all kinds since time immemorial.


Selecting the women for this book was incredibly tricky, as it has been for all the books in the series. I was fortunate to be assisted in this regard by my editors, Romilly Morgan, Pauline Bache and Ellie Corbett, as well as Dr Gina Luria Walker of The New Historia initiative at The New School. We wanted to represent a wide variety of voices in as many literary disciplines as possible. Though there were dozens more that I wish we could have included, I hope we have at least modestly succeeded in this aim. As Gina put it in one email, “The women are like a sampling of new species of jewels, mined far away, never set together in this way before.”


My wish is that you see The Writers as a mere introduction to their stories, and that you use this as a cue to stack your shelves with their books, as well as books by other women. As professionally daunting as it has been to write a book about writers, I hope there is something in here that inspires you to write, too. Maybe it’s a particularly good rhyme or a novelist’s interesting turn of phrase – your version of my “blue bloody murder”.


People say that a way with words is the key to being an author. I’d argue that it is self-belief; before you even commit words to paper, you have to believe that you have something worth saying. The women in this book have that in spades, and I hope their confidence rubs off on you, whether or not you consider yourself a writer.


Above all, The Writers is a toast to novelists, poets, essayists, editors and reporters alike; from those who wrote poetry at the dawn of the written language (Enheduanna) to those who pounded out copy in war zones (Marguerite Higgins).


May their inkwells – and yours – never run dry.





[image: image]







SAPPHO


[image: image]ou’ve probably heard of Sappho (c. 620–c. 570 BC). She gifted the term “sapphic” to the world, and her island birthplace Lesbos is the origin of the word “lesbian”. She is probably the most studied poet in this book by a long shot. But what do we actually know about her? Not a lot, as it turns out.


Sappho is thought to have written nine books of lyric poetry so sublime that Solon, an esteemed Athenian lawmaker, desired to learn one by heart “because once I’ve learned it, I can die”.1 The term “lyric” also references the lyre that was intended to accompany her heart-rending exaltations of love and longing. Sappho’s work was meant to be sung, and she is even thought to have invented a plectrum for plucking the strings of the lyre.


Sometime around the Middle Ages, however, almost all of Sappho’s work was lost. Only about 260 fragments have been discovered – some consisting of just a few stanzas, and others a few words, mostly copied on shreds of papyrus and parchment. Some were even found buried in an ancient garbage dump in Egypt. So far, only a single complete poem has been found, written in what is now known as sapphic stanza. It’s a hymn to Aphrodite, the goddess of love, in which Sappho beseeches her to lend her assistance in a love affair: “Come to me now – release me from these troubles, everything my heart longs to have fulfilled, fulfill, and you be my ally.”2
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The Suda, a 10th-century Byzantine encyclopedia of Greek and Roman antiquity, says that Sappho flourished sometime between 612 BC and 608 BC, though the information it provides may not be wholly accurate. (It also describes her marriage to a trader called Kerkylas of Andros – a name that basically translates as “Little Prick from the Isle of Man”.) What we do know is that Sappho was enormously fêted in her own time; Plato called her The Tenth Muse – the nine preceding Sappho, of course, were divine mythological beings, the daughters of gods. She was named The Poetess by her contemporaries (Homer, for the record, was called The Poet).


Though now her name is synonymous with queer desire, women from the island of Lesbos, including Sappho herself, were widely associated during her time with heterosexual promiscuity. (In classical Greek, the word lesbiazein actually refers to giving fellatio.) Still, various texts – the Suda among them – maintain that Sappho was well known for her “shameful friendship”3 with women. One biographical note, written a few centuries after her death, sniffs: “She has been accused by some of being irregular in her ways and a woman-lover.”4


In Sappho’s time, poetry was mainly performed for ceremonial or religious purposes. Though scholars now question just how autobiographical some of her work is, Sappho dragged the literary form into the realm of the intensely personal and the erotic. “I would rather see her lovely step,” Sappho writes of a beautiful maiden named Anaktoria, “and the radiant sparkle of her face than all the war chariots in Lydia and soldiers battling in arms.”5 She was also adept at portraying the queasy physicality of desire:


Once again Love, that loosener of limbs,


bittersweet and inescapable, crawling thing,


seizes me.6


As the centuries passed, squeamish historians found ways to explain away Sappho’s apparent love of women. In the 19th century, the fad was to pass her off as the head of a girls’ school; her adoration of pupils was therefore chaste and purely academic. Another explanation held that she was a priestess to a goddess, and hence her interest in women was purely divine. (Of course, none of these theories accounts for the fact that Sappho could be a teacher or a religious practitioner and fancy women at the same time.) Others simply sought to eradicate the question from the face of the earth, like Pope Gregory VII, who some believe ordered the burning of Sappho’s manuscripts.


In 2014, a new fragment of papyrus, now called “The Brothers Poem”, came to light. Ten years earlier, three fragments had been discovered, making up an almost complete poem known as “The Tithonus Poem”. Still, so much has been lost – these are mere shreds of Sappho’s entire body of work, and everything else must lie in wait of discovery. No wonder classicists often direct people to the entry on Sappho in Monique Wittig and Sande Zeig’s book Lesbian Peoples: Material for a Dictionary – a single blank page. Like the objects of her affection, Sappho remains tantalizingly out of reach.






ENHEDUANNA


[image: image]f you ever visit visit the Mesopotamia storage vault of Penn Museum in Philadelphia, you might encounter a ceremonial stone disc about the size of a large wheel of cheese. It bears a dedication on its back to the Sumerian moon god Nanna from the high priestess of the ancient city of Ur. The front of the carving bears her likeness, with a figure in tiered robes and ornate braids. Meet Enheduanna (c. 2285– c. 2250 BC), the woman who is history’s first-ever identifiable author.


Enheduanna composed a total of around 42 works, and archaeologists have found records that point to evidence that her poetry survived for centuries – clay tablets of her work were still being created 500 years after her time, suggesting that she was remembered long after her death. Her hymns are the first record of a new and distinct method of worship – one with a personal, revelatory and even sensual relationship with the divine – and her fingerprints can be seen farther along the centuries in the Homeric Hymns of Ancient Greece and the Hebrew Bible.


Enheduanna was already using reeds to carve her words into wet clay tablets only about three hundred years after cuneiform script was even invented. When the Akkadian Empire crumbled, these objects vanished in the deserts of present-day southern Iraq until their excavation in the early part of the 20th century. And what glorious poetry they revealed, with lines that transformed sex into jaw-droppingly explicit ritual worship:


My vulva field is open


this maid asks who will plow it.


Vulva moist in the floodlands


the queen asks who brings the ox7
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Enheduanna was the daughter of Sargon the Great, the powerful king who conquered much of Mesopotamia to establish the world’s first empire, the Akkadian Empire. His domain stretched from the fertile Tigris–Euphrates Valley all the way into Turkey. The royal princess was appointed by her father as high priestess and acted as the earthly embodiment of Ningal, the reed goddess who was Nanna’s consort. Epic hymns with lines like “peg my vulva / my star-sketched horn of the Dipper / moor my slender boat of heaven / my new moon crescent beauty”8 were performed by priestesses like Enheduanna as part of rituals that promised fertility and new life to the kingdom.


Her practical function, however, was to unite all the disparate and quarrelsome cities under the banner of religion – a job that involved ruling over an administration of temple officials, overseeing the temple estate and performing all the complex daily rituals that guaranteed the kingdom prosperity and good harvest. Enheduanna must have excelled in all three – over the next half a millennium, Sargon’s descendants made sure that princesses like Enheduanna continued to occupy the important position.


Enheduanna’s ecstatic hymns celebrated her gods, but above all her divine patron Inanna. Her best-known work is a cycle of three epic poems that hail this fierce warrior goddess, an avatar of fertility and love who is now seen as the early precursor to Ishtar and Aphrodite. The goddess has many faces, and Enheduanna praises her above all else. In one of the epic poems, Enheduanna the devotee salutes Inanna’s brute strength:


Lady of blazing dominion


clad in dread


riding on fire-red power


Inanna


holding a pure lance


terror folds in her robes


flood-storm-hurricane adorned


she bolts out in battle


plants a standing shield on the ground.9


In another, she coos of the goddess’s nurturing side and her kingmaking power:


To build a house, to build a woman’s


chamber, to have implements,


to kiss the lips of a small child are yours,


Inanna,


To give the crown, the chair and the sceptre


of kingship is yours, Inanna.10


In her third and final poem in the cycle The Exaltation of Inanna, Enheduanna commits some of her own autobiography to verse. She writes of how a man named Lugalanne stages a coup and forces her out of her own temple; left to wander alone in the wilderness, she calls out to Inanna’s vengefulness to drive out the usurper, “that you crush rebellious lands…that you smash heads…that you gorge on corpses like a dog”.11 Inanna must have heard her prayers, for the poem ends, happily, with Enheduanna’s restoration to priestess.


Enheduanna identified herself throughout her work, staking her historic claim to being the first recorded author of all civilization. Where there were only anonymous scribes before, Enheduanna stepped in to leave her mark on her empire. Her millennia-old voice is still capable of electrifying effect today: “I am Enheduanna, the en-Priestess of Nanna,” she writes, addressing her patron goddess. “My lady, I will proclaim your greatness in all the lands and your glory! Your way and great deeds I will always praise!”12






AEMILIA LANYER


[image: image]n 1978, an English scholar made a daring announcement: he’d figured out the identity of William Shakespeare’s Dark Lady, the raveneyed beauty praised in his sonnets. Aemilia Lanyer (1569–1645), an Englishwoman thought to be of Jewish–Italian descent, was the cruel mistress who had driven the Bard himself to distraction. So far so good – except that there was little direct proof that Aemilia had ever crossed paths with Shakespeare, other than some circumstantial evidence courtesy of the records of Aemilia’s physician Simon Forman.


What the claims did achieve, however, was to singlehandedly resurrect Aemilia from obscurity, where she had dwelled for some three centuries prior. A new generation of historians pored over Aemilia’s history, searching for proof that she was the woman who had inspired Shakespeare. They were met by a writer who was far more than the object of a male author’s affections; a ferociously intelligent and inquisitive literary voice who was one of the first women in Britain to publish a book of poetry and the first to seek to make a living off her pen.


In 1569 Aemilia was born in London into the Bassano family, who were musicians by trade – they had originally left Venice to work in the court of Henry VIII. She was only seven when her father died, but the young Aemilia was fortunate enough to be taken in and educated by Susan Bertie, the Dowager Countess of Kent.


Aemilia was 18 when she embarked upon a torrid five-year affair with Elizabeth I’s cousin Henry Carey, who was the Queen’s Lord Chamberlain and was 45 years Aemilia’s senior. Their relationship came to a crashing halt when Aemilia fell pregnant in 1592, and a marriage was swiftly arranged to Alphonso Lanyer, a court musician and occasional military man.
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Little is known about Aemilia’s life once she fell from Henry’s favour, though she reappears in historical records as a tutor to the young Anne Clifford, the daughter of Margaret, Countess of Cumberland. Her illegitimate child with Henry survived, but Aemilia suffered multiple miscarriages when trying to conceive children with Alphonso. In 1597, her medical woes sent her to Forman, who dutifully took note of her complaints and ailments in his case records and then attempted to seduce her while Alphonso was at sea. (It didn’t work.)


In 1611, Aemilia did something truly remarkable: she published Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum (“Hail, God, King of Jews”), a book of epic poetry that boldly rewrote the Book of Genesis, mostly from the perspective of Pontius Pilate’s wife. In the Bible, the unnamed woman is the subject of a single verse in the New Testament, pleading with her husband not to sentence Jesus to death.


Aemilia seizes this scant source material by the throat and makes it sing – in the book’s titular poem, Pilate’s wife retells the story of creation and mounts an ambitious defence of Eve, and by extension all women:


Then let us haue our Libertie againe,


And challendge to your selues no Sou’raigntie [Sovereignty];


You came not in the world without our paine,


Make that a barre against your crueltie;


Your fault beeing greater, why should you disdaine


Our beeing your equals, free from tyranny?13


It is no exaggeration to say that nothing like this had ever been published before. Elizabeth I may have dabbled in poetry, but non-aristocratic women like Aemilia simply did not pick up the quill, let alone produce a book that was bought and sold at bookshops. The first nine poems in the book also make it clear that Aemilia was serious about turning this into a career. Dedicated to high-ranking women like the Queen and the Countess of Dorset, the poems seek to praise and flatter their subjects to obtain their patronage – the sort of patronage that Henry Carey bestowed on Shakespeare’s playing company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, when he became their patron two years after his split with Aemilia.


Unfortunately, Aemilia did not succeed in her quest for patronage. She was 42 when Salve Deus Rex Judaeorum came out, and she never published again. We know that she was widowed in 1613, and briefly attempted to run a London school “for the education of noblemen and gentlemen’s children of great worth”14 in 1617. The historical record peters out after that; she was listed as living near her son in London’s Clerkenwell before dying in 1645. We may never find out any more about Aemilia Lanyer – or whether she was, indeed, the Dark Lady of Shakespeare’s sonnets – but we know enough to call her England’s “first feminist poet”.15






SOR JUANA INÉS DE LA CRUZ


[image: image]hen Dominican–American writer Julia Alvarez talked back to her parents as a child, her mother would always admonish her: “Don’t you try to be a Sor Juana!”16 The implication was clear: mouthy girls got what they deserved. And there was nobody mouthier than Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz (1651– 1695), the 17th-century Mexican nun and poet.


Sor (Sister) Juana was born in 1651 in San Miguel Nepantla, near Mexico City, in what was then called New Spain. She was the illegitimate child of an illiterate criolla woman (a Mexican of Spanish descent) and a Spanish captain who left Juana at her grandfather’s hacienda as soon as she turned eight. Juana, however, had more important things on her mind. “Ever since the first light of reason struck me,” she remembered, “my inclination toward letters has been so strong and powerful that neither the reprimands of others – I have had many – nor my own reflections – I have engaged in more than a few – have sufficed to make me abandon this natural impulse that God placed in me.”17


She was barely three years old when she begged an elder sister’s tutor to teach her to read and write, and at six or seven was already imploring her mother to let her dress as a boy so that she could go to university. “I thank God for willing that it be turned to letters and not another vice,” Juana wrote of her passion for learning, “for it was practically unconquerable.”18 As a child, she was so devoted to her studies that she even abstained from cheese, as she had heard a rumour that it dulled the mind.


When Juana turned 12, she was sent to Mexico City to enter the service of Vicereine Leonor Carreto, the wife of the 33rd Viceroy of New Spain. Her intellect was deemed so impressive that the viceregal couple arranged for Juana to be tested by the city’s leading scholars. She apparently sailed through her interview “like a royal galleon defending itself against a few rowing boats”.19 Juana’s fame grew as the Vicereine’s lady-in-waiting, but the pleasures of the court – and having to turn down several marriage proposals – evidently wore thin. Four years later, she took her vows, and she lived within the walls of the Convent of San Jerónimo for the rest of her life.


In the convent, Juana was free to read and write as she pleased. Unlike other nuns, she did not live under a vow of poverty, and was able to amass a huge library of four thousand texts – thought to be the greatest in all of Mexico. She even turned her convent’s locutorio – the room where nuns were able to meet with outsiders behind an iron grille – into a salon where she entertained other intellectuals and scholars.


And she wrote and wrote – plays and essays and poetry, including poems of great love and feeling for two Vicereines, Leonor Carreto and María Luisa Manrique. When Juana heard of Leonor’s death, she wrote in “Sonnet 187”:


She was born where the east draws a scarlet veil


at the rising of the rubicund star,


and she died where, with burning, ardent desire


the depths of the sea swallows that red light;


for it was needed for her divine flight


that like the sun she travel around the world.20


Scholars still debate whether Juana meant such verse romantically, but one thing is for sure – she felt a far stronger affinity with women than men, and sometimes that passion exploded with more erotic sentiment than intellectual appreciation. For example, in “Redondilla 87”, she wrote admiringly of a woman named Feliciana:


I shall not play the slenderness


of your fine, exquisite torso


for the bend of your waist is as


troubling as a trill in the song.21


By 1690, Juana was already being called The Phoenix of Mexico and The Tenth Muse – presumably after Sappho – and hailed as one of the New World’s greatest intellectuals. That year, she wrote a private letter that critiqued a famous Jesuit priest’s sermon. It would later prove to be her death warrant. The Bishop of Puebla, Manuel Fernández de Santa Cruz, began circulating it without her consent, complete with a disparaging preface that he had written under a female pseudonym, Sor Filotea de la Cruz.


“Sor Filotea” criticized Sor Juana’s intellectual pursuits, and Juana came back swinging – in “Respuesta a Sor Filotea” (“Response to Sister Filotea”), she put forth a defence of not only her own intellect, but the intellect of her gender, placing herself within a lineage of educated women, from Hypatia to Christina, Queen of Sweden. “I do not study to write, much less to teach (which would be excessive pride in me), but only to see whether by studying I will be less ignorant,”22 she cried, adding, “How, without great knowledge of the rules and parts that constitute history, can the historical books be understood?”23


This proto-feminist manifesto was Sor Juana’s great downfall. She had overstepped the mark so severely that clerics even started blaming her for natural disasters. The Church forced her to dismantle her beloved library and barred her from publishing, and in 1694 she was made to repent further by signing in her own blood a reaffirmation of faith. The last thing that The Tenth Muse of Mexico wrote was in her convent’s Book of Professions, shortly before she fell ill and died during an epidemic: “In this place is to be noted the day, month, and year of my death…I, worst of all the world, Juana Inés de la Cruz.”24
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CAI YAN


[image: image]nown in China as a “phantom poet”25, most of the work of Cai Yan (also known as Cai Wenji, c. 2nd century–3rd century AD) has vanished, and her three surviving poems are the subject of much controversy. Precious little remains of this woman, said to have been so clever that she could remember and write out the contents of 400 scrolls.


Her poetry shows the agony of losing one’s place in the world and the struggle to adapt in a strange, foreign land. What we do know of Cai Yan’s life suggests a tormented existence. She married at 16, only to become unexpectedly widowed. Soon after, her father Cai Yong, a well-known scholar and advisor to the ruling warlord, found himself victim of an armed insurrection and was condemned to prison.


As the region slid into chaos, Cai Yan was abducted by soldiers as a prisoner of war and palmed off on the Xiongnu, a band of nomadic tribes from the steppes of Central Asia, and taken to their land in the north. In the two poems of “Beifen Shi” (“Poems of Lament and Resentment”), Cai Yan records the horror of her kidnapping and of being towed through a country scarred by massacre and war:


Wherever they went, everything was destroyed.


None survived the slaughter,


Corpses and skeletons propped each other.


On their horses’ flanks they hung the heads of men,


On their horses’ rears they carried off women.26


The captives were beaten by their guards, and they barely dared to speak to each other. Their suffering was great, as the poems reveal:


By day we traveled wailing and weeping,


By night we sat lamenting and moaning.


We wished for death but could not get it,


We wished for life but had no chance.


What have we done against blue Heaven


To encounter this calamity?27


Once she entered Xiongnu-held territory, she was hostage in a “border wasteland”28 made all the more alien by her grief. She was forced to marry a tribal chieftain, the second-in-command to the Xiongnu ruler. Cai Yan languished there for twelve years, bearing him two children whom she grew to love regardless. Sometime around AD 206, the ruling warlord Cao Cao – a great admirer of Cai Yan’s father – decided to ransom Cai Yan for a huge sum of jade and gold and bring her home.


The cost was dear – Cai Yan had to leave behind her young children. They begged her to stay:


The children came forward and embraced my neck,


They asked: “Where are you going, Mother?


They say Mother is to go away,


How can you ever come back?


Mother has always been loving and kind,


Why do you now become unkind?


We are not yet grown up,


What shall we do if you don’t care for us?”


The sight of this collapsed my innards,


My confusion grew to madness.


I wailed and wept, caressed them with my hands29
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Cai Yan returned to China under the protection of Cao Cao and was given in marriage to Dong Si, one of the ruler’s military commanders. But her homecoming was bittersweet – thanks to the decade she had spent abroad, she was deemed neither Chinese nor Xiongnu, and her second marriage had conclusively tainted her in the eyes of her kin. As the Tang dynasty historian Liu Zhiji (fl. 8th century) sniffs: “Dong’s wife, née Cai, gave birth to barbarian children and was shamed in an alien court. Of literary merit she had more than enough, but her moral behavior was defective. This is an instance of words and actions contradicting each other.”30 Still, Cai Yan found favour with Cao Cao because of her eloquence and learning. When her husband was sentenced to death, the official history of the Eastern Han dynasty Hou Han Shu describes Cai Yan storming the royal court to plead for mercy. When Cao Cao regretfully informed her that the execution order had already gone out, she swayed him with the words: “Your Honour has thousands of horses in his stable and gallant soldiers by the hundreds to do his bidding. Would you not spare one man and a fast horse to save a person from imminent death?”31


Her only attributed works in existence are the two poems of “Beifen Shi” in Hou Han Shu, and “Hujia Shiba Pai” (Song of the Barbarian Reed-Whistle in Eighteen Stanzas), recorded in an 11th-century anthology. One Sui dynasty (AD 581–618) historian recounts that there was a Collected Works of Cai Wenji, but this has since been lost.


Scholars are still locked in bitter disagreement over the authorship of the Cai Yan poems. Some believe that only one of the poems in “Beifen Shi” was written by Cai Yan; others claim that only two out of the three are legitimate. There is even a school of thought that holds that none of the poems can be truly Cai Yan’s, and that they were written by impersonators who appropriated her story in verse. The debate grew so loud that an academic volume from 1959 had no less than 29 essays arguing both for and against the authenticity of the poems. Like her Greek compatriot Sappho, we can only glean what we know of Cai Yan from fragments passed down through history.
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SAROJINI NAIDU


[image: image]ometime in the 1930s, a reporter covering an Indian pro-independence protest was startled to see a middle-aged woman in a rocking chair on a street corner, serenely watching the end of the march. This was Sarojini Naidu (1879–1949) – poet, freedom fighter and future governor of Uttar Pradesh – and she was waiting for the police to cart her off to jail.


Born in Hyderabad, Sarojini Naidu grew up in the kind of family where it wasn’t unusual for the children to learn multiple languages and dialects – her elder brother, Virendranath, apparently spoke 16. But as a child, there was one language that Sarojini refused to learn: English. Her father – who had taught himself Sanskrit, Greek and Hebrew for fun – was infuriated. He locked her in her bedroom until she proved that she could write a stanza in the language. It may sound especially harsh by today’s parenting standards, but it clearly ignited something in Sarojini, and it set her off on a journey that would see her affectionately called The Nightingale of India by much of the country, including Mahatma Gandhi himself.
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