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Martha Louisa ‘Lily’ Green with her mother Elizabeth, c. 1855









Author’s Note


IT BEGAN WITH MY first edition of Lady into Woman: A History of Women from Victoria to Elizabeth II by Vera Brittain (1893–1970), stumbled upon in a second-hand bookshop. Published in 1953, it was billed as the ‘first comprehensive history of women to appear for twenty years’. The jacket is torn and the pages musty from living too long in attics and rooms left abandoned but, in its pages, my younger self was introduced to women I’d never heard of: the Japanese businesswoman Yone Suzuki (1852–1938), said in 1918 to be the richest woman in the world; or Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit (1900–1990), the Indian ambassador to Moscow and Washington, and President of the United Nations General Assembly; or Frances Power Cobbe (1822–1904), the Irish suffragist, founder of animal advocacy and anti-vivisection organizations, and lifelong partner of the Welsh sculptor Mary Lloyd (1819–1896).


The more I read this, and books like it, the more I was swept up into all the magnificent under-heard stories. Finally, at the age of sixty, I was ready to contribute my own collection of missing names to this library of extraordinary women.


There are very many women who could have been included in the pages that follow. The Population Reference Bureau (PRB) estimates that, since 190,000 BCE, some 117 billion people have been born on earth, so that’s a lot of women jostling to be heard . . . but celebrating some names is better than celebrating none.


Any book of this kind is, by its very nature, selective. Although Britain and North America are particularly well represented, I’ve worked to include as diverse a mixture of women from as many cultures as I could manage, from almost every epoch, women outstanding in every field. My aim was to paint a global and broad-brush picture of what history could look like if women’s achievements had been documented as thoroughly as men’s accomplishments. The book is also personal – including women from antiquity who’ve captured my imagination or kept me company through my life – and although some of the women are little known or now barely visible, others will be familiar. It’s not a question of either/or, but rather my attempt to expand the existing historical record.


My choices were guided, in the first instance, by the thousands of women worldwide who were nominated for our global #WomanInHistory campaign. I was publishing The City of Tears in the third and, in some ways, most challenging lockdown in the UK in January 2021. There seemed no end in sight – a rising death toll, fear, such loss and grief, incompetent and dishonest political leadership – and in those grim winter days, I wanted to do something positive to mark the launch of the novel. Because I couldn’t be out meeting readers, I reached out to them on social media with a simple question – who is the one woman from history you would like to celebrate or you think should be better known?


Within days, we had thousands of nominations, from women and men from all over the world, celebrating women of every period of history, known and less known: an email nominating the third-century ruler Zenobia, queen of the Palmyrene Empire in Syria, who ruled as regent for her son after her husband’s assassination; a nomination from a young woman in China introducing me to the writer Ding Ling; a passionate message from a Russian contributor sharing her admiration for the work of poet Marina Tsvetaeva; a nomination from a Belfast student who’d read a biography of Mary Elmes, the Irish woman who saved Jewish children from Nazi concentration camps.


They were each and all admiring, positive, vibrant stories of amazing women. The campaign took on a life of its own and was a wonderful, much-needed reminder that most people want to build up, not pull down, to find connections with others and be part of something larger. That remembrance of the past and of those in whose footsteps we walk is essential for thriving in the present.


As the lockdown deepened in February, the list continued to grow. We published the first one thousand names on International Women’s Day, 8 March 2021, but the names kept flooding in from all over the world – the nineteenth-century Jewish-Italian writer Rachel Luzzatto Morpurgo, the first woman to publish poetry in Hebrew in over two thousand years; the Black-Trinidadian dancer, choreographer and anthropologist Pearl Primus; the freedom rider Pauli Murray, who’d taken a stand against the racist Jim Crow laws of the segregated American South in the 1940s, over a decade before Rosa Parks. I was learning so much and I didn’t want to stop quite yet. I started to believe there was a book to be written. Not fiction, but rather a celebration of these extraordinary women who’d entered my life. I began to dig deeper, supplementing that original list of thousands of names through my own reading, support from researchers, biographers, historians and social anthropologists, biographies, histories, online sources and university archives, campaigning organizations, novels, films and plays. The guiding principle was simple – to shine a spotlight on exceptional women and to light the touch paper for readers to seek out others; to marvel at amazing lives from all over the world and from every era.


So, this book is a celebration, yes, but it’s also a detective story. The final piece of the puzzle was deciding to discover more about my own missing woman from history – my great-grandmother Lily Watson (1849–1932). As I dug deeper into family history, I realized that her life, and lost reputation – she was a well-known novelist in her day – was the glue I needed. I turned sleuth, spending the summer and autumn of 2021 making phone calls, tracking down diaries, letters, photographs, out-of-print works until, little by little, I started to get a sense of who Lily had been and how she, too, had disappeared from the record.


Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries is not intended to be read straight through like a novel but, rather, each chapter dipped into. It’s a dictionary of names, a starting point. Chapters are divided by category – warriors, writers, inventors – rather than by alphabet. Within each chapter, which are broadly chronological, I’ve highlighted a handful of trailblazers, amplified by shorter pen portraits – sometimes only a line or two – of many, many more. Sometimes, there are no connections between the women featured other than the fact they were women and achieved extraordinary things, and the number of names might be overwhelming. But I’ve deliberately included as many as possible – there are nearly a thousand in all – precisely so readers’ curiosity will be stimulated to seek out more comprehensive biographies, autobiographies and works of scholarship beyond the pages of this book. Each woman is described on her own terms (rather than through her relationships with others), but I hope each story will create a ripple effect, giving a sense of eras and movements, of connections, influences and trends. In this way, I’ve tried to paint a broader picture of innumerable women’s lives at any given time, in any given place. The first time a woman is mentioned, her name is followed with her dates of birth and death if known.


Wherever possible, I have referred to those who appear in the way they chose to identify themselves. I have used accepted honorifics or born names the first time a woman appears, but after that refer to them by their commonly used name or nickname. In accordance with contemporary dating methods, I have used BCE (Before Common Era) and CE (Common Era) rather than BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini).


Reluctantly, I took the decision to include only a very tiny number of the amazing women and girls who are making history right now, and to whom we owe so much. That book – we might call it Living Legends – is an even bigger project, and ever changing, so for another volume.


The further back in history one goes, the harder it is to find consistent spellings and verifiable biographies – particularly of women who are routinely left out of the official record. I’ve worked to find balance – of background, culture, period of history, country of origin, age – but inevitably English-language sources are dominant. I’m very grateful to translators and historians who’ve shared their work. In the twenty-first century, with the endless visible tabulating of our lives, there will be more easily accessible biographical information to investigate (though it won’t all be honest!), but only provided technology finds a way to store and catalogue the information available online and on social media. When researching further back in time, we’re dependent on documents being curated and saved. So much has been lost.


[image: The author’s note is signed by the author, Kate Mosse, with a simple, handwritten, Kate.]
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   [image: An open metal box, labelled Watson Family Relics, is filled with over 500 letters between Lily and Samuel Watson. The find was a treasure trove of family information.]


The deed box, discovered in December 2021, containing nearly five hundred letters between Lily and Sam










Foreword


‘a book of myths 


in which 


our names do not appear’


‘Diving into the Wreck’, 
Adrienne Rich, 1973


THIS BOOK HAS BEEN a long time coming, though I didn’t realize it.


It was there, in the child I was in dusty classrooms, motes of chalk floating in the still afternoon air, the corridors hushed and empty, waiting for the bell to ring. It was there in double English, as I spent lessons in the company of Alexander Pope, Thomas Hardy, William Shakespeare and Charles Dickens, not quite understanding why Jane Austen (1775–1817) was the odd one out. It was also there in music history – Debussy and Beethoven, Schubert and Shostakovich. Most of all, it was there in history: kings and generals, engineers and inventors, Fleming and Bell, Gladstone and Palmerston, Caesar and Napoleon.


God bless Good Queen Bess.


I went to a two-thousand-strong girls’ comprehensive school in Sussex in the 1970s, the result of a recent merger between the old grammar and secondary modern schools. I remember leaking taps, the smell of Bunsen burners in the chemistry lab, long corridors, a well-stocked library. There were some male teachers, but the majority were women who were passionate about education for girls. Women who believed in the importance of girls having their own space to learn and to have the chance to become the selves they wanted to be: Miss Lowther, who’d taught in a missionary school in South East Asia in the 1930s; Miss King, our head teacher; Miss Dickinson and Mrs Hooper, who both inspired my love of history; Miss Herd, who taught me the violin in her freezing terraced house near the Catholic church with only a single bar heater for warmth during long December afternoons.


The corresponding boys’ school was on the other side of the hedge on the playing fields, the frontier patrolled each lunchtime by teachers. Though we did joint school concerts from time to time, it was a predominantly female world. The curriculum was varied and ambitious, but also traditional and old-fashioned. The book plates in our textbooks and library books, the names and date stamps of the girls who’d held these same primers, studied these same words, followed the same rubrics going back years, the scribbled notes in pencil in margins, all glimpses of how a girl was educated. Generations of pupils at Chi High learned about photosynthesis, atoms and elements, the laws of thermodynamics and sonata form.


And yet . . .


It’s hard to notice absence. It’s an undercurrent, an awareness that something’s skew-whiff, like a splinter beneath the skin, trying to put one’s finger on what’s wrong, what’s a little off. And all this was in the 1970s, a decade of change. The Equal Pay Act had come into force the year before I first put on that green blazer, when the world was trying to change, but it took me years to see what had been niggling at me for all that time at school. Though I was sometimes lonely – and arrived early and left late to avoid being picked on by the groups of older girls who hung around the bus station smoking, with their skirts rolled up and boyfriends loitering – they were, for the most part, happy years. I loved school.


Those languid slow days of the 1970s are still vivid to me. The red-brick Victorian angles of the old grammar-school building, the cast-iron windows propped open at the top with a long wooden pole; the temporary Nissen huts with slippery narrow steps; the swimming pool with slime on the surface of the unheated water; the smell of waxed floors in the hall and the sly hint of cabbage in the maths classroom after lunch. As I look back, all the images coalesce and settle themselves into a coherent story. We make sense of things, we speed time up, we forget the boredom of those days, the isolation. We turn it all into our own history.


And then my world got bigger. When I left school in 1980, I knew more or less nothing. I’d learned how to regurgitate facts successfully. I’d studied history books and classic novels, poetry and musical scores. I’d shambled through Latin translation with more enthusiasm than rigour, but I was an innocent in the real world and had been nowhere much: camping holidays in Normandy and the New Forest, a hotel in the Channel Islands, an orchestra trip to Chartres and a Girl Guides trip to Ostend, several times to Newlands Valley in the Lake District. And I was loved, encouraged to think that the person I wanted to become – whoever she might be – was worthwhile.


It wasn’t until I arrived at university that I met girls who, from the cradle, had been made to feel second best, or who had been treated differently from their brothers. And it wasn’t until I started to read more widely, and think more critically, that I realized that my world, which felt equal and in no way restricted, was not the world everyone inhabited. I was introduced to new writers, among them Maya Angelou, Marilyn French, Nawal El Saadawi, Flannery O’Connor, Betty Friedan, Dale Spender, Germaine Greer, Simone de Beauvoir, Andrea Dworkin, Mary Daly, Casey Miller and Kate Swift, Angela Y. Davis, Toni Morrison, Robin Morgan, Gloria Steinem, Mary Wollstonecraft, Audre Lorde and Adrienne Rich. The kaleidoscope shifted, the fractal images realigned.


Was it that simple?


It’s not, of course, how things happen. It is usually a gradual opening of one’s eyes to realize we’re being shown a partial view of the world. Or rather, women and men alike were only being told one half of the story.


Once you’ve noticed the absence, it’s obvious. So blindingly obvious that you can’t believe you didn’t notice it before. How did I not see, quite simply, that the world I lived in, my day-to-day experience, didn’t match the one about which we were being taught in our history books, English curriculum, science papers?


There were exceptions, of course – a kind of pervasive myth of a unique and extraordinary woman to balance the platoons of men. I came to understand later that this is another part of the misleading narrative. Think back to your classroom, to the roll call of inventors and politicians, military leaders and scientists, philosophers and composers, thinkers and mystics, and ask yourself this question:


Where were the women?


From textbooks and reference books in libraries, from the documents we seek out in archives and museums, it’s evident how easily women’s achievements vanish from the official record. It’s a cliché to say that history is written by the victors, though nonetheless true for all that. But it’s also written by those with access to pen and paper, to the opportunity to write or publish, to prioritize. As a writer of historical fiction, who spends a fair bit of time in archives and libraries, I’d add that history is often written with an agenda – to prove just cause, to prove superiority on the grounds of gender, age, race, physical ability, faith, tradition. To shore up power.


But beyond that, we have to ask why are women’s contributions and experiences so routinely overlooked or misattributed or undervalued? Is it accident, design, politics, careless neglect? Is it because recorded history has, for the most part, been traditionally vested within institutions of learning – monasteries, male-only colleges and universities – where women were not allowed?


As time went by, I began to wonder what it was about women that made the authors of written history so reluctant to celebrate their achievements. Is it a question of rewriting history to suit the customs of the time so that a woman who behaves differently is not recorded? Is it the lack of opportunity, of a family wanting to safeguard her legacy? All of these reasons, or none?


In the modern era, with the range of technologies available, one would hope that it would be easier to redress the imbalance of representation. Sadly, the same bias persists. There is still an undervaluing of women’s contributions and achievements. On Wikipedia, the world’s most successful online encyclopaedia (which I greatly admire), a 2018 survey found that – across all language platforms – some 90 per cent of editors were men, only 8.8 per cent women and 1 per cent identifying as other. (In English-language Wikipedia, the figure rose to 13.6 per cent female editors.) A 2021 study found that, in April 2017, 41 per cent of biographies nominated for deletion were about women, despite the fact that only 19 per cent of the 1.5 million biographies on the site were about women. Wikipedia is trying to address some of the issues, but as an organization they are far from untypical: in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, in September 2021, there were 64,451 biographical articles about men and only 9,315 about women . . .




‘No person is your friend who demands your silence, nor denies your right to grow.’


Alice Walker





At the heart of the beautiful and fierce poem quoted at the beginning of this chapter by Adrienne Rich (1929–2012) is this question: who decides whose names get to be written in the ‘book of myths’ and who is left out? In other words, ‘what is history?’ Who makes it, who chooses what matters and what does not? How is it recorded or lost or distorted? When the collection Diving into the Wreck won the National Book Award for Poetry in 1974, Rich shared it with her fellow nominees Audre Lorde (1934–1992) and Alice Walker (b. 1944). The three poets had written a joint statement and agreed that whoever won would accept the award on behalf of ‘all the women whose voices have gone and still go unheard in a patriarchal world . . .’


So how do we begin to put back all the missing stories, all the overlooked and under-heard stories? How do we acknowledge and honour them fairly and with respect for endeavour, stamina and perseverance? And how do we put back those whose achievements have been misattributed or misappropriated? In science, it’s known as the ‘Matilda Effect’, the bias against acknowledging the achievements of female scientists whose work has been – or is – misattributed to their male colleagues. First described by American suffragist, science writer and abolitionist Matilda Joslyn Gage (1826–1898) in 1870, the term was coined in 1993 by Professor Margaret W. Rossiter (b. 1944). It’s a phenomenon that holds true in other areas of women’s endeavour, too . . .


This book you hold in your hands is an attempt to answer some of these questions. I am not an historian and this is not a book of history, but rather a personal collection of the names of women who inspire or intrigue (or sometimes horrify!) me. The intention is not to write something definitive – that’s impossible and, besides, there’s a mighty selection of wonderful books out there, as well as social media campaigns and podcasts doing just that. It’s also not about ignoring the amazing men who also have done extraordinary things. But I am curious about those women in whose footsteps we walk – which is why I’ve included as many names as I could squeeze in – to make this a genuine celebration of women’s unsung achievements through the ages. This book is a celebration, not a history. 


It’s also a family memoir, a personal voyage of discovery inspired by the life of my great-grandmother Lily Watson.


Growing up, I’d heard stories – little more than rumours, really – that there had been a writer in the family before me. But my gentle father was never one for reminiscing and it was many years after my grandmother died that I became a novelist. By the time I wanted to know more, anyone who had known Lily was many years dead. My sketched ideas for Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries started to find their shape around this very personal quest to find out more about the great-grandmother I’d never known, and excavating her life was to become the spine of the book. I wanted to walk in her footsteps, to find out what kind of woman she’d been, what she thought and how she lived, what she had experienced over the course of her long life, stepping from one century into the next.


Lily was, I discovered, not only a novelist, but also an essayist, a columnist, a woman of faith and writer of children’s stories. She sat on committees for education and welfare, and was well known and well respected in her day. Yet despite her contemporary visibility, it was nigh on impossible to find out anything about her. Lily, like so many women, has all but vanished from the official record. Step by step, I gathered material – borrowed photographs taken down from a cousin’s wall, mentions in a visitors’ book in the Lake District or notes of a committee meeting in London. I trawled online booksellers for copies of her books and journalism, hunted down diaries, applied for birth and death certificates – and, most of all, tracked down her letters – until I was ready to start putting her on the page.


My hope is that Warrior Queens & Quiet Revolutionaries will, in its turn, inspire as I have been inspired. It’s a love letter to the importance of history and about how without knowing where we come from – truthfully and entirely – we cannot know who we are. It’s about advocating for women of the past, so as to make a more honest space for all the women and men of the present and future. It’s about honouring those to whom we owe so much: trailblazers and quiet revolutionaries, women of conviction and faith, warrior queens and women of courage, mothers of invention, sisters, friends, lovers, mothers, aunts, carers, daughters, grandmothers, role models, fierce opponents and gentle strangers. So that, together, we can celebrate some of the extraordinary women who also built our world.









 


 


  

[image: The handwritten pages of Lily’s first novelette, entitled Little Goldenhair: A Fairy Tale, are open at the dedication page. The note reads: This tale is affectionately dedicated to my dear friend Emily Taylor Glyde. It is signed, Martha L Green. The work is dated July 1861.]


Lily’s first novelette, Little Goldenhair: A Fairy Tale, July 1861
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DUSK ON A THURSDAY evening in mid-July, 2021.


I am standing at my grandmother’s grave at Newlands Church. A simple flat stone with her name – Beatrice Elizabeth Mosse – and the date of her death: 11 May 1981. A single celandine stands vivid yellow against the grey stone.


From the many family holidays in the 1970s and early 1980s to this beautiful corner of the Lake District, in the shadow of Causey Pike and Catbells, my teenage memories are mostly of cloud and drizzle. But, at this soft summer’s end of day, the setting sun is painting the fells and the valley copper and gold. The shadows are long on the wild-daisied grass. In the springtime, there’ll be a carpet of snowdrops and daffodils. All the old families of this quiet community lie here, their graves marked by a plain wooden cross or headstones of flint or stone. Tall sycamore trees covered in lichen, and a glorious copper beech, the colour of claret, stand among the yew and the ash. A drystone wall separates the churchyard from the fields. This evening, there is a light breeze, and the only sound is of cattle and my feet on the gravel path. No traffic, no voices.


The sixteenth-century church itself is very plain: a tiny white-washed roughcast building with a green-slate roof, simple and narrow arched windows – two with stained glass, the others plain – and a porch. A single bell. Inside, a wooden gallery, a reading desk, dark oak pews and a pulpit dated 1610. The substantial Bible on the lectern was given by my grandmother, Betty, in the early 1960s. It’s inscribed: IN THANKSGIVING FOR THE PRIVILEGE OF WORSHIPPING HERE DURING MANY HOLIDAYS 1901–1961. Attached to the church is a square side room. From 1877 until 1967, it was the village school built by the parishioners of Newlands Valley, now it’s a meeting room dedicated to parochial business and used as a place of quiet and reflection.


I am far from the first writer to have halted here awhile. It’s only a short walk over the beck to the tiny hamlet of Littletown, where Mrs Tiggy-Winkle lived, created by Cumbrian writer and conservationist Beatrix Potter (1866–1943). And the great Lakeland poet, William Wordsworth, out walking with his daughter in 1826, glimpsed Newlands Church through the leaves:


How delicate the leafy veil, 


Through which yon house of God 


Gleams, ’mid the peace of this deep dale


By few but shepherds trod!


‘To May’, William Wordsworth, 1826


Then, as now. It is enchanting, it feels timeless.


I am here, for the first time in thirty years, to walk in the footsteps of my grandmother – a woman I knew and loved – and my great-grandmother, a woman I never met. The author of fourteen novels, volumes of poetry, devotional works, criticism and numerous articles, my great-grandmother Lily has left barely a footprint. All of her books are now out of print, she doesn’t appear in anthologies of Victorian literature, the online references to her are few and hard to find. Yet she was celebrated and well known in her day, her novels eagerly anticipated. For more than fifty years she was a correspondent for The Girl’s Own Paper (now Woman Magazine) and her most famous novel, The Vicar of Langthwaite, was reprinted in 1897 with a foreword by former prime minister William Gladstone. Her absence from the official record, from history, tells the story of so many women.


Lily was born Martha Louisa Green at East Reach, Taunton, in Somerset on 11 October 1849, the eldest of seven children of the Reverend Samuel Gosnell Green, a Baptist minister, and his wife Elizabeth Leader Collier. Her grandmother, Eliza Lepard, was descended from French Huguenots, who fled persecution and came to England in the seventeenth century. The earliest photograph I have, grainy and slightly blurred, shows Lily standing beside her mother. There is no date, but I think she must be six or seven, so taken in the mid-1850s. It shows a thin, pale girl with a direct stare, her hair pulled back from her face – or perhaps a page-boy cut, it’s hard to tell – and a high forehead. Standing beside her mother, she’s wearing a shift dress with a ruched panel and looks serious and determined. Her mother Elizabeth’s expression is hard to read.


Lily’s father was a well-known and well-respected preacher and teacher, the author of eighteen books of theology and biblical studies. He served in Somerset and Yorkshire, then Greater London. He was editorial secretary of the Religious Tract Society in London and a member of many philanthropic organizations. A scrapbook-cum-memoir written by my godmother Sister Katherine Maryel – my grandmother’s niece – claims Lily was also descended from the Welsh privateer, plantation owner and notorious Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica in the 1670s, Henry Morgan. I can find no evidence for this beyond the fact that Lily often told pirate stories to her grandchildren. It’s something else to bear in mind – that you might just as easily discover, or expose, appalling pieces of family history you’d rather not know.


As I began the steady work of piecing together Lily’s life, it quickly became clear how difficult it could be to track down accurate dates, even for a middle-class Englishwoman whose family history might be comparatively well documented. It’s what historians call the ‘silence in the archives’. It’s not just a matter of women’s lives being overlooked or ignored, but often whether any documents were deposited in archives in the first place. If no one has chosen to preserve or protect documents – the verifiable details about a woman’s experience – then the material simply won’t be there for historians to find. As my detective work continued, I was to come up against this problem time and again – tantalizing references to diaries, to journals, to letters written to – and by – Lily that could no longer be found.


It was as if their voices simply faded into the darkness.


In a family tree I’ve inherited – handwritten on brittle and faded paper taped together – the boys are listed before the girls, regardless of the order in which they were born. The girls’ dates are often missing and women, if they married, almost always changed their names, making them harder to keep in sight. Names are often misspelt, or spelt differently on different documents; and since a great deal of what is available online has been put there by family members, it is not always accurate. Hearsay, family myth, guesswork – all play their part. There was also a devastating piece of medical history I had known nothing about.


The only way to verify the precise date of Lily’s birth was to apply for her birth certificate and, with the help of an archivist friend, map her history and those of her children through the census. I was oddly pleased to discover we were both born in October. Daft, I know, but Lily was already haunting me. For years, as I’ve said, I’d thought I was treading new ground as a novelist – the first to live by my pen in a family of teachers, solicitors and vicars. But now, it seemed, there had been a different story hiding in plain sight all along. Far from being the only author, I was one among several. This, too, I liked.


Lily always wrote. I have a small blue notebook dated 26 July 1861, and signed Martha L. Green, Lily’s given name. It’s a fairy story filled with her distinctive pen-and-ink line drawings and dedicated to a friend. On the title page of Little Goldenhair: A Fairy Tale, she describes herself as the authoress of Tulip, May & Rosa, The Fairies, Rose’s Pilgrimage, The Schoolboys and The Forbidden River. The notebook contains illustrations of girls in ball gowns and flounced skirts, old women bent like a question mark in woods, a handsome hero with curled hair. The ink is faded and so, although Lily’s handwriting is beautiful, it’s hard to read. What’s interesting is that it is more than a hundred pages, a short episodic novel rather than a long short story. The ambition and stamina of a writer is already there at the age of eleven.


Part of a fiercely Nonconformist family whose lives revolved around preaching and Chapel, Lily was well educated, familiar with Latin, Greek, Italian, French and German, knowledgeable about music and painting. Her experiences growing up in Yorkshire, attending school in Edinburgh, on walking holidays in Austria and Switzerland, would go on to form the framework for much of her adult fiction in the years to come. That, and her profound sense of faith and the importance of girls’ education. Despite her conservative political views, Lily understood how much it mattered that women had the liberty and opportunity to speak for themselves.


But all this was still some way off.


[image: scene break image]


   

  

[image: Ding Ling, born 1904, died 1986. Ding Ling was the pen name of Jiang Bingzhi, one of the most celebrated Chinese women authors of the twentieth century. She is renowned for her feminist and socialist realist literature. The close-up image pictures her looking thoughtful, eyes turned to the ground.]


Ding Ling (1904–1986)


[image: Nadezhda Mandelstam, born 1899, died 1980. Mandelstam was a Russian Jewish writer and educator. She wrote two memoirs about her life with her poet husband, Osip Mandelstam, chronicling their lives under the Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union. The image is a black and white photograph of Mandelstam. She wears a blouse and a dark coat, and looks past the camera with a thoughtful expression.]


Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980)


[image: Ann Petry, born 1908, died 1997. Petry was an American writer of novels, short stories, children's books, and journalism. Her debut novel, The Street, became the first novel by an African American woman to sell more than a million copies. The image shows Petry sitting down, writing in a notebook. She wears a dark coat, and her hair is tied back.]


Ann Petry (1908–1997)


[image: An illustration of Rabia Balkhi. Rabia Balkhi was a tenth century writer who composed poetry in both Persian and Arabic. She is the first known female poet to write in the Persian language. She is pictured wearing a tiara and a headdress, and has a serious expression.]


Rabia Balkhi (c. tenth century) 
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The Pen Is Mightier
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‘I would venture to guess that Anon, who 
wrote so many poems without signing them, 
was often a woman.’


A Room of One’s Own 
Virginia Woolf, 1929


IF MUCH OF WOMEN’S absence from history is down to the lack of record, it’s also due to the fact that women have not always been free to express their truths and realities. If women cannot write, or are not allowed to write, or are dependent on someone else speaking on their behalf, then many of our experiences will be lost. So where else to begin our celebration of incredible women than with writers? The poets and playwrights, novelists, biographers, historians and dreamers whose voices sing to us down the generations.


When I began researching Lily’s history, I was conscious of the fact that, as a middle-class woman, she’d always had access to pen and paper, to books and libraries. This was nineteenth-century England, so it’s tempting to think that there were no barriers to women writing at all. And, no doubt, there were many fewer, though the frequency with which women still felt obliged, for many and various reasons, to publish under male pseudonyms – for example, Mary Ann Evans (1819–1880) writing as George Eliot, or Sidonie-Gabrielle Colette (1874–1954), known as Colette, who was convinced to publish her first four ‘Claudine’ novels under the nom de plume ‘Willy’, attributed to her husband – illustrates the difference between something being forbidden and something being seen as appropriate or accepted.


Lily was born in 1849, just two years after the publications of Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey. In the Editor’s Preface to a new edition of Wuthering Heights published in 1850, Charlotte Brontë (1815–1855) explained why she and her sisters initially had chosen to disguise their identities as Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell:


‘. . . we did not like to declare ourselves women, because – without at that time suspecting that our mode of writing and thinking was not what is called “feminine” – we had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice.’


The possibility of women writing their own lives begins not only at home, but with the nature of broader society, by archaic custom or newly enforced laws, by parents and by rulers both. Do they grant girls the same rights as boys, to learn to read, to have access to learning, to attend schools or institutes of education? In other words, are women empowered to have control over their own narratives, to be visible? And the fewer women who can write, the harder it is for another woman to take up her pen. Out of context, our stories are less likely to be considered relevant. They are less likely, in other words, to be considered ‘history’.




‘I am Black and lesbian, and what you hear in my voice is fury, not suffering.’


Audre Lorde





Each writer here – and there might have been thousands more – speaks for herself as an artist, as a woman, and from the point of view of her own very particular set of circumstances. With skill, brilliance, imagination, they each also look beyond race, class, sexuality and nationality to a shared humanity – what Adrienne Rich calls ‘the dream of a common language’. And it’s what Audre Lorde fought for in the 1960s and 1970s, not least in her powerful essay ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House’, published in 1984 in Sister Outsider. It’s a rallying cry analysing her experiences as a Black lesbian feminist at a New York University Humanities conference. In it, Lorde notes how her contribution was being curtailed to her own lived experience, whereas others were invited to speak, to talk, to lecture on anything. Lorde’s essays salute the power of anger, as well as promoting what would now be termed intersectionality, and her words are as pertinent today as they were forty years ago.
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LET’S BEGIN AT the beginning with once upon a time . . .


The first named writer in world history is a woman. Enheduanna (2285–2250 BCE) was the High Priestess to Inanna – one of the most powerful of ancient Mesopotamian goddesses, associated with love, war, sex and political power – and she lived in the twenty-third century BCE in the Sumerian city state of Ur, southern Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq). A breathtaking landscape of plains and desert, Sumer is one of the earliest known civilizations – alongside Ancient Egypt, the Indus Valley civilization, the Minoan civilization and ancient China.


From excavations in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we know Ur was once a coastal city, near the mouth of the Euphrates on the Persian Gulf. The town itself was, so far as archaeologists can tell, divided into neighbourhoods, with merchants in one quarter, artisans in another. Wide streets, narrow alleyways, open spaces for gatherings. Houses were constructed from mud bricks and mud plaster, with civic buildings strengthened with bitumen and reeds. It was here that Enheduanna lived and wrote. An alabaster carved disc found during the excavations at Ur between 1922 and 1934 confirms her importance, as does the later discovery of a handful of Babylonian clay tiles with words attributed to her. The excavations were led by Leonard and Katharine Woolley. Katharine is thought to have been the inspiration for Louise Leidner in Murder in Mesopotamia by Agatha Christie (1890–1976). Christie’s second husband, Max Mallowan, was Woolley’s assistant, and Christie knew and loved that part of the world. Her 1951 novel They Came to Baghdad is dedicated to ‘my many archaeological friends in Iraq and Syria’.


Enheduanna’s catalogue includes a collection of forty-two temple hymns – The Sumerian Temple Hymns, three long poems to Inanna and three poems to the moon god, Nanna. If nothing else, it confirms that noblewomen in Mesopotamia, at least, could be educated, literate artists.




‘You may forget but


let me tell you


this: someone in


some future time


will think of us’


	Sappho





THE ISSUE OF  the preservation of work is crucial. Unsurprisingly, the further back one goes, the fewer extant documents remain. The poet Sappho (c. 630–c. 570 BCE) is celebrated both for her elegiac and her lyric poetry which was written to be sung – many images show her with her lyre. Sappho was known as the ‘Tenth Muse’ or ‘The Poetess’ (Homer was ‘The Poet’). Her poetry is exquisite, delicate celebrations of family and love, memory and legacy, though obsession with her sexuality has tended to overshadow the wider range of her writing. Legends talk about her love for a ferryman, though some experts believe this was an attempt to heterosexualize her reputation. And there’s no doubt that part of Sappho’s enduring fame lies in the battleground around her sexuality – we get the words sapphic and lesbian from her name and her home island.


In truth, we know little of Sappho’s life. She appears in the Suda – the extensive tenth-century Byzantine encyclopaedia and grammatical dictionary of the ancient Mediterranean world, which has some thirty thousand entries. The caveat is that not all entries were contemporaneous and many are retrospective rewritings by Christian compilers. Errors, deliberate or lazy, slip in. But we do know Sappho was exiled to Sicily around 600 BCE and may have continued to work until 570 or so. We also know she wrote more than a staggering 10,000 lines of poetry, though only about 650 lines have survived. But those beautiful fragments tell a huge story. Her poetry is usually referred to by its fragment number – ‘Ode to Aphrodite’ is fragment 1, for example – and, in recent years, more fragments have been found, including in 2014 ‘The Brothers Poem’ or ‘Brothers Song’. Echoes from history.


Like Sappho, Pamphila of Epidaurus (first century CE) is also described in the Suda. Her thirty-three-volume history of Greece – Historical Commentaries – has sadly not survived intact, but enough has been quoted by other ancient historians to give us at least a sense of her work. ‘Outing’ herself as a woman, Pamphila claims that she gathered her material from eavesdropping on conversations between her husband and his male friends. The Suda also credits her with summarizing other contemporary historians’ work, and some literary historians think she might be the author of the unattributed Treatise on Women Famous in War, fourteen biographies of celebrated women. Can you imagine that ancient roar of warrior queens and female commanders? It’s a book I would love to read.


It’s been inspiring trying to hear the voices of women from so far back in time. There’s an awareness, too, of how it’s likely that the women we do know today are only a tiny fraction of those who might have written about their lives and times. So many lost words.




‘What you have learned is a mere handful; what you haven’t learned is the size of the whole world.’


	Avvaiyar





THE MOST FAMOUS of all Tamil poets is Avvaiyar.


In fact, it’s a generic title – meaning ‘respectable woman’ – and Avvaiyar is not actually one single woman, but at least three. A symbol of Tamil culture and wisdom, the first Avvaiyar lived during the third century BCE and wrote at least fifty-nine poems. The second was writing during the tenth century. It’s the third who is most widely known, for Vinayagar Agaval – a devotional hymn to Ganesh – and Aathichoodi, a collection of inspirational aphorisms on how to live, one of which (quoted above) is inscribed on the wall at NASA in English translation. There is a statue to Avvaiyar in Tamil Nadu, an elderly and wise woman holding a staff in her right hand and a scroll in her left, strong and steady with wisdom, looking out over the Bay of Bengal. The importance of statues of women – of women of achievement being visible and publicly honoured – will come up time and again in the pages that follow.


Four hundred years later and some seven hundred kilometres to the north on the banks of the Musi River in India, Atukuri Molla (1440–1530) was one of the most important Telugu poets, known for translating the Ramayana from Sanskrit into Telugu. Her statue in Hyderabad became a rallying point for women’s rights protests in 2006.


One of the most celebrated Sufi poets and ascetics was the sixteenth-century poet Queen Habba Khatoon (1554–1609). Known as the ‘Nightingale of Kashmir’, details of her life are thin on the ground. She is thought to have been born in Chandhara in Kashmir, and was known as Zoon. Legend holds that, famous both for her beauty and her glorious voice, she attracted the attention of Yousuf Shah Chak who, in 1579, would go on to be the last Muslim ruler of Kashmir and rule until 1586. Zoon is thought to have entered the court somewhere around 1570, possibly as his queen consort. When Yousuf Shah Chak was exiled after the Mughal conquest of Kashmir, Khatoon became a wandering poet. Her tomb outside Athwajan is rather untended, but a mountain in Gurez is named after her, as is a ship in the fleet of the Indian Coast Guard, and her songs remain popular and are still widely performed today.




‘I am caught in Love’s web so deceitful.’


	Rabia Balkhi





FROM INDIA TO Afghanistan, and back six hundred years, one meets the iconic tenth-century poet-princess of the royal court, Rabia Balkhi. Born in Balkh, an ancient city in northern Afghanistan known as the ‘mother of cities’, she is one of very few female writers of medieval Persian to be recorded by name (she also wrote in Arabic). In what is a familiar pattern, confirmed details of her life are hard to come by. Her legend is that she fell in love with her brother’s Turkish slave. Disapproving of her choice, her brother incarcerated Rabia in the hamam and ordered her wrists to be slit. Her last poems to her lover are said to have been written on the walls of her tomb in her own blood.


Rabia’s tomb was a much-visited site in Balkh and many hospitals and universities are named in her honour. The portrait of her wearing a blue khimar with a book, inkwell and quill are everywhere in Afghanistan. A long-term symbol of independence for Afghan women, as of August 2021 her legacy is under threat. A female student, who’d fled as the Taliban swept into Kabul, wrote in an American newspaper of how when her university was summarily closed to female students and tutors, she witnessed a painting of Rabia Balkhi being erased from the wall. This is not ‘silence in the archives’, but rather a deliberate eradication of a female poet from Afghanistan’s history. It is far from the only occasion when a woman’s achievements have been erased from the records of the past in order to limit women’s endeavours in the present.
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AT MUCH THE same time, the extraordinary Hrotsvitha (c. 935/973–c. 1002) was making her mark in northern Europe. Born in Lower Saxony, she entered the abbey in Gandersheim as a canoness. Gandersheim is a town of half-timbered buildings in the valley of the River Gande, set within a region of deep forest and mists and mineral springs.


I first heard of Hrotsvitha in 1985, when I went to see the travelling exhibition of The Dinner Party, the inspirational and monumental 1979 feminist art installation by American artist Judy Chicago (b. 1939). I still have the exhibition guide, a faded claret-coloured A3 brochure explaining how the work was made and how the banners that hang in the doorway are intended to ‘express the belief and hope that once reverence for the feminine is re-established on Earth, a balance will be restored to human existence and “Everywhere will be Eden once again”.’ In the pages that follow is the list of the thirty-nine women who have place settings and the 998 historical and mythical women’s names (and one man, included in error) painted on the handmade white heritage tiles that appear on the floor.


Hrotsvitha has her own place setting and could find a home in most of the chapters of this book. Though she wrote in Latin, she is considered the first female writer and poet from Germany, one of the first female historians and one of the first northern Europeans to write about Islam. She was also the first playwright in the modern era to write dramatic pieces, often weaving in information about her life and those of other women. She dedicated The Book of Legends to her teacher Abbess Gerberga II (c. 940–1001). Her most celebrated piece, The Book of Drama, is a Christian reinterpretation of the work of the Roman playwright Terence, a story of strong women triumphing over adversity.


Her works were lost for some time after her death, until they were rediscovered by a German scholar in the Emmeram monastery in Regensburg in 1493. They were published in the original Latin in 1501 and translated into English in the 1600s. Though I have no idea whether or not my great-grandmother might have heard of Hrotsvitha, I think her reimagining of the myths of antiquity through the lens of medieval Christianity would have appealed to Lily, whose novels and devotional essays were written with the sense of Christian morality being the foundation of a ‘good’ life. During my family research, I would discover book reviews written by Lily for magazines which gave me some idea of the contemporary authors she read and admired. But Hrotsvitha? I just don’t know, but her importance endures.




‘Autumn is no time to lie alone.’


	Murasaki Shikibu





AT ABOUT THE time Hrotsvitha is believed to have died, the Japanese author Murasaki Shikibu (c. 973/978–c. 1014/1031) was born in what is present-day Kyoto.


A daughter in a high-born family of male minor nobility and poets, Murasaki learned to write Chinese, the language of the Japanese court and government, by eavesdropping on her brother’s lessons. Unusually, she remained living within her father’s household after puberty – possibly until her mid-twenties – and married late. Sometime around 1005, five or six years after her husband had died after only two years of marriage, Shikibu was summoned to court as a lady-in-waiting. Already a respected poet – there are some 128 poems in her Poetic Memoirs – she began to keep a diary of her life at court, the rivalries, spite and day-to-day experiences. But Shikibu became a literary sensation with the epic The Tale of Genji, which runs to over a thousand pages. Considered to be the world’s first novel – and performed in episodes at court – it’s written in Japanese, probably over many years, and is hugely significant for being written in kana rather than in transliterated Chinese characters. Boasting an eye-watering cast of characters, the story of a prince and his lovers, it sings with a love of the beauty of nature, the exquisite power of poetry, music and calligraphy, though the tone darkens in later chapters (some historians have suggested the final fourteen chapters might have been written by someone else). The first English translation appeared in 1935 and Lady Shikibu’s diary is included in Diaries of Court Ladies of Old Japan, which was published in the same year. Images of Shikibu often show her dressed in a violet kimono, the colour associated with her name. A trailblazing woman and writer.




‘Things remain, but all is lost.


Now he is no more.’


	Li Qingzhao





SOME FIFTY YEARS after Shikibu’s death, the Chinese poet, author and collector Li Qingzhao (1084–1155) was born in what is now Jinan, eastern China. Only fragments of Li’s poems have survived, but they give a glorious sense of her eventful life in imperial China of the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries.


Her earlier poems have the colour, the cadence, the delicacy of love poetry. After the northern Song capital fell in 1127, Li and her husband fled south to safety and her poetry became shot through with expressions of patriotism and hatred of war. There is a life-sized statue to her in Baotu Spring Garden in Jinan. Fashioned in white marble, wearing a full-length dress and a long kimono with wide sleeves fastened on the left, she is holding a scroll in her right hand. Her gaze is direct and clear. Li even has two planetary craters – one on Mercury, one on Venus – named after her.




‘God knows I never sought anything in you except yourself. I wanted simply you, nothing of yours.’


	Héloise d’Argenteuil





A CLOSE CONTEMPORARY of Li Qingzhao was the medieval scholar, mystic and nun Héloise d’Argenteuil (c. 1098 or 1100/1101– c. 1163/1164), who was born in Paris at the very beginning of the twelfth century. I first came across her as a teenager in the classroom, learning about her doomed love affair with her one-time teacher, Peter Abelard, and its violent consequences – a story recorded through a lifetime of letters written between them. Their story has captured generations of writers and film-makers, from Alexander Pope’s poem ‘Eloisa to Abelard’ in 1717 to the great Ulster-Scots writer Helen Waddell (1889–1965) in the twentieth century.


Steeped in history and atmosphere, with a sense of unavoidable heartbreak and tragedy, Waddell’s Peter Abelard is one of the reasons I fell in love with historical fiction as a reader and, later, one of the reasons I became the kind of writer I am. Many of us fall in love with history because of the plays we have seen, the books we have read, the paintings that stirred our curiosity.


Waddell was a near contemporary of my great-grandmother and they have a great deal in common. Both lived inspired by the Church and theology, with Christianity at the heart of their daily lives. Both were middle-class women who wrote fiction, poetry and theological works. Lily was a wife and mother, Waddell a fond sister and aunt, and they were both successful and respected writers in their day. But although Waddell is commemorated in Belfast’s Writer’s Square – an open space of grey stone and sharp angles where quotations from twenty-seven of Northern Ireland’s most celebrated authors are etched upon the ground – otherwise her name has mostly vanished from the record, and her books, like those of Lily, are today out of print.


Waddell was a literary celebrity in her day. Born in Tokyo and brought up in Northern Ireland, she was a classical scholar, translator, publisher and poet, author of The Wandering Scholars and her one dazzling novel, Peter Abelard, which was a runaway bestseller in 1933.


The real Héloise, as opposed to the creation of novelists and poets, was a renowned woman of letters, a philosopher, a celebrated scholar and a nun who became one of the highest-ranking abbesses in the Catholic Church. D’Argenteuil’s influence on French and European literature and culture was immense – not least in establishing the ideals of courtly love, a literary form that would be taken up by Chrétien de Troyes among others in years to come. Her letters to her lost love are erudite, clever, moving, scholarly and beautiful.




‘As for those who state that it is thanks to a woman, the lady Eve, that man was expelled from paradise, my answer to them would be that man has gained far more through Mary than he ever lost through Eve.’


	Christine de Pizan





LIVING SOME TWO hundred years after Héloise, Christine de Pizan (c. 1364–c. 1430) is also one of the thirty-nine women celebrated at Chicago’s The Dinner Party.


Pizan was perhaps the first woman in France – maybe in all of Europe – to earn her living solely by writing and teaching. She began writing professionally at the age of twenty-five, when her husband died leaving her with young children to support – time and again we’ll see women taking up their pen when challenging domestic circumstances force it. An early feminist – though this term wasn’t to come into usage for another four hundred years – Pizan had hard-hitting views on the ways in which men tried to curtail women, blame them, diminish them, deny them opportunities. Written in part in response to the misogyny of much courtly literature, The Book of the City of Ladies (1405) is a medieval precursor to the play Top Girls by Caryl Churchill (b. 1938). In it, de Pizan brings together famous women from history to build her allegorical city – using books as building blocks supporting her argument of how important a contribution women make to society and the value of education for all.


Beyond the text itself – and that of The Treasure of the City of Ladies which followed – the books are glorious because of their illustrations. Bright, vivid, eye-catching, they give a wonderful insight into court fashions of the period – de Pizan herself appears in some images dressed in a blue cotehardie and white wired ‘horned’ headdress. She was prolific, impressively hard-working, producing poetry, epistles, treatises about the morality of war and education. She also wrote The Song of Joan of Arc in 1429, celebrating the end of the siege of Orléans. Apart from the records of the French saint’s trial in 1431, it is the only surviving contemporary record of Joan of Arc (c. 1412–1431).


Women keeping other women’s stories alive.
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RESEARCHING AND WRITING The Joubert Family Chronicles, I’ve been immersed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I’d hazard a guess that one of the reasons women were attracted to various forms of Protestantism during those years of bloody and violent religious upheaval in Europe was that the new faith seemed to offer them a chance not only to write and translate, but also to be published and read beyond their immediate circle. Devotional texts only, of course, but it was a significant new freedom all the same . . . And for women who could not read or write in Latin, they were suddenly being invited in by a Church speaking to them in their own language. It offered a more direct relationship with God.


In 1560, Anne Locke (c. 1533–after 1590) published ‘A Meditation of a Penitent Sinner’ as an appendix to four sermons by John Calvin, translated by Locke from the French. It was the first sonnet cycle to be written in English. A staunch Protestant, Locke was exiled during the five-year reign of Mary I (1516–1558), but returned to England when Elizabeth I (1533–1603) took the throne, and she became one of the most important translators and commentators of Calvinist writings. Because she signed her work only with her initials – A. L. – her identity was hidden until relatively recently. Was it to protect herself as a Protestant, or because she was a woman? We’ll never be sure.


It is also worth noting that in sixteenth-century England women were not allowed in law to run their own businesses, except if they were widowed. There are many examples of women taking over their late husbands’ work, not least in the area of printing and publishing. Notable names include Elizabet Allde (d. 1640), Mercy Meighen (d. 1654), Susan Islip (d. 1661) and bookseller Anne Moseley (d. 1675).




‘I live, I die, I burn, I drown’


	Louise Labé





ON THE OTHER side of the Channel and the religious divide, the Catholic poet Louise Labé (c. 1524–1566) was celebrated by her peers – like Sappho before her – as ‘The Tenth Muse’. Writing frankly of female desire and lust, of the contradictions of love, Labé established a salon in Lyon and encouraged other women to write. Her Oeuvres, published in 1555, contained not only sonnets composed by her – she wrote in both French and Italian – but also those of other writers. As well as being a patron of the arts and a writer, Labé was an accomplished archer and horsewoman – nicknamed both ‘La Belle Amazone’ and ‘La Belle Cordière’, the latter because her husband and father were rope makers. She served in the Dauphin’s army (the future Henri II) at the siege of Perpignan in 1542, and is said to have worn male clothing and fought in jousts, though these are stories that may have been circulated after her death. The historian Alice E. Smith (b. 1983) has cautioned that often reports, or allegations, of women wearing male clothing were intended to denigrate, rather than being an illustration of female independence or power.


Yet despite her contemporary fame, Labé also fell victim to the ‘Matilda Effect’. Her works were regularly attributed to male authors and her character was attacked to undermine her reputation – the austere French Protestant theologian Jean Calvin, no admirer of women or Catholics, called her a ‘common whore’. Others have suggested that the poet Labé has been confused with a famous courtesan of the time, also known as ‘La Belle Cordière’, or that she might not have existed at all. Times have changed. Whether or not some aspects of Labé’s biography can be verified, her poetry speaks for itself and she’s rightly considered one of the finest and first French female poets.
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IN 1642, CROMWELL’S men shut all the theatres in England and Ireland. For eighteen years, the stages were empty, abandoned to the rats and damp, to dust and memory.


After the years of turmoil of the Civil War and following Cromwell’s Protectorate and his brutal conquest of Ireland, the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 saw Charles II take the throne, and a golden era for women in the theatre began. Although there had been the occasional female performer – according to the Court Records of 1612 Mary Frith, on whom the role of Moll Cutpurse in The Roaring Girl by Middleton and Dekker was based, ‘sat upon the stage in the public view’ – now, for the first time, actresses with leading and speaking roles appeared on English stages, Nell Gwyn (1650–1687) the most famous among them. London was alive with first nights, the swish of the red-and-gold curtains – it was a new era of celebrity. Playwrights were working around the clock to satisfy the huge public appetite for comedy and drama, and one of the most important of them was the peerless and astonishing Aphra Behn (c. 1640–1689).




‘A thousand Martyrs I have made,


All sacrific’d to my desire;’


	Aphra Behn





Behn was perhaps the first female British author to make a living as a writer and, like Labé before her, wrote frankly about her life as a woman, about desire and sexuality, and about politics in the wider world.


Much of her younger life remains a mystery and it’s possible she deliberately obscured her origins: she may have been born in Kent, or she may not; she may have spent time in Suriname, or she may not; she might have been a Catholic and she may have worked as a spy for Charles II in the 1660s – though some contemporary historians think this might be little more than coffee-house gossip and misogynist malice. Behn probably spent time in a debtors’ prison in the late 1660s. But I’m not sure any of this matters in terms of the importance of her writing.


Behn was a versatile and wonderfully colourful writer, ambitious and clever, publishing poetry, novels and dramas. Her rumbustious play The Rover, which premiered at the Duke’s Theatre in London in 1677, is a riotous Restoration comedy featuring a band of English women and men on the loose in Naples during Carnival. Her poem ‘The Disappointment’ is about the attempted rape of Cloris by Lysander, resulting in his impotence . . . And her celebrated 1688 novel Oroonoko, with its themes of racial injustice and the place of women in the world, has good claim to be seen as the first abolitionist novel. Behn wasn’t the first British woman to publish a play – Elizabeth Cary (c. 1584/1586–1639) wrote and published The Tragedy of Mariam in 1613 and the philosopher, science fiction author and playwright Margaret Cavendish (1623–1673) published two volumes of plays in the 1650s. But, of the three, Behn was the most prolific, writing some nineteen plays and collaborating on many more, and had none of their advantages (Cavendish was a duchess and Cary a viscountess).


Celebrated, notorious, often vilified and admired in turn – there are many paintings and etchings of Behn still in existence – her reputation was traduced after her death. Her unashamed representation of female sexuality and inequality between the sexes – not to mention her joyful exploration of women’s love for women, and men’s love for men – saw her work branded as immoral and, for three hundred years and more, her contribution to the development of English literature was deliberately down-played or dismissed as blowsy, overblown. It’s interesting to speculate if it was, in part, Victorian double standards and prudishness that found Behn’s frank treatment of sex and sexuality inappropriate in a female writer, when her work was very much in step with the male writers of her time. Again, it is thanks to feminist scholars and fellow female authors starting to look at her work with fresh eyes that her reputation began to be restored. Here’s Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) in A Room of One’s Own:


‘All women together ought to let flowers fall upon the grave of Aphra Behn . . . for it was she who earned them the right to speak their minds . . . Behn proved that money could be made by writing at the sacrifice, perhaps, of certain agreeable qualities; and so, by degrees writing became not merely a sign of folly and a distracted mind but was of practical importance.’


In 1707, the Acts of Union between England and Scotland were passed during the reign of Anne Stuart (1665–1714), formally creating the new combined nation state of Great Britain. At her death, Queen Anne was succeeded by her second cousin, George I, and the Hanoverian era and the Age of Enlightenment began.


The eighteenth century would see huge strides made in science and medicine, but also in music and theatre. It was a century of revolution, from France to America to Haiti and, all over the world, more women than ever began to pick up their pens to make their voices heard.


We might start with Anglo-Irish novelist and playwright Frances Sheridan (1724–1766), who gave her scribbler son and daughters the best possible start in their literary lives. Though her father opposed women’s education, she was hugely successful as both a novelist and a playwright, with novels including Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph and plays such as The Discovery, which enjoyed a long run in London on Drury Lane. Charlotte Lennox (c. 1730–1804) was a Scottish actor turned novelist, poet and playwright. Her 1752 novel The Female Quixote parodied some of the misogynistic ideas in Cervantes’s celebrated and popular epic. It’s a pattern we saw with de Pizan two centuries earlier – and we’ll see again – a woman reacting to dismissive male authors’ critical views of women’s characters with devastating wit.




‘I had rather be in a state of misery, and envied for my supposed happiness, than in a state of happiness, and pitied for my supposed misery.’


	Elizabeth Inchbald





Elizabeth Inchbald (1753–1821) was a novelist, a playwright and adaptor, a theatre entrepreneur and an actress capable of playing both Shakespearean and ‘breeches roles’, all the more impressive because she had to cope with a childhood stutter. One of the first female theatre critics, her plays were so successful that she wrote herself into financial security and independence. She was erudite, but brim-full of gossip and anecdote, pointed and sharp, and it’s a great loss to discover she burnt her memoirs rather than publishing them. But in the preface of her novel A Simple Story, she stated how her career as a writer had been driven by financial instability and how she had been forced ‘to devote a tedious seven years to the unremitting labour of literary productions’. Although Inchbald wrote about contemporary mores and social issues, to shine a light on the world in which she lived, she was primarily writing to entertain rather than to transform societal norms. 


Other women were turning to polemic and essay writing to effect change.




‘A woman has the right to be guillotined; she should also have the right to debate.’


	Olympe de Gouges





In 1791, a year before Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) published her ground-breaking ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’, the French playwright, feminist and abolitionist Olympe de Gouges (1748–1793), born Marie Gouze, wrote ‘Declaration of the Rights of Woman and of the Female Citizen’ in response to the omission of women from the French Revolution’s Bill of Rights. Though she was derided by male critics – Horace Walpole called her ‘a hyena in petticoats’ – de Gouges was principled, gifted, determined and a fearless campaigner for equality of citizenship. As an illustration on the murky and shifting politics of the French Revolution, de Gouges was hated on all sides. She was perceived as too radical by the moderates and as a Royalist by the extreme left, possibly because she’d dedicated the ‘Declaration of the Rights of Woman’ to Marie Antoinette. Charged with treason, she was sent to the guillotine by Robespierre in 1793. As a playwright, too, her work has often been ridiculed and maligned. Using the archives of the Comédie Française – where female playwrights were almost always recorded alongside a man – to prove his case, Rousseau denounced the idea of women writing in their own right.




‘I do not wish [women] to have power over men; but over themselves.’


	Mary Wollstonecraft





DURING THE YEARS of the American War of Independence, Phillis Wheatley Peters (1753–1784) became the first published African American poet. The best-known image of her – reproduced as a frontispiece in her 1773 edition of Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral – suggests a poised and thoughtful young woman, in a white ruffled cap and apron and a ribbon around her neck. She’s holding a quill in her right hand and there is an inkwell, paper and a book on the desk.


An enslaved woman originally from West Africa – possibly Gambia or Senegal – Wheatley was stolen as a child, taken to North America on a slave ship and bought by the Wheatley family in Boston. They recognized her talent – though, of course, any success she achieved would benefit them – and helped her writing to find an audience. Bigotry and racism in America obliged them to travel to Britain, where the influential Methodist evangelist and abolitionist Selina Hastings (1707–1791), the Countess of Huntingdon, helped Wheatley to secure a publisher in London. There were more obstacles. She had to appear before eighteen men to prove that she had written her poems – shades of Joan of Arc at her trial – but her first poem was published in 1767 and, by 1771, her work was circulating in London. Her best-known poem – ‘On Being Brought from Africa to America’ – is a searing protest against slavery.


There are thirty-nine poems in the 1773 collection – more than 145 other poems are thought to be lost. Wheatley was not only the first African American woman to be published, but also the first African American poet, female or male, though she didn’t benefit from her writing. She never lived to see slavery abolished and died in straitened circumstances. It wouldn’t be until the nineteenth century that Hannah Bond (b. c. 1832), writing under the pen name Hannah Crafts, would follow in her footsteps and become the first enslaved, fugitive African American woman to publish a novel.




‘The world is a severe schoolmaster, for its frowns are less dangerous than its smiles and flatteries . . .’


	Phillis Wheatley





The additional challenge of battling racism as well as sexism was also endured by Rachel Luzzatto Morpurgo (1790–1871). Born into an influential Jewish family in Trieste, northern Italy, she was (so far as we know) the first Jewish woman to write poetry in Hebrew under her own name in two thousand years. Attacked by male critics, who refused to believe a woman capable of writing in Hebrew at all, Morpurgo was an accomplished poet and scholar, despite having little time to write. Her work is an intriguing mixture of lyric reflection and everyday domesticity, often painfully capturing the confinement of women’s lives and the inequalities they suffered. And this signature, at the end of the poem ‘On Hearing She Had Been Praised in the Journals’, published in 1847, breaks the heart:


I’ve looked to the north, south, east, and west:


a woman’s word in each is lighter than dust.


Years hence, will anyone really remember


her name . . .


Wife of Jacob Morpurgo, stillborn


[image: scene break image]


IF THE EIGHTEENTH century belonged to playwrights and poets, the nineteenth belongs to the novel.


On the cusp of the new century, Gothic fiction was hugely popular and Ann Radcliffe (1764–1823) was its queen. The highest-paid writer, male or female, of the time, Radcliffe wrote five novels, the fourth of which – The Mysteries of Udolpho – was published in four volumes in 1794, becoming an instant, influential and enduring bestseller. It was the first of her novels to appear in its debut edition with her name on the title page, her first three novels having been published anonymously. Jane Austen, who admitted she’d devoured the book, parodies it in her debut novel Northanger Abbey; it is mentioned in William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, and Udolpho is used as a shorthand to reference a certain type of fiction by Edgar Allan Poe, Anthony Trollope, Henry James and even Lucy Maud Montgomery (1874–1942) of Anne of Green Gables fame. The novel itself is set in south-west France and Italy, places Radcliffe never visited. But what makes the writing stand out is the equality given to its female and male characters. Radcliffe’s women have agency and are portrayed as capable, far from the wailing and terrified creatures of much Gothic fiction of the time. I can’t imagine that my great-grandmother approved of Mrs Radcliffe’s ‘romances’, as she always termed them, but Lily’s descriptions of the mountains and landscapes of Italy, Germany and Switzerland have a great deal in common with Radcliffe’s epic novelscapes.




‘I have love in me the likes of which you can scarcely imagine and rage the likes of which you would not believe. If I cannot satisfy the one, I will indulge the other.’


	Mary Shelley





Perhaps the greatest of all Gothic novels is Frankenstein, a work that’s remained in print ever since its first publication in 1818. The daughter of the great social reformer, philosopher and women’s rights campaigner Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley (1797–1851) began her masterpiece when she was only eighteen years old. Staying on the banks of Lake Geneva in 1816, a summer of endless rain and black skies, with her lover Percy Bysshe Shelley, her stepsister-in-law Claire Clairmont, John Polidori and Lord Byron, they challenged one another to make up a horror story to keep the beleaguered household entertained. Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus was published anonymously on New Year’s Day two years later, when Mary Shelley was twenty, her name only appearing on the second edition printed in Paris in 1821. It is a masterpiece, yes, but the breadth and range of the rest of Shelley’s work is often overlooked, even though she wrote many other novels, books of travelogue and biography, and edited her late husband’s letters. Her novella Matilda, written between 1819 and 1820, when she was grieving for the loss of two more of her children, was finally published posthumously – more than a century after her death – in 1959.


Like Mary Shelley, Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) cannot be said to be an author who has disappeared from literary history, but I’m including her because the story of her publication and reputation is worth revisiting. It plays to issues of legacy and how women’s writing is curated, or secured, kept in print or censored.


Dickinson, whose exquisite poems interrogate themes of grief and death and faith, immortality and invisibility, was prolific. But, like Rachel Morpurgo, she was barely published in her lifetime – only 10 of nearly 1,800 poems and one letter were published while she was alive, possibly without attribution. I still have my old Faber edition of The Complete Poems, bought in the late 1970s, its blue cover faded, the margins filled with a blizzard of annotations in blue biro. There are 1,775 poems, all untitled. The likely date of composition for some is there, but most float free on the page. The capitalization and punctuation are distinctive, and original. Though they were living at much the same time, I doubt if my great-grandmother knew of this reclusive American poet, but I think her verses would have spoken to Lily. The stillness of them. Dickinson’s life has been studied by countless scholars and her poems, her letters, her motivation and ambitions for her writing analysed and turned inside out. She often dressed in white – though the only authenticated portrait of Dickinson as an adult is a daguerreotype taken in 1846 or early 1847 showing her in a dark dress with a velvet necklace – and lived a solitary life in the family home in Amherst, conducting her friendships through letters. So many letters. She made her younger sister Lavinia promise to burn them after her death and, devastatingly, Lavinia did. But since Dickinson did not mention her poems, they survived the bonfire. A heavily edited first collection was published in 1890, but it was not until 1955 that a complete, and mostly unaltered, collection of Dickinson’s poetry was published.


So, even when an author’s reputation seems secure, investigate the history that made it so. And, of course, it’s far from the only time that editors or family members have sought to manage, or obscure, or manipulate an author’s intentions – think of the first edition of The Diary of a Young Girl by Anne Frank (1929–1945), heavily edited by her father for publication.


[image: scene break image]


MY GREAT-GRANDMOTHER CAME of age during a golden age of female novelists writing in English. What distinguished many of these great nineteenth-century novels was that they put ordinary life on the page, and life outside of London, from Yorkshire and Manchester, Kentucky to Massachusetts. Social history, domestic lives, a new generation of authors was putting the inner lives of women on the page and holding up a mirror to the lives of countless female readers. 


Leading nineteenth-century novelists include: Elizabeth Gaskell (1810–1865); Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811–1896); Ellen Price (1814–1887); Charlotte Brontë (1816–1855); Emily Brontë (1818–1848); Anne Brontë (1820–1849); Mrs Oliphant (1828–1897); Louisa May Alcott (1832–1888); Mary Elizabeth Braddon (1835–1915); Violet Paget/Vernon Lee (1856–1935); Alice Dunbar Nelson/Monroe Wright (1875–1935); and Radclyffe Hall (1880–1943).




‘Perhaps it is just as well to be rash and foolish for a while. If writers were too wise, perhaps no books would get written at all.’


	Zora Neale Hurston





There was a similar energy and urgency in Europe too. In France, the radical and inspiring Amantine Dupin (1804–1876) wrote under the pen name George Sand, and Victoire Léodile Béra (1824–1900), the feminist journalist and novelist, published under the combined name of her twin sons André Léo. In Germany, Louise Otto-Peters (1819–1895), a novelist, poet and librettist, was known as the ‘songbird of the German woman’s movement’. In Spain, the radical thinker and campaigner Rosario de Acuña (1851–1923) was publishing plays, essays, short stories and poetry under the male pen name Remigio Andrés Delafón. Examining themes of marriage and divorce, women’s rights and injustice, atheism and illegitimacy, Delafón’s work often scandalized the authorities. In Romania, the award-winning children’s author and poet Elena Farago (1878–1954) was one of the most celebrated translators on the continent. And in Norway, Elise Aubert (1837–1909) was publishing short stories and newspaper serials – just like my great-grandmother – under the pseudonyms ‘Tante Dorthe’ and ‘E-e’.


In South America, one of the most important Latin American authors of the nineteenth century was born in Argentina in 1818. A novelist, short-story writer, essayist, revolutionary, memoirist – and, for seven years, First Lady of Bolivia – Juana Manuela Gorriti (c. 1818–1892) spent her time writing, speaking and travelling between Argentina, Peru and Bolivia. Like Louise Labé three hundred years earlier, Gorriti established a salon, in Lima, which brought together other writers, held musical recitals, poetry evenings and lectures, often about women’s lives.


In North America, Frances Anne Rollin Whipper (1845–1901) wrote a biography of the African American activist, physician, soldier and writer Martin Delany under the male pseudonym Frank A. Rollin. Published in 1883, The Life and Public Services of Martin R. Delany is the first full-length biography written by an African American writer. A political activist, abolitionist, women’s rights activist and teacher, in later life Rollin Whipper also became one of the first Black female physicians in the United States. Another multi-talented woman, who kept moving forward all of her life.


And in the same year as Rollin Whipper published her biography of Delany, the writer and formerly enslaved woman Mary Prince (c. 1788–1833) died. Born in Bermuda, she attempted to escape abuse at the hands of her ‘owner’ when she arrived in England in 1828. Her case was taken up by the Anti-Slavery Society and, in 1831, Prince published The History of Mary Prince: A West African Slave, the substantial record of an enslaved woman’s life, making her the first recorded Black British woman to write an autobiography. It was a huge success in its day and sold out its first three printings.




‘Strange, when you ask anyone’s advice you see yourself what is right.’


	Selma Lagerlöf





IN THE LATE nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, women all over the world were breaking the literary glass ceiling for the first time. In Sweden, the first woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, in 1909, was Selma Lagerlöf (1858–1940). In 1894, she met the Swedish-Jewish writer Sophie Elkan (1853–1921), who became her collaborator, her friend, lover and companion. Lagerlöf’s letters to Elkan were published in the early 1990s, as was her correspondence to her assistant, literary advisor and secretary – and later politician – Valborg Olander (1861–1943).


In Lebanon, Zaynab Fawwāz (c. 1850/1860–1914) was a Shiite novelist, playwright, poet and feminist historian. Her 1893 play Love and Faithfulness (also sometimes translated as Passion and Fidelity) is considered the first play written in Arabic by a woman and her 1899 novel The Happy Ending was the first Arabic novel written by a woman.


In America in 1921, Edith Wharton (1862–1937) was the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize in Literature for The Age of Innocence. Despite not publishing her first novel until she was forty, she wrote twenty-two novels and novellas, including The House of Mirth, as well as some eighty-five short stories, poetry, books on design, travel, literary and cultural criticism, her memoir A Backward Glance, and ghost stories – Wharton was the queen of what she called the ‘thrill of the shudder’. She was also passionate about dogs and had a pet cemetery at her home in Lenox, Massachusetts, headstones marking the graves of some of the dogs she owned over her lifetime. Many photographs of Wharton show her with dogs, my favourite being one where a chihuahua is balanced on each of Wharton’s shoulders, nestled beneath the brim of her boater.


In Japan, novelist, diarist and short-story author Natsu Higuchi (1872–1896) – known by her pen name Ichiyō Higuchi – became the country’s first professional female writer of modern literature. A year before her death, she became a household name with the publication of her novella Takekurabe – first translated into English as Comparing Heights in 1930 – which tells the story of a group of young people over a four-month period living in the red-light district of Yoshiwara, in Edo (modern-day Tokyo). A novel about women’s roles and male expectations, the clash between the values of old Japan and the new, it scandalized some critics on first publication, but became a cult classic. Higuchi herself is still a much-revered writer in Japan.




‘To him we cannot answer “Tomorrow,” his name is today.’


	Gabriela Mistral





In Chile, Gabriela Mistral (1889–1957) was the first Latin American writer to win a Nobel Prize in Literature in 1945. A poet, teacher, writer, diplomat and philosopher, Mistral moved to France in 1926 to work for the newly formed Institute for Intellectual Cooperation of the League of Nations. Writing poetry infused with suffering, with grief, with her love for children, Mistral published hundreds of articles, lectured in the United States, toured the Caribbean, Brazil, Uruguay and Argentina. She also held professorships at several universities, before settling finally in Long Island in 1953 with her friend and partner, the American translator Doris Dana (1920–2006). Dana, who inherited her estate, published the first English-language translation of Mistral’s poetry. Mistral’s face appears on the 5,000 Chilean peso note.


In neighbouring Argentina, fellow poet Alfonsina Storni (1892–1938) was a friend of Mistral’s. A prominent figure in the Argentinian women’s movement, she also wrote essays, journalism and drama, often about female oppression and male perfidy. Her sonnet cycle Ocre was published in 1925 and made her a household name in the literary community of Buenos Aires. The song ‘Alfonsina y el mar’ is inspired by Storni’s death by suicide at La Perla beach outside Buenos Aires.


In Wales, Dorothy Noel ‘Dorf’ Bonarjee (1894–1983) was another trailblazer. Born in India, she was the first woman to be awarded a law degree by University College London, in 1917, having earlier studied French in Aberystwyth. In 1914, Bonarjee took part in the Eisteddfod at the University College of Wales and was awarded the Bardic chair, the first foreign student and first woman to have done so. She is the only Indian listed in the Welsh National Biography among some five thousand entries . . .


Finally, in Russia, female poets were risking their lives to have their voices heard, recording the great suffering and shifting allegiances in the period covering the end of Tsarist Russia, the era of Bolshevik Revolution and into the Soviet era.


Mirra Lokhvitskaya (1869–1905) was regarded by her contemporaries as the ‘Russian Sappho’, the first Russian woman to win the Pushkin Prize for Poetry, which she also won for her fifth and last volume of poetry. She was written out of the history books in Soviet times, but is now acknowledged as one of the most original and influential voices of the Silver Age of Russian Poetry.




‘You will hear thunder and remember me


and think: she wanted storms.’


	Anna Akhmatova





Born twenty years later, Anna Akhmatova (1889–1966), the pen name of Anna Andreevna Gorenko, was one of the most significant Russian poets of the twentieth century. Her work includes the dazzling Requiem, a beautiful elegy to the suffering of the Soviet people during the Great Terror (or Great Purge). Written over a period of time – possibly as much as three decades – Akhmatova redrafted and redrafted Requiem, kept it safe, holding words in her head until she could record them, carried the manuscript with her as she lived and worked. It’s unimaginable that such an important work of literature could so easily have been lost, since Akhmatova was often out of favour with the Soviet authorities and much of her writing and information about her was destroyed. Requiem did not appear in book form in Russian until 1963 (published in Munich), and the complete poem was not published in the USSR until 1987.




‘There are books so alive that you’re always afraid that while you weren’t reading, the book has gone and changed, has shifted like a river . . .’


	Marina Tsvetaeva





Akhmatova’s friend Marina Tsvetaeva (1892–1941) was born in Moscow. The daughter of a concert pianist and a father who was the founder of the Museum of Fine Arts, she published her first collection of poetry when she was eighteen. Her poetry was technically and emotionally ground-breaking, influenced by Russian folk song, with a distinctive syntax like Emily Dickinson’s work. Her writing is alive with the hardship and suffering of her life – her younger daughter died of hunger in an orphanage in 1919 during the Moscow famine. She emigrated with her husband and elder daughter first to Berlin, then Prague, before settling in Paris in 1925. Shunned by the expat community and living in poverty – her husband had worked for the secret police – it was her correspondence with fellow poets that sustained her during the years of exile. Tsvetaeva dedicated work to Akhmatova, who had remained in the Soviet Union.


Reluctantly she returned home from exile in 1939, and it was a tragic mistake. Her husband was executed and her surviving daughter was sent to a gulag. Tsvetaeva died by suicide in August 1941, a few weeks after the Nazi invasion of the USSR.




‘I decided it was better to scream. Silence is the real crime against humanity.’


	Nadezhda Mandelstam





Two of the most extraordinary memoirs of those terrible years are by Nadezhda Mandelstam (1899–1980). Hope Against Hope and Hope Abandoned – the titles are a pun on her name, as ‘nadezhda’ means ‘hope’ in Russian – lay bare the terror and the impossibility of a writer’s life under Stalin. In her books, she describes how she memorized, transcribed and kept safe her husband Osip Mandelstam’s writing. Without her, most of his extraordinary poetry would never have survived. She details his persecution under Stalin, his first and second arrests, their internal exile and finally his death in 1938, just before his forty-seventh birthday, in a transit camp en route to the Siberian gulag. Nadezhda Mandelstam was given the news of his death, sometime after it had happened, by a clerk in a post office, returning to her a package she had sent: ‘It would be easy enough to establish the date on which the parcel was returned to me – it was the same day on which the newspapers published the long list of Government awards – the first ever – to Soviet writers.’


Yet, she survived. Mandelstam spent much of the Second World War living in exile in Tashkent with Anna Akhmatova, only being given permission to return to Moscow in 1964. There, finally, she began writing the story of their lives – Hope Against Hope and Hope Abandoned. She died in Moscow on 29 December 1980 at the age of eighty-one, and is buried in the Kuntsevo Cemetery on the banks of the Setun River. Her husband is buried in an unmarked mass grave.




‘Literature ought to join minds together . . . turning ignorance into mutual understanding.’


	Ding Ling





In China, Ding Ling (1904–1986) – the pen name of the author Jiang Bingzhi – would grow up to face similar painful and impossible challenges as Akhmatova and Tsvetaeva in having to live and work under an all-seeing, all-controlling Communist regime.


Her earliest writing was explicitly feminist in tone. In an article, ‘Thoughts on March 8’, written for a party newspaper, Ding condemned male double standards – especially those of male cadres – which led to accusations of her being too ‘rightist’. She was forced to retract her views and to undergo a public self-confession. Her 1948 novel The Sun Shines Over Sanggan River – which won the Stalin Prize for Literature in 1951 – is about land reform and peasant life and steers clear of commentary on women’s lives. Her compliance with party values made no difference. Denounced and purged from the party in 1957, accused of being pro-Western, Ding’s fiction and essays were again banned. Imprisoned and sentenced to manual hard labour, she was not ‘rehabilitated’ for nearly twenty years – she was freed in 1975 and restored to the Communist Party in 1979. But she never lost her faith in the power of literature to join people together. In an introduction to Miss Sophia’s Diary and Other Stories – the story was originally published in 1927 – Ding paid tribute to the importance of literature in other languages and from other cultures.




‘This has always been a man’s world, and none of the reasons that have been offered in explanation have seemed adequate.’


	Simone de Beauvoir





ALL OVER EUROPE, things were changing and women were at the forefront.


Simone de Beauvoir (1908–1986), one of French literature’s most significant figures, was born in Paris in the early years of the twentieth century. A writer, social theorist, philosopher, novelist and thinker, de Beauvoir’s reputation is also secure thanks to her ground-breaking 1949 treatise The Second Sex, one of the building-block texts of Western contemporary feminism. But she also wrote novels, biographies, autobiographies, essays on philosophy, politics and social issues. She wasn’t the first woman to be awarded the Prix Goncourt – Russian-French writer Elsa Triolet (1896–1970) won in 1944, the Belgian-born author Béatrix Beck (1914–2008) won in 1952 – but de Beauvoir was the third for her novel The Mandarins in 1954.


Publisher, bookseller and poet Adrienne Monnier (1892–1955) was also born in Paris. One of the first women in France to open a bookshop and lending library, her ‘La Maison des Amis des Livres’ became a place where poets and writers of the day came to give readings. The famous 1921 painting of her by Paul-Émile Bécat shows a formidable woman in a felt cloche hat with a brim, wearing her trademark long dress and cape, standing in front of bookshelves. There are also many photographs of her with her friend, and sometime lover, Sylvia Beach (1887–1962), who set up the even more famous bookshop Shakespeare and Company around the corner. In 1925, they founded a literary magazine Le Navire d’Argent (The Silver Ship), translating into French some of the greatest English-language authors of the day – James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein (1874–1946), T. S. Eliot. Though Beach closed her doors during the Second World War, Monnier managed to keep ‘La Maison des Amis des Livres’ open during the German occupation of Paris. Diagnosed with Ménières disease in 1954, Monnier died by suicide in 1955. Beach survived her, dying in 1962.


Another queen of French literary society was the award-winning Belgian-French author Marguerite Yourcenar (1903–1987). She published around fifty works – essays, short stories and novels including The Garden of Illusions in 1921 and Memoirs of Hadrian in 1951. She won the Prix Femina in 1968, she won the Grand Prix de l’Académie Française in 1977 and, in 1980, became its first female member – one of only nine female ‘immortels’ to date. It’s said that the signs for the toilets in the Académie were altered to read ‘Messieurs’ and ‘Marguerite Yourcenar’. Portraying gay and bisexual lives in her work as both honourable and, for want of a better word, practical, the dedication in her memoir to her lifelong partner, American English professor and translator Grace Frick (1903–1979), in Memoirs of Hadrian, is beautiful:


‘Even the longest dedication is too short and too commonplace to honour a friendship so uncommon . . . in the entire life of some fortunate writers, there must have been someone who . . . bolsters our courage . . . approves, or sometimes disputes, our ideas . . . who shares with us, and with equal fervour, the joys of art and living . . .’


The Swedish-speaking Finnish novelist, children’s author, artist and short-story writer Tove Jansson (1914–2001) was born in Helsinki, then part of the Russian Empire, a few weeks after the beginning of the First World War. Jansson was originally an artist. She held her first solo exhibition in 1943, at the same time as designing graphics for book covers and writing short stories and articles for publication. Beloved for her children’s novels about the Moomins, she worked with her lover and partner, the American-born Finnish artist Tuulikki Pietilä (1917–2009), who was known as ‘Tooti’ and was probably the inspiration for the Moomin character ‘Too-ticki’. They collaborated on many projects, including the Moomin illustrations which are now exhibited at the Moomin Museum in Tampere, southern Finland. Jansson won the Hans Christian Andersen Medal in 1966.


In Poland, their contemporary Seweryna Szmaglewska (1916–1992) was to become one of the most important Polish writers of the twentieth century. One of very few Polish prisoners to survive incarceration at Auschwitz-Birkenau to testify at the Nuremberg Trials, after the Second World War she became celebrated for writing novels for young people and adults, including her memoir Smoke over Birkenau and her novel Black Feet, published in 1960.
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ALL OVER THE world, as the twentieth century shifted shape after the First World War, and then shifted and shifted again, women writers were recording change, committing their widely different experiences to paper.


In India, the novelist, short-story writer, film-maker and campaigner Ismat Chughtai (1915–1991) was one of the most significant voices in Urdu literature of the twentieth century. She was put on trial in 1945 in Lahore – two years before the Partition of India and creation of Pakistan – and charged with obscenity for her short story ‘Lihaaf’, which the authorities felt promoted female homosexuality. She was acquitted. Her near contemporary, the prize-winning Bengali novelist, short-story writer, journalist and teacher Mahasweta Devi (1926–2016) was born in Dacca (present-day Bangladesh). The author of more than one hundred novels and over twenty collections of short stories, her first novel, inspired by the life of the Lakshmibai, Rani of Jhansi (c. 1828–1858), was published in 1956. Putting the lives of marginalized communities and women centre stage, Devi shone a light on the often brutal suppression of tribal communities and untouchables in West Bengal by powerful upper-caste landlords, moneylenders and corrupt government officials.




‘I speak out of the deep of night


out of the deep of darkness


and out of the deep of night I speak.


	Forough Farrokhzad





Turkish novelist and thinker Elif Shafak (b. 1971) introduced me to the work of the inspirational Iranian poet and documentary film-maker Forough Farrokhzad (1934–1967). Brave, a writer of protest and principle, she wrote about women’s hidden lives, expectations and desires. Farrokhzad died in a car crash in Tehran in 1967 and her poetry was banned for more than a decade after the Islamic Revolution. Since then, her reputation as one of Iran’s greatest writers has been steadily growing.




‘There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.’


	Maya Angelou





In North America, too, new voices were coming to the fore in all kinds of genres. Ann Petry (1908–1997) originally published her first short story, ‘Marie of the Cabin Club’, under a male pseudonym of Arnold Petri. Petry trained as a pharmacist and was intended to go into the family business, but moving to Harlem in New York just before the outbreak of the Second World War – and witnessing the poverty, segregation and hardship in Black urban communities at first hand – she began writing journalism, articles and fiction instead. Petry volunteered for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), joined the American Negro Theatre in Harlem and, in 1946, published her debut novel, The Street. The story of a young Black single mother struggling against discrimination, sexual harassment and class divisions in New York during the war, it was a barn-storming bestseller and the first novel by an African American woman to sell more than a million copies. Photographs show her in a black suit with white collar and tie, and her trademark three strings of pearls. In 1947, Petry returned to Connecticut, where she began writing for children and published a biography of the great abolitionist Harriet Tubman (1822–1913).


Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) was another key figure in the Harlem Renaissance. A novelist, anthropologist and film-maker, Hurston depicted life in the early 1900s in the racially divided American South and her best-known novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, was published in 1937. She also wrote more than fifty short stories, plays and essays, and had a fierce interest in African American and Caribbean folklore. Hurston’s fiction went unacknowledged for years, and she died without receiving the money she’d earned from her writings. Then, in 1973, Alice Walker went in search of her unmarked grave, found it and, two years later, published an article in the March 1975 edition of Ms. magazine entitled ‘In Search of Zora Neale Hurston’. Finally, fifteen years after Hurston’s death, interest in this incredible writer was revived. As a postscript, a collection of folktales gathered during the 1920s – Every Tongue Got to Confess – was published in 2001 after the manuscript was discovered in the Smithsonian archives.




‘Create dangerously, for people who read dangerously . . . [Write] knowing in part that no matter how trivial your words may seem, someday, somewhere, someone may risk his or her life to read them.’


	Edwidge Danticat





In 1950, Gwendolyn Brooks (1917–2000) won the Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, making her the first African American writer to win a Pulitzer. Appointed Poet Laureate of Illinois in 1968, she was the first African American woman to be inducted into the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1976.


The American-born Irish writer Anne McCaffrey (1926–2011) was the first woman to win a Hugo Award for fiction – winning in 1968 for her novella Weyr Search – and the first to win a Nebula Award. Fellow American, the legendary Ursula K. Le Guin (1929–2018) – who published a translation of Gabriela Mistral’s poetry – was the first woman to win a Hugo for a full-length novel in 1970, The Left Hand of Darkness, and the first woman to win for a short story in 1974.




‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.’


	Toni Morrison





THERE ARE MANY thousands of writers whose names could be in this chapter, and even more whose names have been forgotten or marginalized – especially those whose work has never been translated into other languages, so has stayed primarily within the borders of their country.
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