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FOREWORD

By Liv Albert Host of Let’s Talk About Myths, Baby! Podcast
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There’s nothing I love more than mythology…except maybe women in mythology. Ancient mythologies tell us so much about the ancient people who developed and believed in them—the good and the bad. Myths explain the natural world and give order to otherwise random and chaotic phenomena. Myths connect humanity with the divine, telling stories of gods and heroes with humanizing characteristics. Myths can be insightful, beautiful, tragic, funny, or even some kind of incredible melding of all of these themes. Myths are timeless and invaluable. (Did I mention there’s nothing I love more than mythology?)

As the host of the podcast Let’s Talk About Myths, Baby! and an author specializing in women of Greek mythology, I am always seeking to further my knowledge of mythologies beyond the Greek. Pop culture and reception today disproportionately favor the classical mythology of Greece and Rome, leaving the rest of the world’s mythologies by the wayside. But understanding the importance and relevance of ancient peoples and their mythologies beyond those of Europe is vital, as is looking at the ways those ancient peoples understood the fluidity and spectrum of gender. Fortunately, in Women of Myth, my dear friends Jenny Williamson and Genn McMenemy have created the perfect primer for learning about the vast and vibrant women of world mythologies. Alongside their words, Sara Richard has created a stunning and diverse means of visualizing those women. This book fills a gaping hole in the realm of mythological anthologies, giving voices and faces to some of the most fascinating and incredible women of world mythology.

For so long, retellings of mythologies have focused on the men: gods, heroes, and traditionally masculine warriors, while giving the women alongside them little credit. Meanwhile, the actual mythologies have always had great respect for their goddesses and heroines, even their so-called “monstrous” female-assigned creatures—that respect often just didn’t trickle down through the fog of patriarchal values to reach us today. In Women of Myth, Jenny and Genn examine women of mythologies the world over, providing lesser-known insights into even the most famous of goddesses and heroines, and amplifying the stories of others rarely mentioned in popular mythological anthologies. Just as they do in their fun and accessible podcast, Ancient History Fangirl, Jenny and Genn take special care with the stories of these women, doing their best to look beyond the traditional Western lens, and give the women their own voices. From Amaterasu to Ishtar and Kali to Mami Wata, Women of Myth is here to introduce you to all your new favorite goddesses.






INTRODUCTION


ATARGATIS, the Syrian mermaid goddess who inspired a slave rebellion.

THÁKANE, a southern African dragon slayer and monster hunter.

AMATERASU, the powerful Japanese goddess of the heavens and the sun.
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The women of mythology are an awe-inspiring and formidable group from around the world whose stories will leave you amazed, impressed, inspired, and even shocked. In Women of Myth, you’ll meet fifty of these remarkable women, representing cultures from Aztec to Zulu.

These profiles highlight the women’s backgrounds and famous parts of their stories, plus a list of alternative names they’re known by; a description of their appearance; and any animals, magical objects, or other symbols they’re associated with—when we had access to that information. You’ll marvel at the incredible range of these women’s abilities, from the Egyptian goddess Isis’s focus on magic and healing to the brave leadership of Triệu Thi. Trinh, a 9-foot-tall Vietnamese heroine who rode an elephant into battle. The book divides their stories into three main categories:


	
• Mighty goddesses: Some of these women represent the power of the natural world—such as Pele, the volcano and creation goddess; Oya, the goddess of storms and winds; and Mami Wata, a formidable water goddess. Others are goddesses of sex and sexual agency—they know what they want, they aren’t afraid to be the pursuer, and their sexuality refuses to be bound by the patriarchy. Still others are strong warrior goddesses who stalk the battlefield, sorceresses who master the magical arts and the powers of prophecy, or deities who represent the destructive powers of transformation and change.

	
• Bold heroines: These heroines are warriors, healers, mothers, sorceresses, and storytellers. They fight against oppression, lead their people, defy their husbands, get revenge, establish new cities, and protect their families and communities. (Think of Atalanta, the Greek heroine who hunted the Calydonian boar and joined the famous Argonauts.) Some of our heroines present as traditionally feminine; others are more masculine presenting. Some are genderqueer, and many defy conventional gender roles as defined by their cultures.

	
• Formidable monsters: Women labeled “monsters” often tell us more about their cultures’ fears, insecurities, and challenges than about the women themselves. Some of these women share warnings, such as the message of the Qalupalik—an Inuit monster—for children not to walk too far out on the ice. A few, such as La Llorona and Aicha Kandicha, speak of underlying tensions between Indigenous cultures and the forces of colonization. Some “monsters,” like Deer Woman and Medusa, take power back and right wrongs done against women.



The stunning illustrations alongside some of the profiles can help you envision their mighty prowess. Though many of these women—whether goddess, heroine, or monster—are described as “beautiful” in their original tales, these women are actually much more complex than that one word implies. While we often chose to keep this descriptor to stay true to their original depiction, we also wanted to better capture their multilayered personalities and talents—and emphasize that “beauty” can be very diverse. We asked our incredible artist, Sara Richard, to create illustrations that celebrate their power and beauty in a variety of ways—including diversity of size, body type, gender expression, and skin tone—and get beyond a traditional (Western) ideal of what “beautiful” is.

It’s important to note that while some of these stories are folklore, others represent religious beliefs and traditions that are still very active today. We used the term “mythology” to apply broadly to any tale of a supernatural or fantastical nature, but a number of these goddesses, heroines, and monsters are part of current religions—some with millions of believers.

This work honors women in mythology, religion, and folklore around the world—both well-known favorites and ones that are likely new to us. Even though these stories originate from a wide variety of cultures, you’ll see common threads of strength, intelligence, community, and inventiveness woven throughout. It’s time for these larger-than-life women to enjoy their rightful place in the pantheon of mythical characters that leave us mere mortals fascinated, spellbound, and awestruck.


A NOTE ABOUT THE PRONUNCIATIONS

We have made an attempt to provide pronunciation guides to help people pronounce names they may be unfamiliar with. We chose to provide pronunciations for almost all the names—not just the ones that we thought would be unfamiliar to a Western audience. (We didn’t provide pronunciations for those whose names are translated as common English words.)

However, it’s important to keep in mind that these pronunciations are not perfect. Some names—such as “Arianrhod” and “Triệu Thị Trinh”—have sounds that are difficult to reproduce in English. Many pronunciations vary due to regional and dialectical language differences. We encourage you to do your own research if you aren’t sure and defer to native language speakers if their pronunciation varies from ours
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AMATERASU

Japanese Goddess of the Heavens and the Sun
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PRONUNCIATION: AH-mah-te-rah-SU

AKA: Amaterasu-ōmikami (“the Great and Glorious Kami Who Illuminates from Heaven”), Ōhirume-no-muchi-no-kami (“the Great Sun of the Kami”); for reference, a “kami” is a god or spirit

APPEARANCE: Amaterasu is said to glow as brightly as the sun.

SYMBOLS:

• Roosters: Roosters are associated with the dawn and the sun. These birds are sacred to Amaterasu and herald her appearance.

• Ravens: They are the messengers of Amaterasu. Their arrival means that she is sending a message.

• Octagonal mirrors: These are significant to Amaterasu, as shown in her story and represented by the Yata-no-Kagami.

• The Imperial Regalia of Japan: The treasures of the Imperial Regalia of Japan all have a place in Amaterasu’s legend. These include the Yata-no-Kagami (the Eight-Span Mirror), the Yasakani-no-Magatama (the Grand Jewel), and the Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi (the Grass-Cutting Sword).

• The rising sun: Amaterasu is associated with the rising sun and is also featured on the flag of Japan. The red sun in the center is said to represent her.
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Overview

Amaterasu is one of the “Three Precious Children” born to the creator god Izanagi after he returned from the underworld seeking purification. The story goes that after Izanagi’s wife, Izanami, died in childbirth, the god was so distraught that he went to the underworld to retrieve her.

But Izanami had already eaten the food of the underworld and wasn’t allowed to leave. She begged Izanagi to wait for her at the gate of the underworld and give her some time to sort out getting permission to leave, but he instead followed her and noticed her decaying body and flesh. He was so horrified that he returned to the world, seeking purification.

He bathed in a river, and three new kami, or gods, were born. The firstborn was Amaterasu, the most radiant and powerful of the three. She was the sun and became ruler of the heavens. Second was her brother Tsukuyomi. He was the god of the moon, and he was less radiant than his sister—he was only a reflection of her light. He also became her lover. The third child was Susanoo. He had a stormy nature and became the god of the seas and storms.

Amaterasu is a goddess of creation, placed at the center of ancient Shinto and Japanese life and culture. She is the most powerful of all the gods, and you can even see her symbol on the Japanese flag—the rising sun.

In modern times, you can find Amaterasu across lots of pop culture mediums, including video games like Ōkami and SMITE, manga such as Naruto and Urusei Yatsura, novels such as Giles Goat-Boy, TV shows such as Stargate SG-1, and the Yu-Gi-Oh! card game—where she is one of the most powerful cards in the game.

What’s Her Story?

Sources vary on the most famous story of Amaterasu, but most of them agree that Amaterasu and her brother Susanoo were engaged in a competition to see who could create better children. They each reproduced asexually. According to some sources, Amaterasu won this competition—either legitimately by producing the “better” children, or through trickery.

Either way, Susanoo lost…and he didn’t take it well. He got so angry that he went on a rampage and began destroying the world. Amaterasu was so despondent with the destruction their competition had wrought that she hid herself away in a cave.

With Amaterasu gone, the world was plunged into darkness. The other gods tried to coax Amaterasu out of the cave, but it didn’t work—no matter how they pleaded, Amaterasu refused to come out. So all the gods got together and created an epic plan.

The plan went like this: The gods rounded up all the roosters and brought them outside Amaterasu’s cave, trying to trick the goddess into thinking the dawn had come (because roosters always crow with the rising sun). They placed a sakaki tree outside the cave’s entrance and decorated it with sparkling jewels, white clothes, and a large octagonal mirror at the center to create an illusion of the light of dawn.

Then Amenouzume, the goddess of the dawn, joy, and mirth, did a showstopping striptease. She danced, bare breasted, and all the other gods laughed and cheered and were having a fantastic time watching this show.

Amaterasu was very curious about what was going on outside her cave. She peeked her head out and immediately saw herself reflected in the mirror—and was transfixed by her own beauty and radiance. She also saw Amenouzume’s body, we imagine, and was probably transfixed by that as well. The gods told her that she couldn’t hide any longer and showed her that the earth needed her. Amaterasu agreed and returned to her position as ruler of the heavens.

It is thought this story might have been used to explain the first solar eclipse in ancient Japan. Amaterasu’s disappearance into the cave might have been used to explain solar eclipses, where the sun is briefly blocked by the moon but will return again, just as Amaterasu did.


THE IMPERIAL REGALIA OF JAPAN

According to the legends surrounding Japan’s imperial family, their lineage and right to rule goes all the way back to Amaterasu. Amaterasu is so important to the imperial lineage that their regalia all feature symbols of the goddess. There are three items of sacred regalia associated with the imperial family of Japan:


	
1. The Yata-no-Kagami, or Eight-Span Mirror, is kept in a shrine in Mie Prefecture in Japan—at least theoretically. It may have been destroyed in a fire over a thousand years ago, and since the public does not have access to the regalia, this is hard to verify. The Yata-no-Kagami represents the mirror that was used to lure Amaterasu out of the cave.

	
2. The Yasakani-no-Magatama, or Grand Jewel, is said to be part of a necklace given to Amaterasu by her father.

	
3. The Kusanagi-no-Tsurugi, or Grass-Cutting Sword, is believed to have been Susanoo’s sword initially. It was later given to Amaterasu.



These reminders of this powerful goddess in the ancient emblems of imperial Japan show how important the legacy of Amaterasu has been throughout the ages, and continues to be today.








ARIANRHOD

Star Goddess of The Mabinogion
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PRONUNCIATION: ahr-ee-ON-rhod

AKA: Aranrhod, Arianrod, Silver Wheel, the Goddess of the Silver Wheel, the Silver Wheel That Descends Into the Sea

APPEARANCE: Arianrhod is usually depicted as fair-haired and pale.

SYMBOLS:

• The wheel: Arianrhod is associated with wheels as a symbol of time and cycles, representing the cycle of the year.

• Owls: Arianrhod can change her form into an owl and uses this form to see at night and judge the dead.

• The moon and North Star: Arianrhod is a goddess of the moon and associated with the North Star.
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Overview

Arianrhod is a complex and fascinating goddess from Welsh mythology. Her story gives us glimpses of a people caught between an ancient Celtic way of life and colonizing Christianity. Arianrhod’s story first appears in the Fourth Branch of The Mabinogion, one of the earliest written prose stories in Britain—originally written down around the twelfth century A.D. It is based on oral legends that are probably much older.

Written versions of Arianrhod’s story come to us through a Christian lens, which sanitizes and chastises Arianrhod for her decisions and lifestyle. However, it is clear that she had a larger role to play as a major goddess in the ancient Celtic religion than these few written stories would make it seem.

Arianrhod was the daughter of Dôn, an ancient Welsh mother goddess. Arianrhod was a fiercely independent woman who lived in a moving castle by the sea, with only female attendants. She had a proclivity for mermen, and they frequently visited her castle, where Arianrhod entertained them at her leisure.

For a while, Arianrhod was free and happy. But all that changed when there was a scandal in the court of King Math, Arianrhod’s uncle.

What’s Her Story?

Arianrhod lived at her magical moving castle, Caer Arianrhod, located in the Corona Borealis (the northern constellation) and also in Wales—geography is fuzzy here. She had no interest in her uncle Math’s court; she was busy entertaining mermen and being the goddess of rebirth, fertility, and the moon. She was also a consummate weaver and spinner. She had power over the wheel that spins the world and was in charge of judging the dead and of reincarnation.

King Math had a very odd tynged, or magical prohibition: He had to keep his foot in the lap of a virgin at all times when he was not at war. While this sounds incredibly odd, this tynged is actually rooted in the way power was once passed down through Welsh kings.

Prior to Christianity’s presence in Wales, the right to rule was passed down matrilineally (essentially, women always held the throne). Through the Christian lens, this got reinterpreted as women being a literal throne—an object that holds the feet of the king. So this foot fetish tynged was actually about King Math’s being granted the right to rule from the women of his country.

Arianrhod’s brothers Gwydion and Gilfaethwy were both high-ranking members of Uncle Math’s court. Gwydion was a bard, trickster, and powerful magician. His brother Gilfaethwy fell violently in lust with King Math’s beautiful lap virgin Goewin. She wanted nothing to do with him, however, and since she was always with King Math—because of the foot-holding thing—Gilfaethwy had no chance of getting a moment alone with her.

So Gilfaethwy went to his brother Gwydion and begged him for help getting Goewin alone. Gwydion obliged his brother by orchestrating a war between the kingdom of Math and that of his archrival, King Pryderi, by stealing Pryderi’s otherworldly pigs. King Math was forced to go to war and leave Goewin behind.

While the king was gone, Gilfaethwy raped Goewin. When Math returned, he was furious. First, he married Goewin himself to save her the “shame” of having been raped. And then, since he was a powerful magician, he punished his nephews by turning them into three different pairs of mating animals—elk, cows, and wolves. Each time Gilfaethwy and Gwydion transformed into a new animal, Gwydion had sex with his brother and Gilfaethwy was forced to bear a child. In total, the brothers had three sons, whom Math took and raised as his own.

Eventually, Math decided the brothers had been punished enough and turned them back into human men. Gwydion, perhaps seeking to ingratiate himself, noticed that Math still hadn’t found a new virgin to hold his feet in her lap. So Gwydion suggested his sister Arianrhod.

Arianrhod had no desire to be a virgin foot holder, but Gwydion convinced her to go to her uncle’s castle anyway—probably under false pretenses. When she arrived, Gwydion devised a test to make sure that Arianrhod was a virgin, which involved stepping over a bent “wand.” (“Wand” here is both a literal wand and alludes to a certain bit of male genitalia.)

The second she stepped over the wand, she gave birth to two sons. One was Dylan, probably the son of a merman or sea god. Dylan ran away to the sea when his uncle tried to baptize him. The other child was an amorphous blob. Gwydion hid it in a chest and used his magic to nurture it until it grew into a human boy.

Arianrhod never forgave Gwydion for forcing her to step over the bent wand and give birth. She swore she would never give her son (the amorphous blob one) a name or allow him to take up arms or have a wife—denying him the trappings of manhood. Gwydion managed to circumvent Arianrhod’s curses, and the unnamed boy became Lleu Llaw Gyffes, “the Fair-Haired One with the Skilled Hands.”

Arianrhod returned to her castle, where she resumed spinning the wheel that turns the world, judging the dead, being the goddess of the moon, and hanging out with mermen. Her castle has been identified as a rock formation westward of Llandwrog in northwest Wales that is visible at low tide.


ARIANRHOD, JULIUS CAESAR, AND THE ROMAN INVASION OF BRITAIN

There is another story about Arianrhod that links her and her sons to Julius Caesar’s invasion of Britain. Caesar tried to conquer Britain twice. The second time, in 54 B.C., he faced the freedom fighter Caswallawn—also known as Cassivellaunus or Cassibelanus. Caswallawn was a British war leader who is mentioned in Julius Caesar’s Commentaries as well as Geoffrey of Monmouth’s The History of the Kings of Britain, The Mabinogion, and the Welsh Triads. According to the Welsh Triads, Arianrhod was Caswallawn’s sister, and her sons joined his army and helped drive Julius Caesar from Welsh shores.

Later, in A.D. 77, the Welsh and their Druids made a final stand against Roman occupation on the isle of Anglesey—and lost. This marked a turning point in the history of the British Islands and the eventual colonization by Roman forces.








ATARGATIS

Syrian Mermaid Goddess Who Inspired a Slave Rebellion
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PRONUNCIATION: a-TAR-ga-tiss

AKA: Derketo (Greek), Dea Syria or Deasura (Roman), Ataratheh or Tar’atheh (Aramaic)

APPEARANCE: Atargatis is often depicted as a goddess with long streaming hair and the lower body of a fish.

SYMBOLS:

• Fish: Atargatis’s temple at Hierapolis was said to have a deep lake populated by sacred fish. The fish grew to an immense size, had names, and came when called. Some of the fish were adorned with gold, and stories say one had a jewel embedded in its fin.

• Doves: According to legend, a flock of doves nourished and raised the baby who Atargatis abandoned in the desert. She grew up to be the Assyrian queen Semiramis.

• Lions: Atargatis is sometimes depicted riding on a lion.
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Overview

Atargatis is a mermaid goddess from ancient Syria. She is a goddess of the ocean, fertility, and love. According to the ancient Greek historian Herodotus, the legendary temple to Atargatis was located in Hierapolis, an ancient city in northern Syria. Inside, the walls and ceiling were gilded in gold, and so were the statues of Atargatis and her consort, Hadad.

The statue of Atargatis was encrusted in precious jewels, with a single glowing red gem in her forehead, bathing the temple in fiery light. No matter where you stood in the temple, the statue’s eyes were said to follow you.

Her religion was a fierce and ecstatic one, led mostly by transgender women. It began in ancient Syria and was brought to ancient Italy by enslaved people from the region. Thus it became a religion of oppressed minorities in the Roman Empire.

Perhaps it’s no surprise, then, that the religion of Atargatis fueled one of the largest slave revolts in Roman history. No, not Spartacus’s rebellion—the First Servile War, which happened sixty years earlier. The leader of that rebellion—the Spartacus, you might say—was an enslaved man from Syria named Eunus. He was a fire-breather, miracle worker, and prophet of Atargatis.

What’s Her Story?

There are a number of myths about Atargatis, most of which come to us from Roman writers. One of these myths, found in Diodorus Siculus’s Library of History, is about how Atargatis came to be a mermaid. According to Diodorus, there was once a very deep lake in Syria, and Atargatis was worshipped on the shores of that lake.
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		Mama Huaco: First Coya of the Inca People


		Morgan le Fey: Dread Sorceress of Arthurian Legend


		Mulan: Valiant Chinese Heroine Who Disguised Herself As a Man to Join the Army


		Scheherazade: Spellbinding Storyteller of ‘One Thousand and One Nights’


		Sky Woman: The First Woman of Huron and Iroquois Mythology


		Splinter Foot Girl: Arapaho Star Maiden


		Thákane: Basotho Dragon Slayer and Monster Hunter


		Triệu Thị Trinh: Elephant-Riding Rebel General of Ancient Vietnam


		Urduja: Filipina Warrior Princess, Diplomat, and Stateswoman
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		Aicha Kandicha: Camel-Hoofed Seductress of Moroccan Legend


		Al Karisi: Liver-Stealing Demoness of Childbirth


		Baba Yaga: Slavic Witch of the Deep Forest


		Babamik: Cannibal Ogress of Papua New Guinea


		Clídna: Queen of the Banshees in Irish Legend


		Deer Woman: Shape-Shifter and Protective Spirit of Indigenous Women


		El Naddāha: Lethal Temptress of the Nile


		Isiququmadevu: All-Devouring River Monster of Zulu Legend


		Kitsune: Japanese Fox Demons


		Kiyohime: Japanese Fire-Breathing Snake Demon


		La Llorona: Wailing Woman of Mexican Folklore


		Lilith: Bad Girl of Ancient Jewish Lore


		Medusa: Misunderstood Monster of Greek Mythology


		Perchta: Yule Monster of the Alpine Mountains


		Pesta: Norwegian Spirit of the Black Death


		The Qalupalik: Inuit Sea Spirit Who Lures Children Onto the Ice
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