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A FRESH PERSPECTIVE



ON ANCIENT MYTHS
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For millennia, myths have been reverently passed from one person to another through oral traditions, art, plays, and literature (and later, movies, cartoons, and comic books). They’ve been interpreted and reinterpreted, morphing to suit ever-changing needs, beliefs, regimes, and markets. These tales of magic, mystery, bravery, hubris, tragedy, and triumph summon images of gallant heroes in armor saving the day or gods with big thunderbolts (and red flags) raining down their power and progeny wherever they felt like it. But how did Theseus find his way out of the labyrinth? Ariadne’s thread. How did Shiva defeat the buffalo demon Mahishasura? By tagging in Durga.


Turns out, a lot of these conquests of wonder and wisdom belong to the women written in the footnotes of some divine jock’s story. And their stories are worth tomes. It’s time for the extraordinary goddesses, heroines, and sorceresses of the ancient world to have their moment in the radiant moonlight. (The self-important sun gods can keep their rays.)


Enter: Bad Bitches of Antiquity, the modern compendium of mythical women who used their powers, prowess, mischief, and cleverness to make moves, exact revenge, bestow miracles, and cleverly control the comings and goings of mortals and gods alike. Peek behind the curtain of male-centered tales to discover empowering, impressive, and remarkably relatable moments in myth from the women’s perspective. Each spellbinding saga celebrates their multitudes with the compassion and respect they merit. (As well as a hefty offering of humor. You have to laugh when a drama-loving goddess can start a whole war with one moment of pettiness or when a sorceress turns men into pigs to teach them a lesson.)


These legendary women are warriors, villains, leaders, avengers, lovers, and haters, but they’re all bad bitches. That deferential moniker applies to more than just the Gorgons who turned impudent men to stone. A bad bitch takes her fate into her own hands when others are trying to pull the strings. She gets up, dusts herself off, and gets to work when men and gods try to tear her down. She stares unflinchingly into the gaping maw of the unknown and says, “Bring it on.” And she does it all on her terms.


She might hone her skills and challenge the status quo like Greek heroine Atalanta, escape a toxic relationship like Mayan goddess Ixchel, or even walk through hell to get what she wants like Sumerian goddess Inanna. She might spend ten years plotting revenge like Mycenaean queen Clytemnestra, set fire to the land like Hawai‘ian goddess Pele, or go toe to toe with the gods like Egyptian goddess Aset. No matter how she made her mark on mythology, each of these formidable women knew how to keep things interesting. And each one deserves to be the main character in her own story.
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IT’S TIME FOR THE EXTRAORDINARY GODDESSES, HEROINES, AND SORCERESSES OF THE ANCIENT WORLD TO HAVE THEIR MOMENT IN THE RADIANT MOONLIGHT.
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STRENGTH & RESILIENCE
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From sorceresses and Gorgons who doled out their own brands of justice, to mothers ready to risk it all, to goddesses who went through hell (some literally), these women persevered, and even triumphed, under terrible circumstances.











ARAWEELO
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A THOUGHTFUL QUEEN WHO DISMANTLED THE PATRIARCHY








	ORIGIN: Somali


	DOMINION: Somalia







	FORM: Mortal


	POWER MOVE: Ousting men from power










Araweelo looked around at her clan of outcasts, women who had been shamed or shunned from their homes and communities. They were looking to her, too—to lead them. And for the first time, their eyes were full of hope. In Somali society, the young widow Araweelo was nothing, made untouchable, worthless, and scorned by patriarchal beliefs. But there in the wilderness, where she had created and defended a home for herself and others like her, she became a queen.


Still, the clans around Araweelo’s endlessly warred with each other, threatening her own growing faction. Her clan could continue to fend them off—they’d gotten pretty good at it. (After all, no one knows men’s weaknesses like women.) But, looking around at these sisters who had learned to hunt and build and grow together, Araweelo sensed they could do more. They could bring peace to their homeland.
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THERE IN THE WILDERNESS . . . SHE BECAME A QUEEN.


The queen began her quest for reconciliation with diplomacy (a foreign concept to a society fueled by testosterone), offering alliances to her fellow leaders. But Araweelo knew better than to bet on being able to reason with men who were used to bloodier problem-solving methods. She shrewdly used her femininity to lure the leaders into a false sense of security, knowing the men would underestimate her clan. When they chose violence over her olive branch, Araweelo had them thrown into the prison she’d built just for the purpose.
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An Oppressive Reputation


Some stories paint a more violent picture of Araweelo’s ascension—one that involves actual castration and a generally murderous intolerance toward men. Given the patriarchal tendency toward demonizing women in power, those tales should be taken with a large grain of salt. There’s a reason that men who passed Araweelo’s grave threw stones at it while women threw flowers.





More and more men proved unworthy of Araweelo’s vision of peace. When the men didn’t return to their clans, whispers of the queen’s ruthless ways began to make the rounds. Rumor had it that she had castrated the clan leaders, who fled in humiliation. Although no members were actually severed (probably), Araweelo and her clan wisely helped the rumor mill churn. Suddenly, the men of Somalia were more amenable to change.


Little by little, Araweelo removed men from power and replaced them with strong and capable women. (Don’t worry—there was plenty of housework for the men to do.) The newly formed matriarchy was so successful in reforming the war-torn land that Araweelo earned the nickname “Queen of Peace and Prosperity.” Alas, Somalia found its way back to patriarchy after Araweelo’s death. But her reign inspired countless women to build community (and possibly also prisons).










CLYTEMNESTRA
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A VENGEFUL MOTHER WHO PLAYED THE LONG GAME








	ORIGIN: Greek


	DOMINION: Queen of Sparta







	FORM: Mortal


	
POWER MOVE: Spending ten years plotting revenge












Clytemnestra was inconsolable. Just hours earlier, she had been celebrating the impending marriage of her daughter Iphigenia to the hero Achilles. (She didn’t know the man, but she’d heard good things.) Instead, the queen had unknowingly, elatedly ferried Iphigenia to her death at her husband’s command. Agamemnon had bartered their daughter’s life for favorable winds from the goddess Artemis. And he was already tearing across the Aegean Sea toward Troy when Clytemnestra discovered his betrayal.


Agamemnon’s reasoning, full of his typical bluster and justification, was unfathomable. He was the king of Mycenae, commander of more than a thousand ships headed for the Trojan War, and had a duty to his men, he’d argued. When the winds had failed them, he needed to appease Artemis. She demanded he sacrifice his beloved daughter Iphigenia. If anyone was to blame, it was those fickle Olympians.


[image: ]


AS HER ANGER ENGULFED HER ANGUISH, THE QUEEN BEGAN TO PLOT HER REVENGE.


[image: image]


Agamemnon conveniently left out the fact that he’d been the one to piss off Artemis in the first place. He’d hunted her sacred stags and bragged about his skill. Why the maiden moon goddess wanted to end the life of an innocent girl when she could have taken a selfish blowhard instead, Clytemnestra couldn’t fathom.


Clytemnestra turned the situation over and over in her mind, and her grief began to smolder. Agamemnon had killed her favorite daughter without a hint of remorse. (Yes, favorite. Every mother has one. Some are simply wise enough to hide it from their other children—a fact that would come back to bite Clytemnestra later.) As her anger engulfed her anguish, the queen began to plot her revenge.




Don’t Cry for Iphigenia


Clytemnestra’s daughter was a badass in her own right. When Agamemnon summoned Iphigenia to the ship, she saw the writing on the bulkheads. Instead of bolting or begging for her life, she coolly consented to the sacrifice. (OK, there may have been a little begging at first. But who could blame her?) In the end, she bowed to the goddess’s will—not to her father’s. And she was smart to do it. Artemis wasn’t about to let a good woman go to waste for the ambitions of a man. At the last second, she swapped Iphigenia out for a deer and secreted her away to become one of her own priestesses.
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Honorable Mention: Hecuba


Vengeful women weren’t extremely common in a violent patriarchal society like ancient Greece’s, but Clytemnestra was far from the only one. In retribution for killing her youngest son, Polydorus, Queen Hecuba blinded Polymestor by scratching out his eyes and ordered the murder of both of his sons. Agamemnon himself presided over her trial, declared Hecuba’s actions justified, and sentenced the blind Polymestor to prison for murder. (The irony!)





When your husband is a king and a member of the House of Atreus, finding people willing to harm him isn’t difficult. His family of murderers, cannibals, and degenerates made the Lannisters look like the Brady Bunch. Clytemnestra found her partner in crime in Aegisthus, a long-lost cousin of Agamemnon whose brothers were killed by the king’s father. He was as vindictive as he was loyal to her. Plus, he was good in bed.


The two spent ten long years patiently plotting Agamemnon’s demise, hoping, probably, that the war itself didn’t do him in before they could. But the king would not die in battle. He was too busy causing problems for the Greeks, offending more gods, tormenting enslaved women, and generally earning his intended fate. At long last, Agamemnon returned home—with his lover (or concubine, depending on the myth) Cassandra in tow.


Whether it was because she’d waited long enough or because Agamemnon smelled like a man who’d been at sea for months, the queen wasted no time in leading her soon-to-be ex-husband to the bath. He likely thought his doting wife was giving him a much-deserved hero’s welcome, as a woman should do. (If he said as much, Clytemnestra’s murderous rage would have been all the more relatable.) Agamemnon had no idea that a revenge fantasy had been playing on a loop in the queen’s head for ten years—mostly because it had never occurred to him that a small matter like killing their daughter could incite such hostility.


AS UNREPENTANT AS HER HUSBAND, CLYTEMNESTRA PROUDLY WALKED THE STREETS, COVERED IN HIS BLOOD.
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The smarmy king hadn’t been in the bath long enough for the water to cool when Clytemnestra and Aegisthus lunged and bound him with his robe. In one brief moment, the true horror of his situation washed over Agamemnon. Then, the queen let her ax fall. (The fact that she didn’t launch into a murderer’s monologue after all those years of planning showed incredible restraint.) Consumed by bloodlust, Clytemnestra turned on Cassandra and ended the priestess’s beleaguered life, too. (More on that later . . .)


As unrepentant as her husband, Clytemnestra proudly walked the streets, covered in his blood. Calls for her exile came to nothing, and Aegisthus effortlessly took Agamemnon’s place on the throne. The killer couple ruled hand in hand for seven years before Clytemnestra’s favoritism caught up with her in the form of Iphigenia’s bitter, underappreciated siblings.


Orestes, who had been scheming with his sister Electra, delivered the fatal blow. (They say kids imitate the behavior of their parents.) But even death couldn’t keep Clytemnestra down. Clearly thriving in her new environment, she sent Furies from the Underworld to torment her murderous son.
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DEMETER
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A FIERCE GODDESS SECOND, A MOTHER FIRST








	ORIGIN: Greek


	DOMINION: Harvest, fertility, and the earth







	FORM: Goddess


	
POWER MOVE: Stopping at nothing












Demeter called for her daughter, Persephone, a sense of unease beginning to bloom in her stomach and crawl under her skin. Why hadn’t she answered? Where could she have gone? She began to imagine the worst when Hecate approached her and confirmed her fears: Persephone had been taken.


The moon goddess, hidden away by the daylight, had only heard the young woman’s screams from a distance. She couldn’t identify her abductor. But she knew someone who could—someone who saw all from his spot in the sky (and who was clearly nosy enough to focus on a kidnapping in progress). The pair sought out Helios, god of the sun.
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AS ANY WOMAN WOULD DO UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES, DEMETER CHOSE VIOLENCE.


Not only did Helios see Hades kidnap his niece in broad daylight, but he also knew what gave the shady god of the Underworld the audacity to do it—or, rather, who gave him the audacity. Persephone’s own father, Zeus, had promised her away without so much as asking Hermes to drop her mom a line. Worse still, the king of gods had told Hades to violently kidnap the girl to avoid dealing with Demeter’s disapproval (underlining, perhaps, why the couple broke things off).


Helios shrugged off the whole ordeal as just another day in Olympus, but Demeter’s blood boiled. Her daughter had been kidnapped, her own brother/former lover had set it up, and now this annoyingly perky sun god was telling her to “calm down.” As any woman would do under the circumstances, Demeter chose violence.


The goddess of the harvest, who helped crops grow and communities flourish, took her rage on tour. Demeter laid waste to the land, caused a drought, spoiled the seeds before they could be planted, and even broke the farmers’ ploughs. Then she turned her ire toward Zeus, impugning his parenting and swearing to continue wreaking havoc on the mortals he was sworn to protect (and who kept his altars flush with sacrifices of wine and meat).
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Mom of the Year


There seem to be two types of Greek gods: the ones who revere their children and would do anything for them, and the ones who act like offspring are a drachma a dozen. Demeter was clearly in the former camp (which is the smaller of the two). Maybe it was just her nature as the goddess of fertility. Or, like a millennial reacting to their harsh boomer upbringing by gentle-parenting their kids, maybe she was healing her own trauma. Her mom, Rhea, did allow her dad, Cronus, to swallow her whole, after all.





Realizing—like every schlubby sitcom husband ever—that trying to circumvent his ex’s disapproval only compounded it, Zeus attempted to fix the problem he’d created. He went to Hades, laurel crown in hand, and asked him to return Persephone to her mother. As a mischievous Olympian and regular companion of the damned, though, Hades’s assent didn’t mean much. He used a loophole to trick Persephone into binding herself to the Underworld.


DEMETER’S FURY ALONE THREATENED TO RAZE THE GODLY PLANE.
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With one glance, Zeus knew he couldn’t just throw up his hands in response to Hades’s cleverness. Demeter’s fury alone threatened to raze the godly plane. So, he brokered an arrangement—Persephone would spend one-third of the year belowground and two-thirds above. The unevenness of the deal seemed to imply some sort of apology from Hades, but Demeter wasn’t about to let Zeus off scot-free. During the months she spent with her daughter, she would resume her duties to help the mortal world flourish. But during the months Persephone spent in the Underworld, the days would be cold, the harvests suspended, and the subsequent offerings to Zeus severely lacking in fat and flavor.
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Hecate: Ride or Die


Not only did Hecate lead Demeter to the truth, but she also stayed by the goddess’s side every step of the way while she fought for her daughter’s freedom. If that’s not enough, Hecate—a titaness who was used to walking on the dark side, thanks to her dominion over crossroads, sorcery, and the moon—also accompanied Persephone on her annual journeys between Earth and the Underworld. She was like that witchy aunt who’s always ready and willing to hex someone for you.














LILITH
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A “DEMONESS” WHO DEMANDED MORE FROM MEN








	ORIGIN: Mesopotamian


	DOMINION: Demons







	FORM: Mortal


	POWER MOVE: Not settling










Lilith couldn’t believe this man. God had created her using the same dirt with which God had created Adam. But somehow, being blinked into existence a few seconds before her made the man feel superior. (Maybe the audacity gene was found on the Y chromosome.) Here he was, using the first creaking syllables of his newly formed voice to command her to submit to him—and not in a sexy, bodice-ripping-romance kind of way.


In fact, that was the problem. Lilith was looking for a passionate partnership. Adam wanted control. They wrestled for it in conversations, in daily tasks, and, mostly, in bed. Adam’s dogmatic preference for the missionary position was the major sticking point. It wasn’t about physical gratification (of which there wasn’t much); it was about forcing his “inferior” wife into submission. A feminist icon from the start, Lilith refused to let her husband come out on top.
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GOD CREATED HER USING THE SAME DIRT WITH WHICH GOD HAD CREATED ADAM.


Faced with a lifetime of toxic masculinity and boring sex (back when lifetimes spanned hundreds of years), Lilith wisely left Eden for more equitable pastures. Adam was apoplectic as he prayed to God to bring Lilith back. Whether God felt sorry for this mortal son or just wanted to shut him up, God vowed to kill Lilith’s future offspring in droves until she returned. (This was the Old Testament God—more fire and brimstone than peace and forgiveness.)




Try, Try Again


Some stories say that God created Eve as a consolation prize for Adam, forming her from Adam’s own rib to reinforce his claims of superiority. (Because giving into childish tantrums usually ends well.) Then she, too, began to exhibit shocking symptoms of physical and mental agency. Simply by seeking enlightenment, Eve became the poster girl for the downfall of humanity, fueling the arguments of misogynists with God complexes for millennia.
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Lilith, meanwhile, was busy having fantastic sex with every demon she met. When God’s angels threatened to off her half-demon babies, she threatened to kill mortal children in equal numbers. The angel guard considered their options, but one look at Lilith proved she wasn’t bluffing. The shackles of demure womanly conduct were clearly off. So, the warring factions came to a truce. Adam would just have to deal.


Over the years, the legends began to demonize Lilith herself. She was Satan’s own mistress, they said—a succubus who ate babies and terrorized the entire male population. In Greek mythology, she became Lamia, a vampiress out for the blood of tiresome men. So, it turns out, men lashing out at independent and unapologetically sexual women is literally a tale as old as time.











MEDEA
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A FORMIDABLE ENCHANTRESS WHO WAS PUSHED TOO FAR








	ORIGIN: Greek


	DOMINION: Spellwork and prophecy







	FORM: Sorceress


	POWER MOVE: Surviving










Over the millennia, Medea has developed a reputation for being a terrifying sorceress who would murder her own family to further her interests. Was she a powerful sorceress? Yes. Did she kill a few family members? Also yes. But the truth is that Medea had been minding her own business on the island of Colchis when she was unwittingly caught up in the schemes of Olympus.


It all started with a grudge. Decades earlier, Hera had concocted a prophecy of death to terrify King Pelias, who had murdered his stepmother in the goddess’s temple. (Fair.) Then she’d enlisted his nephew Jason to fulfill it. As the rightful heir to the throne whom Pelias had tried to kill as a baby, Jason was happy to help. But for Hera’s grand plan to work, she needed Medea. It wasn’t just the enchantress’s gift of magic that the goddess was after—it was also her knowledge and cunning. And if she were in love with the hero, Hera thought, she might be more inclined to help.
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IT WASN’T JUST THE ENCHANTRESS’S GIFT OF MAGIC THE GODDESS WAS AFTER—IT WAS ALSO HER KNOWLEDGE AND CUNNING.


As princess and resident spellcaster of Colchis, Medea was tasked with guarding the Golden Fleece—a treasured gift given to her father, King Aeëtes. So Hera invented a quest for Jason to retrieve the Fleece as a meet-cute for the couple. But the goddess wasn’t about to leave their love to the Fates. (Or maybe she just knew Jason couldn’t get the girl on his own.) Hera asked Aphrodite’s son Eros to sling one of his amorous arrows at Medea. Despite her own divine heritage as a granddaughter of Helios, Medea and her magic were no match for that of the gods. She saw the hero, and all rational thought was instantly replaced with ardor.
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Aunt Circe
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