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Introduction





Women are makers of history, but you might struggle to find their stories in a lot of books. A worthy wife here, a famous beauty there, but very rarely a pioneering figure. Virginia Woolf wrote her career-defining work A Room of One's Own after performing this very exercise and finding her results wanting.


  There is no doubt that, for centuries, women have had almost every obstacle placed in their path: lack of education, laws restricting their rights, laws that defined them as property, and social stigma placed on any woman who dared to step off her preordained path. Yet, if you look a bit closer at history, you'll start to see women where you didn't before.


  So, why do we not know their stories? Some women have been deliberately obliterated by their enemies and even their friends. For instance, it is thought that the name of Hatshepsut – Egypt's second female pharaoh and one of its greatest – was scrubbed from temple walls by her own grandson, Amenhotep II. Others have been slandered posthumously. Catherine II, one of Russia's most renowned rulers, is chiefly known in popular culture for having sex with horses. This seems to be a kind of schoolyard rumour that even respected historians, for some reason, enjoy repeating – a rumour which probably only arose as a result of her enjoying a string of lovers. Certainly, many kings have had a poorer historical reputation and a higher number of lovers, yet are not smeared by similar comments. Others, it seems, just drop out of the history books. It is not clear why Frida Kahlo, who was successful in her own lifetime, has only recently become well known, and was even excluded from the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Artists until 1990.


  And there are countless more. Did you know the first recorded poet in the world was a priestess named Enheduanna? Have you heard of Ching Shih, the most successful pirate in history, who commanded a feared navy of 70,000 pirates? Were you aware that the technology on which Wi-Fi – the basis of modern life as we know it – was developed by Hedy Lamarr, the Hollywood actress? 


  Today, we are hungry for women's stories and we refuse to accept that they don't exist. We are peeling back the dusty layers of our history books and seeing the women that were there all along: the great, the good, the mighty, the genius, the formidable – and many more. So read on and find all the herstory you've missed.







faithful woman exceeding in wisdom

opens [her] mouth [to recite] over cooled lined tablets

always consults lapis tablets

[and] gives strong council to all lands.

 

ENHEDUANNA 


2285–50

High priestess and the first named poet in history.










Hatshepsut


 

Dates: 1507–1458 BC

Country of origin: Egypt

 



Longest-reigning female Pharaoh of Egypt, who commissioned many landmarks that still stand today including the Temple of Hatshepsut






 

During her rule, Hatshepsut ordered the construction of many temples, statues and monuments, including the beautiful Temple of Hatshepsut which is still standing today. She had them inscribed with her achievements and records of her divine birth and kingship (ancient Egypt had no Queen role). However, some decades after her reign, most of her statues were pulled down and her name was scratched off many carvings in a still-unexplained attempt to erase her rule. Hatshepsut took the throne as regent for her husband's son, Thutmose III, but soon seized power in her own right, reigning for around 21 years. Her rule was largely peaceful, marked by successful trading expeditions and hundreds of grand construction projects. Her expedition to Punt saw the first recorded attempt to import foreign trees; her emissaries returned with 31 myrrh trees, whereupon they were planted in the courtyard of her great temple. 


Sappho


 

Dates: c.620–570 BC

Country of origin: Greece

 



Hugely influential poet and possible inventor of the plectrum






 

Not much is known of Sappho's life: she was born to a wealthy family on Lesbos in 630 BC and was probably married. Even her poetry, supposed to once number around 10,000 lines, only survives in fragments, with just one complete poem still existing. However, in her lifetime, she was astonishingly successful and her poetry was influential for nearly a thousand years after her death. Plato referred to her as the 'tenth muse' and she was considered one of the nine 'canonical lyric poets of Ancient Greece' – meaning she was an essential part of any comprehensive Ancient Greek literary education. A vase portraying Sappho strumming a lyre is the first known depiction of a plectrum, leading some to speculate she invented it. The subjects of her poetry were many but she is most famous for her erotic writing about women. The words 'sapphic' and 'lesbian' derive respectively from her name and her place of birth.






We are also the only ones who give birth to men.

 

GORGO OF SPARTA, ON BEING ASKED WHY SPARTAN WOMEN WERE THE ONLY PEOPLE WHO CAN RULE MEN.

c.480 BC

Queen of Sparta, wife of Leonidas I, known for her judgement and political advice.










Boudica


 

Dates: c.30–61 

Country of origin: Britain

 




Leader of the Iceni tribe who revolted against the Roman Empire









 

When Boudica's husband, Prasutagus, King of the Iceni, died, he left his kingdom to be ruled equally by his two daughters and the Roman emperor.
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