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 Summary

This thesis charts my creative response to the archetypal figure of the warrior woman, and my critical research into her integral relationship to the oral narrative verse traditions of the ballad and the epic.  
The Creative Submission contains twenty poems, including short responses to contemporary news stories and gender theories; a ballad about sixteenth century Irish chieftain Gráinne O’Mháille; a lyric sequence exploring my own political activism; and the opening section of an epic poem about Boudica, first century chieftain of the Iceni.   
My critical commentary on my own poetry is incorporated into my Critical Submission, which is divided into three sections. The Introduction outlines a non-dualistic, non-essentialist ‘connectionist’ theoretical framework of gender and archetypes.  Part One argues that the ballad, traditionally associated with both love and war, the oral and the written, legend and history, has always been a home for the transgressive figure of the warrior woman.  Chapter One is an academic analysis of her role in three centuries of ballads including the Granuaile aislingi, the early modern female sailor broadsides, and the literary work of E. Pauline Johnson and Helen Adam.  Chapter Two examines my own balladry in the context of modern literary examples of the form including Nick Cave’s murder ballads, Blake Morrison’s ‘The Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper’ and Carol Rumens’s ‘The Morning After’.  Part Two challenges the conventional view of the epic as a masculine form.  Chapter Three examines ancient heroines including Dido, Atalanta and the Amazons, demonstrating that Greek and Roman epics were powerful tools in the dismemberment of the warrior woman archetype in the West.  Chapter Four reaches back to the dawn of Western mythology in the epics of Inanna, Ancient Sumerian goddess of the Morning and Evening Star, and argues that, in contrast, this earliest known epic poetry conveyed a gender-neutral vision of leadership, and in its lyric qualities formally honoured Venus as much as Mars.  Chapter Five concludes this thesis with a discussion of the historical and literary context of my own epic-in-progress ‘Ter Death Lay O’ Boudiga, Last Chieftain o’ ter Ickneys’. 
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CREATIVE SUBMISSION
Gender Agendas
When speaking of these things

one must be circumspect

The clitoris, the Dogon say,

is the male soul of the woman,

and the foreskin

the female soul of the man

This is why they must be removed.

Take a piece of flint, a rusty razor:

scrape away, dig out, the girl’s questing pulse,
slice off the boy’s soft protective veil.
Do not listen to her screams.

Forbid him to cry out.
Because a woman must accept
—but never crave—
her husband’s stripped erection.

And a man must never know

the tearful, shy sensation

of opening a secret eyelid 

inside the one he loves.

Call it circumcision, (soul) cutting,

mutilation, amputation —

but speak, please, 

about those scraps of flesh and blood

flung like sour dregs onto the fire.

Ask why they are despised.

Why, in the name of all that binds

whole people together,

they must be excised.

What’s Jung Got To Do With It? 

Breaking bread and dipping it in soup,

You say I’m ‘very masculine’ sometimes.

God, I want to gag you with my spoon.

Why does it sound as if you’re trying to impugn

Me, accuse me of a raft of gender crimes ―

Don’t you like it when I dunk you in my soup?

Oh darling, can’t you see my lipstick droop,

Hear the lurking lack of chimes,

When you clang that rusty knife against my spoon?

For I feel about as glamorous as a prune

When you prick me with those antique paradigms ―

A prune in hobnail boots, drowning in your soup.

If you mean I can be bossy, have been known to swoop

Down on your sins ― poppet, think of pantomimes:

A slapstick villainess who spanks you with a spoon;

Peter Pan in tights, singing slightly out of tune.

Men are sharp as lemons; women sting like limes:

So let’s bake bread together, make a hearty soup,

Then with cayenne kisses, set fire to my spoon. 

Adamantine

for Elisabeth Fritzl

From the Black Hole of Calcutta 

To Guantanamo Bay,

There could be no worse prison.

But, Elisabeth, you survived it.

Didn’t starve yourself to death.

Didn’t smash your brains out.

Didn’t do to your children what he did to you.

Your father chose you ‘for his own’

Because you were indestructible —

An adamantine crystal

Glinting, hidden, growing 

In his damp and mouldy cave.

But you were born for your own reasons,

And by your sheer existence

You’ve irrevocably shown 

Not just how caged and cruel we are,

But how powerful and free.  

The Ballsy Ballad Heroine

Saint Mildew and the Druggan

Far from fair, and round about,

upon a furry, fangled night,

Saint Mildew had just snuffed her snout

when who should hone her hoary light?

Say not so, and say it surly,

squash the clocks and praise the poor,

but sure as Frangipan’s a girlie,

a Druggan scritchled at the door.

A Druggan?  No!  A Druggan?  Yes!

She heard the smirk; she smelled the hiss.

Saint Mildew starched her starkest dress,

from mangrove mirrors milked a kiss.

Silver pencils poked through keyholes,

windows shone like glockenspiels.

Mildew called on nineteen foe-souls:

‘Winch me up on war-sawn wheels!’

Yes, when a Druggan comes a-corbling

drag not thy heels in mercy’s mire.

Stiff like Mildew, lift thy sting-wing,

shade thine eyegaze from the fire.

For just one squint at that torn face

will desecrate both Love and Hate:

an empty light shall fill the place

where once the heart did resonate ―

tender feelings shrink to pinpricks;

courage, passion burn to black:

the Druggan’s cold and ghostly flame licks

clean the platter, slick the lack.

Even Saints the ilk of Mildew

fear the long-appointed day

when each must break the Lord’s own curfew,

confront that furnace of dismay.

So pause to thank the vanquished foe-souls

chained to Mildew’s oily will:

they churned the earth like nineteen glow-moles,

made her mind a battle mill.

Mildew’s soaring, whirring fury

split the door from North to South,

blindly seeking hymnal glory

she launched a spear-shot from her mouth!

The Druggan reared, the Druggan roared,

its throat as snaky as a swan’s.

From that face dark splendour poured:

the Druggan shone like phosphor bronze.

And though with pure and piercing verse

Mildew skewerskilled the beast,

naught could salve her light-scorched voice,

not virgin’s tears nor tongue of priest.

Now she but drones the ancient songs

her toothless Truth less Beauty brings

a constant sense of rites and wrongs

to homeless bones and tarnished rings. 


       Grace of the Gamblers

                  A Chantilly Chantey

O come to the convent, young ladies of Mayo,

     We’ll arm you with needles and thread.

Outside in the trenches, a summer of spuds

     Is rotting away like the dead…

                                                        in their beds …

     Is rotting away like the dead.  

Along the grey sands, an ocean is foaming

     Like spit on the lips of the starved.

But girls who can stitch white lace in fine patterns

     Will be fatter than cows due to calve.

                                                                To carve!

     Fatter than cows due to calve. 

And when you are working your edgings and sprigs,

    Spinning your bobbins and nets,

Remember you’re not the first canny colleens

     To unravel the Englishman’s threats.

                                                                Don’t forget

     To unravel the Englishman’s threats.  

For this is the ballad of Gráinne Ní Mháille,

     Queen of the West Irish Coast.

At ten years of age she hacked off her hair

     And blazoned the air with a boast:

‘Me Ma must let me set sail to Spain,

     For I am me father’s daughter.

One day I’ll captain his galleys and men

     And govern the stormiest water.’

The old fella guffawed, took her aboard,

     Glad of a girl with gumption;

Under his wing she studied the stars,

     The tides and perfect presumption.

For Pa was a Chieftain, his hard-won crown

     A silver sea studded with islets,

And if Gráinne could swagger on deck like a man,

     She’d be after commanding his pirates. 

  Wind at her neck, salt stinging her lips,

     The crop-headed lassie in britches

Grew into a woman named Granuaile,

     Intent on increasing her riches —

Galley bellies groaning with goods,

     Spare cutlasses stashed in the flax,

In between bartering wool for wine,

     She was rifling wrecks on the rocks!

But a good Gaelic girl must marry and mother,

     The womb is a powerful smithy ―

When Granuaile wed an O’Flaherty man

     The whiskey it flowed like the Liffey.

She bore him three tiddlers, collected his rents,

     Defended his land with her vessels;

But Donal, that eejit, died in an ambush,

     Leaving her trapped in Cock’s Castle.

O Granuaile’s story is shaping up swell, 

     Like a river of Limerick lace,

It toiles and billows, tumbles and sprays,

     Til history’s calling her Grace.

                                                        Her Grace…

     Now history’s calling her Grace.

And if you can sing as you stitch and you hook

     You’ll pin a long tale to your kin,

How a ‘femynyne spoiler’ battled an empire

     With more than a fortune to win.

                                                               To spin!

      With more than a fortune to win. 

The English were slinging a battering ram,

     The siege was a test of her mettle ―

Grace melted the roof, poured hot lead on their heads,

     Cried: ‘Call me the Queen of Hen’s Castle!’ 

The O’Flaherty clan said ‘Thanks, now scram.


               ​     No widow’s got rights to our land.’

Grace sailed back to Mayo with two hundred men, 

     To gee up her own bandit band.   

Grace of the Gamblers, wanton and bold,

     Played a powerful game in the straits:

If you wanted to sail to Galway City,

     You had to pay Gráinne her rates!

But a woman alone, no matter how stout,

     Was legally all in a pickle:

When Granuaile wedded Iron Richard Bourke,

     ‘Twas not just for the sake of his prickle.

Some say she divorced him after a year,

     But blood roars louder than rumours:

Gráinne gave birth to his son on a ship

     Being boarded by Turkish corsairs.

The crew came a-crying, so swapping her babby

     For a beltful of black blunderbusses,

She capered on deck like a mad giantess  

     And blasted the Barbary bastards.   

Tibbot-ne-long grew up to out-shine

     His brothers Murrough and Owen:

   When Granuaile gave them a seed each to plant

     The bigger boys dug up a mountain ― 

But Tibbot’s blue eyes, bright as the sky,

                                Sought the most fertile soil in all Erin:

When he tossed his seed in the wild Irish sea,

     Hailed Granuaile: ‘You are my son.’ 

O Gráinne’s story doesn’t end here

     At a moment of motherly love.

Husbands or sons, no man could outdo her

     When Saxon stick came to shove …

                                                                  Meet the Guv!

    Yes, Saxon stick came to shove.  

Bess’s new Governor, Sir Richard Bingham, 

     Was roping the Chieftains in line,

But like a scutched hank of river-ret hemp

     Granuaile twisted and twined …

                                                         and twined…

     Granuaile twisted and twined 

The Earl of Desmond thought it was cute

     To deliver Ni Mháille to Dublin. 

She haggled her freedom, legged it to Mayo, 

     And declined to support his rebellion.

Bingham the Brutal set fire to Munster,

                                Sealing his fame with a famine.


               Thinner than wood smoke, the kerns that survived

                                Were fighting the flies for the carrion.

                           Desmond was gnawing skeletal hopes,

     Pinned his dreams to a fleet of Italians.

Alas, the Pope’s soldiers surrendered to Bingham —

    And were slaughtered like so many vermin.

The chieftains took heed, did deals with the Crown,

     Knee-bending on blood-mudded ground. 

Now Iron Richard Bourke was a laudy daw ‘Sir’, 

     And Gráinne was sound as a pound.

But Richard fell ill, a savage bad dose,

     was dead in his bed-shirt by April.  

Lickety-split, Old Billygoat Bingham 

     Was gumming for the widow of Mayo. 

Slavering shite, he inveigled her son

     On to an island at night,

Then hanged eighteen men, strapped Owen down

     And stabbed him twelve times in the throat.

‘That poisonous hoor!’ Granuaile swore,

     ‘Will die for his desperate deceits!’

Drawing down gallowglass, Redshanks and muskets,

     She garnered an army of Scots. 

Cold-Blooded Bingham circled and swooped

     down on his prey like a hawk … 

  When he scooped up a hen for his new gallow-tree,

     she sure wasn’t having a lark!   

But Granuaile’s story won’t stop with a squawk,

     Caught in a short, shrinking loop,

For Gráinne the wrangling, roaming sea-captain,

     Could unpick a noose with one whoop.

                                                                  One whoop!

     Could unpick a noose with one whoop.

And if you young ladies would feed your Great Hunger

     With more than shamrocks and cress, 

Then stitch a lace sampler of Gráinne’s example:

     ‘Bite the Hand, Break the Bank, Ne’er Confess!’

                                                                            Confess?

      Bite the Hand, Break the Bank, Ne’er Confess!

   The best of the Bourkes dangled and swayed,

        Their latest rebellion snaffled;

The thread of her own life bitten and frayed

     Granuaile mounted the scaffold.

To creak o’ the plank and chafe o’ the rope,

     She greeted the thought of her grave —

When a horseman arrived at a nick-o’-time gallop:

     The ‘nurse of insurgents’ was saved!

So did Grace’s nephew, the Devil’s Hook,

                                 Flatter the Pale to deceive?

Or was the white hand of a wily old Tudor

                                 Behind that vellum reprieve?

The Spanish Armada was flapping its flags

     And `tisn’t so hard to believe

That Gráinne might guard the Gaelic back door,

     A trick up Elizabeth’s sleeve.

For the sea-faring She-Cock feathered her nest

     With treasure from Skye to Gibraltar;

‘Sir Drake? A right quack,’ she cackled and spat,

     ‘My eyes are the best on the water!’

If Liz took the long view and Gráinne the short,

     Preserving her life for a price,

                           Both of the century’s hot-headed queens

     Might survive the next roll of the dice…

Bingham was fuming, deprived of his prize, 

     But soon he’d be slavering for more ―

Like rheumy old cattle savaged by dogs

     The Armada smashed up on the shore.

Blinder than maggots, flushed out of flesh,

     The Spanish had no time to blink:

Grace killed the fellas wrecked on Clare Island,

     And Bing flung the rest in the brink.

O Granuaile’s story spins thicker here,

     In a whirlpool of pillage and spite.

Was she a sleeveen, in league with the Queen?

     Or just picking and choosing her fights?

                                                                      That’s right!

     She was picking and choosing her fights.
And if you’d unpick the motives of pirates,

     Be ready for blisters and blood:

Gráinne was steely, Gráinne was coarse,

     Not a-feared to be smeared in mud.

                                                                 M’Lud!

     Not a-feared to be smeared in mud… 

                          Though hiding or helping Spanish survivors 

     Broke every law of the Saxon, 

Some of the Chieftains took to harbouring crews,

     And kindly repairing their galleons ―

Catching the hint of a chance once again

     To heartily hammer the clans,                         

Bingham the Lizard stealthily slithered

     Into some shameless shenanigans.

Not happy with skewering two thousand Spaniards,

     The villain declared open season ―

He marched into Mayo, up to Granuaile’s gate,

     Accusing her nephew of treason.

‘Take one more step and I’ll hack off your head,’

     Hissed Grace as she paced in the garden.

Bingham of Bloodbath strode down to the village

     And massacred women and children.

Ignited, united, the O’Malleys rampaged

     With Bourkes, Clangibbons and Scots,

Sacking and looting from Arran to Galway,

     Dispatching their powder and shot.

Counting her coppers, shillings and groats,

     The Gingernut stuck in her oar:

Bess ordered Bingham to quit his knick-knocking,

     Take stock of the cost of the war!

                           Now the Chieftains, with all of their millie up muscle,

     Should’ve given the Guv’nor the oust.

But instead of demanding his instant dismissal

     They foostered and festered and groused.

Soon they were rucking each other and Bingham

     Over various terms and conditions.

Even young Murrough had a mind to submit

     To further his private ambitions. 

O Gráinne’s beheading her son’s closest chums,
     she’s burning his buildings, ha ha! 

Yes, when Murrough bowed down just one inch to the Crown,

     His bottom got whipped by his Ma.
                                                                  O Murrough!
     Your bottom got whipped by your Ma! 

But here’s where the scourge of Mayo is combed

     Into flittering, fluttering strands —

And if bony young ladies would braid the crack back,

     You must iron your bonny green ribands.

                                                                       Green ribands…

      You must iron your bonny green ribands.

For the day the Blind Abbot was shot in a skirmish

     Most of the Bourkes bit the dust.

And soon only Gráinne and Tibbot-ne-long

     Were left to combust in disgust.

When Tibbot hooked up with Red Hugh O’Donnell

                                Both boys were using their noggins:

Hugh was a man from a clan with a plan

     Involving Iberian guns.

But the Spanish stayed home and Bingham fought on

     With compasses, plotters and maps.

   By charting the rivers and islands of Mayo,

     He drew up some fine pirate traps.

O the mast of the Gaels was struck at the root: 

     Tibbot was cruelly taxed,

Red Hugh surrendered to buy up some time,

     And Gráinne slipped under the axe.

Grace of the Gamblers became a mad scrambler,

     Stripped of her dearest possessions,

Bingham impounded her cattle and galleys,

     Destroying her very professions.

Tibbot was soon in the same battered boat,

     A penniless punk in the hold —

But Bingham forgot to cut off her balls,

     And Gráinne neglected to fold! 

Her ship was aground, the house held the aces,

     But you can’t stop an old vigilante; 

‘Dry your arse,’ she commanded Tibbot-ne-long,

     ‘Mammy will soon up the ante.’

Instead of a sword, she sharpened a quill

     And flourished her very best Latin:

Stacking a letter with sovereign complaints,

                                She blackjacked the Red Queen in London!

Oh Granuaile’s story gets gauzy right here,

     Veiled by myth appliqué
But the fact that she stitched up a visit to England

     No-one could rightly gainsay 


                                                      Ah nay,

     No-one could rightly gainsay.

                           And if clever young ladies would treat the plain truth

     As if 'twere a priceless material,

You’d nip, slip and tuck, and stretch it a little

     So the bias would flow magisterial.

                                                                Imperial?
     O the bias it flows, immaterial…
History vouches that letter found favour,

     As Lizzie’s own seal does attest,

And those would read the Pirate’s Petition

     May look in the Crown’s Treasure Chest.

But Granuaile’s pleas — for protection, a pension,

     And permission to slay England’s foes —

Cloak her intentions with eloquent guile

     Like a fabric that shimmers and glows.

In her sixty-third summer, Grace sailed to London,

     A city that stank of the plague.

Bessie was off burning herbs in the shires,

     Her diary Royally vague.

At last an appointment was granted at Greenwich,

     Grace chose her apparel with care –

'Twas well to look regal, yet humble and grateful

     To Her-with-the-pearls-in-her-hair.

The documents prove the Queen listened with interest

     To the Sea-Madam’s story of woe,

In respect of her age, and most dutiful manner

     Considered the case of the widow.

What is not writ is the wit that zig-zagged

     Between these two dagger-bright women.

Thus it has fallen to nights round the peat

     To embroider, to spark, and illumine.

And so it is said that when Gráinne took snuff

     Elizabeth gave her a hanky ―

Not cotton or flannel, or the insult of linen,

     But a lacy thing, scented and swanky.

Grace emptied her nose, a victorious blow,

     Then tossed the wet rag in the fire.

The courtiers froze, examined their toes:

     Would Gráinne be next on the pyre?

                           O Granuaile’s story is hotting up here,

     Like a needle tip stuck in a flame.

Would she burn to a cinder by sovereign order?

     Or stick it out till the end of the game?

                                                                   The game…

     Was to last to the end of the game! 

So if you are told to make lace through the evening

     But your poor tummy grumbles at dusk,

Lean into the night, and take a deep whiff

     Of Granuaile’s growling musk.

                                                             Her-r-r musk …

     G-r-r-ranuaile’s gr-r-rowling musk.

‘Is Her Majesty’s gift not to your liking?’

     A nobleman stiffly inquired.

‘In Erin,’ said Grace, ‘when a hanky is schnuttered,

     We consider it duly expired.

I would no more bundle my snot in my pocket

     As wash my poor face in a bog.’

The silence that followed was shattered by laughter:

     Bess nearly fell off her high hog!

Gráinne left London with a fleet of new galleys

     And a letter for Bingham and Co.

Pointing her prow toward emerald shores

     The old hen was beginning to crow.

For the Queen had promised Gráinne a pension

     To be counted from English coffers.

Would Grace soon be back in the thick of the rebels,

     Making them secretive offers?

No, Bess’s largesse was only as handsome

     As the clerics who sat on her cash:

And Bingham was gnarly and rank as a dragon

     When it came to protecting his stash.

All through the last petty years of his reign,

     He never gave Gráinne a penny.

‘Feck youse!’ she scoffed, ‘I’ll plunder the place

      From Wexford to wee Letterkenny.’

But the Age of the Gaels was sputtering out,

     Despite the three mutinous Hughs:

Their Nine Years’ Rebellion ended in exile,

    And for Gráinne and Tibbot, bad news.

Red Hugh O’Donnell sore fancied their land,

     But to reef him meant helping the Crown.

Grace of the Gamblers was forced to flee Mayo,

     The chips and the ships were all down. 

O Granuaile’s story could hereby dissolve

     Like a boat that set sails in the mist:

Nobody knows how, when or where

     She knocked out her last game of whist.

                                                                 With her fist!
   She knocked out her last game of whist.
But fear not, famished ladies, for legend supplies

     A well-tailored end to her tale:

Gráinne’s bones, it is said, were dug up and ground

     Into meal to feed to the soil.

                                                     Her soul…
     Was a meal to feed to the soil.

And if a farmer near Glasgow, munching a turnip

     Should fatally choke on her tooth,

It serves Scotland right for joining the Union, 

     So what if it isn’t the truth!  

                                                             The truth?

     You must dig deep to needle the truth!  

Venus Victrix:  

The Epic Heroine

 two poems from Anemone Restless

February 8th 1991

Athens.  Bombings.  Tear gas.  Strikes.  The Gulf War almost audible beyond the city’s hills.  Sunshine gliding whitely down the shop fronts, frothing in the streets.  Shrapnel flints of shade, trapped behind gold awnings, Jackie O sunglasses, winter-bitten lips.  Navigating ultra-narrow pavements through an endless surge of car horns, clapped out engines, the latest disco rubbish, yowling cats, I ask ‘Where’s the olive branches?’  Yannis rolls his eyes, Marina laughs.   The city is a rickety contraption of concrete and antennae, heaving with the daily trudge of three million Greeks and gypsies, Romanians, Serbs, Albanians, Turks, Palestinian and Kurdish refugees.  The trees are safe on the Acropolis, with the tourists and old stones.   Our Parthenon is a sky-blue kiosk, selling bus tickets, Ritter chocolate, headlines in an alphabet of omegas. Marina’s nearly fluent, translates: ‘Allied Missile Lands On Air Raid Shelter’,  ‘November 17 Launch Renewed Attack’,  ‘British Embassy Warns:  Don’t Speak English On The Streets’. Yannis snorts, speed-reads the national paper, buys Gourmet magazine.  The sun a broken blister now, drifting loose behind a cloud.  Old men playing backgammon on tables perched beside the road that tips us out into the chaos of Syntagma Square.  Yannis wraps his red and white keffiyeh around his face, charges forward with the crowd, challenging the twilight with his fist.  Marina takes my arm.  Look, she points ― the whole second floor of American Ex--ess scooped out by a rocket launcher, a neon P and R clinging on askew. 

That night, a frantic music catches up with me.  Legs wrapped around the waist of one of Yannis’ friends, arms thrown back above my head, I swing in airborne circles until, in triple tempo, the balalaika player dedicates a song to me.  Marina claps and shakes her hips, her cropped red hair burning in the darkness like the tip of a Gitane.  In the morning, Yannis makes coffee, grills bread and feta cheese, drizzled with olive oil and a crushed pinch of oregano from a bush that grows on Naxos, behind his father’s house.  I’ve got to see the islands.  Marina’s going to Lesbos, I can come along.  Yannis grins and daubs his bruises with an ointment.  Takes the day off work to cook organic mincemeat for the cat.  

February 10th

Beans and fish?  They laughed when I asked for both at the taverna.  They laughed when I told them about the serious young bookshop clerk who wanted me to meet his girlfriend: ‘Nancy is twenty.  We have had a long relationship and now she is looking for a woman.’  They laughed when I brought home a crochet circle and sewed it on my shirt.  ‘Those are decorations!  People will think you’re mad!’  But Mamalua wouldn’t mind, I knew: Mamalua with her wrinkled chestnut face, sharp black whiskers, heavy woollen cardigans and stockings. Tablecloths and blankets hung up on a wall as she sat outside and crocheted in the sun.  As her joyous, stylish, tiny friend danced off to the shops with my five thousand drachma note, Mamalua set me down on a plastic stool, pressed a handful of pumpkin and sunflower seeds into my palm.  I split the shells, spat and chewed, and she approved my ‘modern’ haircut, freshly shaven temples, homage to Marina and my skull. 

They shared a bed, Marina let slip, only out of habit.  She was working at the Women’s Centre for a couple more weeks, then travelling round the islands and heading back to Canada, this time for good.   I had no plans, except no plans.  Plus my travellers’ cheques, a credit card, and a new translation of Rimbaud.  Not that Yannis read poetry.  He didn’t have to.  Satyr, flame thrower, alabaster daemon, he was a poem Rimbaud would have envied, one I’d caught a glimpse of in a dream.  One afternoon, at home alone, we watched TV: the stadium riots, football referees hurrying into the tunnel like frightened hamsters, the fat one at the rear booted in abruptly by a player.   Yannis laughed until my belly ached.  Then switched the TV off.   Slowly stirred a finger’s width of honey into a bowl of yoghurt.  I became warm moisture in the silence.  Don’t know who leaned into whom.  

That’s all it was, one kiss.  But he couldn’t keep a secret, and the next day I was banished.  Go to Crete, he shrugged.  Come back when she’s gone.  So I shouldered my grey backpack, bought a bus ticket from the kiosk, and headed for Pireas through the honking, stinking streets.  

two poems from Witwalking

Glass Beads
The Modigliani print above their dresser ― an oval-eyed woman holding

a bowl on her shoulder.  I thought she was Mum, contoured by Dad’s

blue crayon.  I also thought Dad made their bed,

though I guess it must’ve come from IKEA.

Varnished slats of golden pine, a low headboard

with side shelves for books.  Vast mattress, pale blue sheets,

feather duvet and pillows.  If not for her, that bed was made for me.

I’d sneak in their room in the afternoons, search through her paperbacks

for The Delta of Venus, then curl up in a robin’s egg nest, reading stories

I thought Mum had written.  When she was nineteen in Paris, a lonely

au pair, spying on firemen from Madame’s front room:  French firemen, 
polishing the engine while she dusted the parlour, cleaned the windows

as slowly as she could.  She remembered that summer on yellow pages,

black sheets of carbon crinkling as she typed.  Upstairs in their bed,

I played with her necklaces, read Little Birds, learned new words

and sensations.  I thought being grown up meant living

in cloud architecture.  Everything glowing.

The way clouds are lit from within.

In my room I read with a torch beneath the covers.

Not a proper duvet, but a nylon sleeping bag tied with little strings

inside two sheets sewn together.  The blue-green sleeping bag I wee’d in

whenever we went camping, so Mum had to wash it each morning, peg it out

to dry, a sagging flag that said I was still a smelly baby.  Twelve years old and I 
still wet the bed.  She had to tell Jenny’s Mum when I wanted to sleep over. 
‘Anger with the parents,’ the doctor announced, recommending bells that would 
have woken everybody up. But how could I be angry with them?

All I wanted was to be with them, sleep sandwiched in between them.

It was God that I hated, Him I cursed, the day Spinner twisted

out of my arms and dashed into the road, one minute

a warm black streak, the next a crunching thud,

a sack of bloody fur, flung into the gutter.

That night I hurled The Children’s Bible against my wall.

Marched into their bedroom, sobbed for hours in Mum’s arms.

‘Can’t she go back now?’ Dad groaned.  ‘She’s having a crisis of faith,’

Mum hushed.  Stroking my hair, my small, rigid form.  Marking

my loss with her voice.   Drawing me into her self.

                                                          here/there       
your   blanket   is  heavy shades  of   dying  leaves  keep   still

w  h  i  l  e  I   w  a  t  c  h  y  o  u  r  m  o  u  t  h  u  n  r a v e l

‘damage’ she called it.  That poem in the book I sniffed at: soppy waffle, God, she’d lost the plot.  But then came the years I can barely talk about, let alone pick over for a story, one that knits itself together when the world has fallen through.  The years she could only watch me leave, and I could hardly bear to hear her breathe.  The years of shaking, crying, slamming doors.  The years of dreaming open wounds, remembering the impossible, claiming one thing, then another, accusing and retracting, hurting every minute, hiding far away.   The years I couldn’t work or finish sentences, when tribunals met to judge my welfare, strangers and my family swapped faces.  The years you’re not supposed to dwell on, but chalk up to life’s journey, that looping cursive script that lassoes us from the cliff face to the schoolroom to the yard beside the garbage bins, where I squeezed my eyes shut and bashed two sponge erasers hard against each other, releasing clouds of yellow dust that settled in my hair.   The years  she slowly  died in devoured by the cancer in her colon 
l             e         a         v          i           n         g             j        u      s           t
gobby chunks                    spat out in letters          my unfinishable memoir        her unpublishable novel    with the title that unites us     the one that has to wait           until everyone is dead.           No      those were the years         that defied us       and this is where I              press             ffffffast ffffforrrward                      and the poem                   goesssssssss
    gkgbbgbgrppbprgbpbbbruppbpsssccchhhddddjzjzjzzchzzszskkszszchzszz
which rewinds me to her Smith-Corona eraser cartridges. White ribbons ghosted with the transparent shells of letters she’d typed over, crusty flakes of liquid paper fraying at their edges.  Hiding in her office after school I could read xxwholexxwordsxshedxxxrejectedxxwholexxwordsxIxstillxcan’txsayxx 

there  there  let  me tuck  you in  settle close and whisper  and

   t  h  e   r  e  s  t  o  f    t  h  e  w  o  r  l   d  w  i  l  l  c  h a  n  g e

Sisters of Mercy
Pampa, daughter of Brahma, performed devotions to Shiva that so pleased the god

he married her and took the name Pampapati – Pampa’s husband.

Oh the Sisters of Mercy, they are not departed or gone.

-  Leonard Cohen
                                                            swinging

                                                       high        above

                                                                the 

                                                               river 

        



          Pampanadi 

          trailing                                                                                         a carpet

           dust                                                                                          of candles,

        & sweat                                                                                       Om batiks                                                                 

      frayed roots,                                                                                       a giant

        swollen                                                                                             mango 

           fruit                                                                                                 tree

                                                             our toes

                                                             dabbled  

                                                          in the sunset

      ploughed                                                                                        darkness

     the evening                                                                                      brought 

          heat                                                                                               relief

                                                           so it was,

                                                         on the way 

                                                            to Goa

                                                          we came                        

                                                            to rest,

                                                      Naomi & Noa





                 *

Noa. 

Her soft crew cut

murmured, not of war,

but Buddhist gompas, convents:
the source of my long journey
in the mountains.

Hatless nuns

on a blazing plain,

we sought shelter 

in empty Elephant Stables,

a dead Queen’s bathing pool,

 the milk and chrysanthemum anthems

 veiling the archways of Hampi Bazaar.

Skin soothed, I turned back toward the sun,

but she led me to a wonder I only half-remember:

in the dim, cool heart of Pampapati Temple,

 whose were the upside-down shadows

 lightly dancing through a pin-hole 

& briefly blotting out the writing on the wall?

_________________________________________________________________

Glossary: gompa – Buddhist monastery.

                                                                *

      & if, as in a vision                                                    Saint Leonard had seen us

                 prostrate in the searing shade                    dirt, sweat and hornets

                       consuming our young flesh          as sticky fingers pressed

                        play    pause   rewind     

                                                                           play    pause    rewind     

           until The Sisters of Mercy 

                                         was wrapped round our brains 

                                                                                              like a sari in flames
                          he would have arisen                in his Cali Zen cell      

               stepped naked           as a newborn thought              from a whirlpool

                            of black tatters                    into a silk Armani suit

                    and like a fiddler soaring                       from a warm tin roof

                                                                 waltzed                        

                            out of his window                           down over LA

                   dark hills               moony smog                       shattered glitter  

                          Tinsel Town hustlers                wrecked rollerbladers       

                               sleep-starved migrants    Venice Beach Hitlers         

                       until his bare soles 

                                                             kissed

                                                                                 the cool skin of the sea  

                                 & then, the dawn 

                                                       his foresworn crown 

                                                                                          of glory

                                             the surf singing his new name

                                          G-d’s groom would have tread 

                                             the night’s numinous path 

                                                         to his brides —

                                                 O, our Noa Nao Ba’al
_______________________________________________________________

Ba’al – the Hebrew word for ‘husband’. 

                                                              *

      & how did he do it, walk upon the water

                                              across the black Pacific to the Ocean of India, 

            skirting the Tamils’ green tear, 

                                                              & parting the lips of the river 
                                    destined to become Pampanadi? 
           was he light as a lotus? 
                               did he glide like Michael Jackson?

                                                                    tiptoe blue as Krishna? 

                   did the Star of David sigh a silver thread of breath

                                                                      he slung around his waist? 

         or was he not weightless at all? 

                                                  did a thousand atmospheres of pressure 

                well up into his flesh, 
                                                     so he surged, a marble forelock 

                    of that crashing, cresting stallion
                                                                 that churns the cold depths
                                                      of the world?

                 & the gleaming gold bands

                                     he spun round our knuckles

                                                as he knelt on the rocks at our feet?  

                    were they chiming on the fountain

                                                  of a whale spout when he found them?

                       skimming on the phosphor of a Pilipino harbour? 

                                    falling from the finger stumps
                                               of a burnt, dismembered goddess? 

                               or winking in the grins 

                                                   of two adolescent dolphins, 

                                        gifted by a drowning couple

                                                    they’d chivvied 
                                                         back to shore? 

*

Noa, with your galaxy of freckles, 

  singed smile, bashful lashes,

    your long body, solid as sandstone

      from those two IDF years  

you didn’t want to discuss; Noa,

  with your Parisian ex-girlfriend 

    and her three crazy cats

       you were hopelessly wandering back to —

Noa, with your fuzzy Velcro sandals, 

  tired heart, why didn’t I lean over,

    plant the gentlest of mezuzahs

      on the peeling threshold of your lips? 
_________________________________________________________________

IDF: Israeli Defense Forces, which operate a three year conscription period for young men and women; Mezuzah: a prayer scroll affirming God’s gift of the holy land to the Israelites, traditionally placed in a small decorated case and attached, often diagonally, to the door frame of Jewish houses.                                                                                                           

Shaking the Bottle
My eighteenth birthday, at a well-naff restaurant,

Mum gave me a ‘good luck penny’:

a rind of copper jammed in an old Bolly cork.

‘We drank the champagne for your christening, pet —

now this is to keep you afloat.’ 

It was the kind of tat you lose 

before you even sling your coat on.

I was only half-joking when I said                            

she should have saved me the bottle instead.  

*

That day in Jerusalem, a girl my age 

exploded at a bus stop.  The bomb she had on

killed two Israeli solders, wounded sixteen people,   

and blasted her body to steam.  Her head, 

still wrapped in its scarf, shot off in an arc down the street.

The pix that popped up in my Inbox 

were ‘martyrdom posters’ from a Palestinian kids’ magazine:

the girl’s head, smack dab on the pavement, 

papped like a Halloween queen.     

*

They say the future’s ours to fizz up, 

smash against their tanks.  Hey, like, wicked.  Thanks.

Suppose I could have talked to Zainab?

What would I have said?  Wake up girl,

learn English, get on myspace, join the plebs?

Once I stuffed a letter into one of Mum’s blue bottles,

torched the paper with my lighter, 

hurled the hot glass from the beach.   

Just another bit of rubbish, bobbing out of reach.

[and 13 Israelis]
‘In 23 days: over 1300 Palestinians were murdered (over 400 children and 100 women) 
and 5300 were injured’. Donate your status: http://apps.facebook.com/supportgaza   

Donate your status.

Donate your despair. 

Donate your boyfriend, your girlfriend, your husband, your wife.  
Donate your children. 
Donate a hospital.

Donate one thousand three hundred and thirteen candles. 

Donate a match.

Match a donation. 
Donate the fine line between you and your neighbour.
Donate a bucket of soil.

Donate a packet of seeds.

Donate a truckload of doughnuts.

Donate a moment of doubt.

Donate your most sophisticated haircut.

Donate a crate of sophistry-detectors.
Donate your will to survive. 

Do not do nothing.

Donate your body temperature.

Donate your kidney.

Donate your library.

Donate your deepest desire.

Do not fear ridicule, rage, isolation.

Donate a kilo of rice.

Donate a tenner.
Donate a round table.
Donate the freedom you’d forgotten you had.
Donate your shopping list – your love of avocados, Sharon fruit and dates. 
Donate the sweater your grandmother made you.

Donate a winter of warm, sleepless nights.

Donate a new notion of ‘nation’.

Donate a persistent belief that, despite all evidence to the contrary,

                                                           everyone, everywhere, is extraordinary. 
Donate an hour of your day

to stand up and demonstrate
peace is a process of learning to listen,
and giving is not ‘giving in’.

copyleft – pass it on

Not/A Haibun 

After a talk by Ewa Jasiewicz
Brighton, April 28th 2009

Blonde, porcelain-skinned, wearing denim, a shawl and granny glasses: she’s a young Meryl Streep, fresh from the set of Mama Mia — not four and a half months in Gaza. The projector isn’t working so, her words precise and technical, her voice striking soft, clear notes that fill the Friends’ Meeting House like the scent of lime blossom, she speaks for an hour without slides. About 

                                                                                                       Mahmoud
                                                                                      dismembered on his birthday

                                                                                        in his mother’s sweetshop.

A family of seven decapitated in the stairwell of their apartment building. The much loved paramedic who trained her, his wife, and half his colleagues, blown apart in broad daylight beside his ambulance — the Red Crescent on its roof starkly visible to the F-16 above.  

                             Listening intently, to news of cancer patients denied treatment; grieving brothers who’ve joined the armed resistance; a farmer shot last week for the crime of picking lentils, 

                             we taste

     the solitary olive on the tongue

        of the Palestinian prisoners —

the only food the men were given for two days: fruit, not of mockery, but the trees that had always sheltered them from soldiers, hunger, the sun.  And as the speaker describes how Nizar Rayyan, his four wives and ten children refused to leave their home and became raw hunks of rubble, we remember again the meaning of al Nakba, and learn that in Gaza in January most people killed were killed in their homes.  While the survivors are still living in tents, refused concrete and glass for rebuilding, or afraid to return to their farms near the borders, patrolled by snipers extending their range into a new No-Go Zone

                                                                    tangentially like the one that slices through the Meeting House 

                                              when a wiry-haired Northerner sticks up his hand,

denounces Hamas 

                                                                           as a ‘virulent nationalist movement’  

           that ‘history shows will only

                                                                         become as violent as the regime it …’ 

 and in the front row a young Palestinian 

                                                                                 whips round and bellows: 

                                                     ‘THAT’S ENOUGH.’ 

The questioner insists on his right to state his opinion.  

One by one, people stand, 

                      politely rebut him 

                                  for being ‘overly divisive’; 

                                       ‘judging people who live in unimaginable conditions’; 

                                                                                     ‘not respecting free elections’.  

The words 

solidarity, oppressor, occupation 

hang in the air: 

familiar as parents’ voices, 

the Lord’s Prayer. 

Shifting her shawl, Ewa argues that Hamas is still making the transition from resistance movement to government, then —  a flashing rapier now — urges us to forget boycotts and marches, sacrifice our liberty, smash the weapons makers. 

The audience smartly applauds. But privately I wonder why Hamas doesn’t just blast through the Wall, not over it, and for a moment I wish I was Jewish, had a language in which to ask 

Israel, why

can’t you see

the burning anguish,

the hatred you sow

with your white phosphorus and drones?

And looking again at this astonishing young woman, who isn’t dancing all night on a Greek beach, but attaching names to body parts in a sixty year old war, I hope she too is getting help to cope with a post-traumatic shock syndrome to which there is no ‘post’. 
The money bucket jangles behind me.  The audience shuffles out to the tea room to argue. But I was brought up a Quaker, and I keep my silence, bung a fiver toward a portable heart monitor, and come home to write yet another
poem that isn’t a poem,

asks questions

with too many answers,

in a wavering voice

dangerously close to my own.

___________________________________________________________________
*al Nakba: ‘the catastrophe’.  How the Palestinians refer to the creation of Israel in 1948. 
An Open Poem to Fred Voss —

True Poet and Aerospace Engineer

Dear Fred —

been reading your poems

in all the best magazines,

loving their sinew and sweat, 

comradeship, factory floor politics, no bullshit lit crit —

but, hey, it’s only just clicked…

fighter jets?

Poet to poet,

womano a mano,
isn’t that beyond heavy machinery?

More like an insupportable load?

Buffing those casings, cinching those rivets

pays peanuts, you tell us, 

so yeah, that question 

you ask more and more often …

why are you doing it?

Polishing bomb hatches

with the warm beam of your humanity?

Is it to trouble PhD poets like me?

Force us to see

that we all ‘have to murder to live in this world’?

Well, sure …

my dreams die daily

as I bite my own soiled coin, 

pay my dirty bills,

use three planets’ worth of electricity

to do the dishes every night …

but my bluestockings are laddered and stained

by the brambles surrounding the weapons factory 

on Brighton’s Home Farm Road:

formerly EDO, of the ‘Smash EDO’ campaign,

now, since the buy-out, ITT, of the SHUT ITT banners and kites

flopsy-haired kids fly every Wednesday from 4 to 6 pm

while their parents bang pots and pans, blow whistles, chant through a megaphone

the names and numbers of the dead

in Gaza, Iraq, Afghanistan,

clanging, whistling, booing and intoning the loudest

when the factory workers finish their shifts, 

step out into the car park

and hop into their Hondas

behind the spiked green fence 

that didn’t stop the six Decommissioners

from breaking into that blank-faced building one January night  

and smashing EDO for real … machinery, equipment, computers, windows, 

trashed to the tune of three hundred grand …

significantly halting production

of my little city’s very own war crimes:

those ERU-151 Bomb Rack Ejector Release Units

and Zero Retention Force Arming Units

that fit so sweetly in the F-16 Twin Store Bomb Carriers  

that drop a double whammy of death and desolation

on the innocent, faraway men, women and children 

inconveniently living

on land someone else wants

to control.

Because some of us are still innocent.

Maybe not you or me, or any poet who ever drew breath,

but some of us. 

And that’s why I slammed a rock against a railing today

until it crumbled in my hand,

my butter-soft hand

that’s never done a day’s hard labour in its life —

though I did like the lathe in high school,

feeling the whirring curve of the bowl emerge

from the pressure I placed on the chisel,

so I get the attraction to mechanical action … 

but Fred, isn’t there 

no money and endless poetry

in wind turbines, space craft, ambulances, even cranes? —

like the one I climbed with Benjy all those years ago, sitting out on the arm

over a snow-dusted Saskatoon street

smoking a joint,

not looking down,

and not knowing

I’d spend my whole life trespassing

in an 8 x 11 inch construction site,

nicking the best workers’ tools, 

scratching my name on the scaffolding,

and swinging out on a limb, time and again,

to spray paint crazy, heartfelt things like

Fred, I know I’ve never met you,

never walked a mile in your steel-capped boots,

never even read Moby Dick,

but you’re a true poet,

so please forgive me when I say

I wish you’d quit your job:

all us gate-bashing noise-niks, hope hammerers, and peace police

need you 

on our side 

of the fence.

We are coming to Gaza

After The Gaza Freedom March in Cairo, Dec 2009.

organised by American activists Code Pink. 

We are coming to Gaza

from different places —

some of us were born in the tunnels

that feed Palestine with Irish blood;

others have further to travel.

Some are crossing an ocean of assumptions.

Some picking their way through a minefield

of qualms and shifting ideals.

A few are scrambling from the top floors of skyscrapers,

trailing PR jargon and CNN headlines.

Many are breasting the third wave 

of another global struggle —

until it crashes on a thirty foot wall

and trickles down into a no-man’s land

of summary executions and scrap metal. 

Forsaking the thin air of neutrality,

cresting the moguls of four languages,

a team of young idealists

slaloms down the mountains of Geneva.

Others are striding through the clear air of the Highlands;

rising up from the pavement silhouettes of Hiroshima;

or sailing round the Cape of Good Hope

in The Amandla Intifada;

Above us, a man is airlifting his wounded buddies

from the rice paddies of Nam.

In front of us, an eighty-five year old woman 

is carrying the hunger of Auschwitz 

in her belly.  It roars as she walks

like an awakening lion.

And when we are stopped in a dusty Cariene square,

bleating and blaring with car horns,

girded by squads of baby-faced riot police,

some of us dance, hand-in-hand,

to the husky music of a Rabbi’s voice,

the gusty lungfuls of a stomach Steinway from Vermont,

the gift of a German fiddle

donated by the toe-tapping folk of East Sussex.

And if we didn’t suspect it already,

yes, the French are insatiable —

fuelled on pizza, truffles and five o’clock prayers,

they chant, rap and drum all night, every night,

to keep the pavement warm

for those painfully returning

to a homeland they’ve never been allowed in,

families they’ve never met;

for those dragging baggage full of soiled laundry

they long to wash in the tears of arrival,

dry in the searing Palestinian sun.

And as our movement dawns

and the barricades tighten,

then open a crack

to admit just ‘the sincere humanitarians’

and bar all ‘hooligans and trouble-makers’ … 

someone from an empire

with a thousand borders but no bounds,

barges to the head of the queue —

while others from his shores, at last,

blush the colour of their bright pink T-shirts

turn and listen to those

who have never stopped saying:

We are coming to Gaza

                                      together.

We are coming for the Gazans.

Because we did not come for the Armenians.

Because we came too late for the Jews.

And if we do not come now, together,

Gaza will soon be a cemetery

a livid scar in our memories,

a strip of flesh ripped

from the blank face of the world.  

copyleft, pass it on …
Vashti 
He told the world his lions had devoured me. 

But I am still living in my hut.  The eunuchs bring me fruit, 

bruised wives leave loafs of bread,

and the odd, myopic peacock struts into my trap. 

Esther, though — Esther in her royal robes

has never visited.  But she knows 

I am here, and she knows it is to me

she owes the blood on the lips of her people.

The glossy, scarlet blood 

that clots her mouth shut

whenever our husband curses me,

seeks her favours in the tarry pool of my disgrace.

                           Esther, little sister,

you inherited my banquet hall,

its marble pillars, gold and silver curtain rings:

your lustrous purple hangings

still absorb the echoes of my refusal 

to strip like Ishtar before the seven gates 

of a drunken hellhole

and dance a whore’s dance for my King.

The eunuchs shuffled fatly,

scrutinized their jewelled belts.

The wives of foreign princes

hid their titters behind ivory fans —

I watched their fluttering lashes

send secret messages of delight

across my laden table.  And where once

my heart beat only for him 

and the touch of his hot fingers,

now, deep in our desert palace, it froze 

like a howling chunk of mountain 

no man would ever summit again.

Every morning I sluice my naked body

with the ice melt of that fury —

my nipples glint like spear tips,

and my cold heels sear his face into the dirt.

*

So, no, I do not envy Esther —

she shelters in the scrawny shadow 

of the date palm he planted on our wedding day

and now poisons with neglect:

where I feasted, 

she fasted;

where I flouted his command,

she mutely appealed to his good grace.

Where I was banished from the palace,

she saw him raise his golden sceptre

to admit her beauty to his chamber.

Yes, I gather she is beautiful,

though it is her modesty he trumpets

when he grants her every whim.

*

Esther, the scholars have named books for you,

have called you the daughter of Ishtar,

Queen of the Morning Star.

Of me they have written: that I would not dance

because my flesh was white with leprous flakes,

or I had sprouted a demon’s tail.

My skin is curdled cream now,

my face a bitter walnut, 

my hands flecked with spots of mould.

But I am alive.  I wake to bird song

and first light.  Drink clear water

from a blue flagon.  Eat tooth-splitting village bread.

And Esther, if I am your Ereshkigal, 

—or you, hidden sister, are mine— 

our fates were hewn

from the flaming planet of the Goddess,

and I bear no ill will 

toward you or the Jews 

your humble pleading saved from Haman’s hand.

Though as I read the scholars’ histories,

I wonder who will save your people from themselves.
The Last Phone Call
You told me to poke holes

in a water bottle lid.

A mate had recommended it:

use a pin, he said.

I had a needle 

but no thimble,

so rooted in the kitchen 

for a hammer,

and tapping 

the spike of the eye

pierced the tough green plastic

six or seven times.

Then, squeezing my new sprinkler,

I watered trays of soil. 

Carefully aiming

the delicate streams,

I felt for a moment 

like a goddess of spring rain.

But as the earth darkened

I remembered your shoulders,

how I’d rubbed them 

as you cried,

first in my arms

then over your sink

by the ledge where you drowned 

those seedlings last summer —

not yet knowing 

about pins and lids. 

Lilith Remembers the Good Times
Some days I hated watching you eat

each sugared almond

that should have been mine.

Some nights I swarmed over your skin,

my body a hot whine of locusts

driving a banquet before it.

Until all that was left was burnt stubble:

your sandpaper cheeks, the shadowy pockets

of a towering flower we’d stripped to a spindle —

my jaws sore, your eyes sucked from their sockets. 

                            Resurrection 







             and when,

                                                                           defying sacred judgement,

                                                perfect sense, I’m spoiling in your arms again,

                                                                       lips and breasts and wrists

                                                                 grazing in the grasslands of your chest,

                                                                     my Roman nose a small, drugged bee

                                                              macerating in your armpit’s

                                                                          warm Sirocco hymn 

                                                                 to carpentry and caraway,        

               and when, just as I’m nuzzling                           the cinnamon speculaas

          the pink puckered flower                                 your mother used to bring us,
      of your nipple                                                       wild ponies and Pear’s soap,

    you softly tell me                                      wafting smoke, the tang of pee—

  you’re seeing a woman in Amsterdam

 who flies over from time to time,

but you’ve told her it’s not a ‘relationship’,

  you don’t want one of those 
    because it hurt too much when I left,

      and if we’re going to sleep together                      suddenly I’m huddling

          it won’t be like before,                            on the cold flank of a mountain,

             you won’t text me or come visit,                                watching from afar

                your music comes first —                            a translucent blue sky burst,

              its vaguely scattered clouds

                                                                              bloat with darkness and backfire

                                                                                  into a hopeless summer storm

                                                                                                    silently besieging

                                                                                   the fortress of your ribcage

                                                      as flocks and herds and hives

                                                                    bleat, bray, screech, low, drone —





                This isn’t love, this isn’t love. 

                                                                         Go.  Stampede.  Now.  Leave.       

Ter Death Lay O’ Boudiga

                                          Last Chieftain O’ Ter Ickneys 
Part One

Hammered fire, her hair.  Iron flame, her pyre.

A forge o’ fear, ar home.

Smoring trew ter cooms we come,

we Ickneys, smurred wi’ shame.

Fumble-fisted mors an’ bors,

rude cloaks dumduckerdumers,

doss yourn swedges, shocks an’ swords

in hoard o’ meshland midders.

But dew not let none call yews

dardledumdews, dop-a-lows ​​​–

tho moon muddled, sun be shucked,

                                     trew yourn muckwash, wyrd heat mows.

Hammered spear, her hair.  Spawlin’ raw, her ire.

Mine tongue a claggy crome,

I’ll un-rhyme ter lies o’ Rome,

flair ter future wi’ her name.

*

Blaring we begin, wi’ ar first golp o’ air,

and them wot, yeer on yeer, quaff ter tears o’ loife

won’t navver empty Nemain’s pot, jus’ salt their days

wi’ Her whoite loight.  But if Ickneys’ doomed tew drink

ter roughest seas o’ grief, afore we gag an’ quaggle

we’ll sing wi’ ar last breath ter sizzlin’ o’ ar Sun —

her wot brazed and burned from Fens tew mountain dun,

who set ter Druids o’ Mona cracklin’ loike hot stones,

an levelled loud Lundinium tew smokin’ rost-red stain.

____________________________________________________________________

Glossary:  smore - to throng or crowd; cooms - ridges left from carts; smur - light rain or drizzle; fumble fisted – clumsy; mors - women; bors - men; dumduckerdumers - rough, untidy or poorly done; swedges  - blacksmith hammers; shocks - sheaves of corn; cocky - watery/streams; meshland - marsh; midders   - meadows; dardledumdew – helpless or feckless person; dop-a-low – short, squat person; muddled  - of moon, surrounded in mist; shucked - shelled; muckwash – sweat, to be hot and bothered; mow in – to join in; troshing – threshing; crome  - muck rake; mawthers - young women; blare  - to cry; braze  - to insist one is right

And now I’se come tew tell ter tale o’ Boudiga,

tis roight my verses start wi last lam o’ a heart

that knocked as close tew hers as conkers in a case —

fer when Prasutagos shod his shrunken, spiny husk,

ar blarin’ gouged a gripple tha she would flood wi’ blood.

          Lickle tizzick, was it, t’illness in his stroop,

but when ar Chief corfed scarlet, he knew his death wer dew.

We hobbled fastest cobs, collared fiercest dorgs,

fer him tew choose wot two tew strap in oaken chariot

an’ sink in swaley meshland wi’ his sword o’ wood.

Nobuddy durst mention his Father’s shining blade,

but Prasutagos knew we needed sign o’ past:

roight at end he croaked ‘Mine torc, mine Ickney torc,’  

grasped at great gold rope guardin’ his sore neck. 

Glow tha called him next, was spirits o’ his kin…

Bronwen, choild o’ Ogma, Antedios, son o’ Ban,

singin’ fer his Soul in Nemain’s Silver Hall.  

Tew rafty skies he left us, ar elm tree felled too soon,

an’ whoitest wind were sent tew sear ter bitter day

tha’ arter week o’ wailin’, we tombed ar weary King.

                             Six o’ tallest teamen in dun-red chequered cloaks

hoiked ar Lawful Lord athort their shoulders broad;

Breeda trod ahind, her hair a squinderin’ torch,

then Bari o’ ter Black-Brow, mine Will Jill younger sister,

alonger me, yourn Teller, Sorcha — silent daughters

o’ a Da wot spake three langers an’ Ma wot spoke her moind.

Wi’ us walked ar teachers, Atta, Rhufawn, Tyl,

but normal allus talkin’ all ter dark an’ day,

no’un mouth a word ont mournin’ way to Mound.  

Nobbut thump an’ tramp o’ thousand frizen fit:

fitten out o’ Burry, wer finest’ cobs ar bred;

fitten out o’ Stonea, wer ar coin is spent

on earthen pots an’ plates, an broaches smell o’ smelt; 

fitten out o’ Blackney, on far brashy coast,

wer ter leggy harnser scarfles skriggling gloat;

fitten outer Broads, wer ter widdles bibble,

kiddies bob ‘n’ bab, an’ bottle-bump booms his call — 

fitten all wot owed slub atwin their toes

to ar Chief Prasutagos, an’ his slow-tempered wit.  

                              Coz Ickneys known as nailers, wot could be sillybold:

loike twelve yeers afore, when tha scabby Scapula

outlawed foightin’ weapons all trew Southern lands.

                         ____________________________________________________________________

gripple  - little stream; tizzick - cough; stroop - throat; cob – horse; swaley – shady; rafty – damp, windy, cold; teaman – man in charge of horses; Will Jill – woman with masculine appearance; frizen – frozen; fitten – feet; harnser – heron; skriggle – to wriggle like an eel; widdle – duckling; bibble – to bob for food; bab – to fish for eels; bottle-bump – bittern; slub - mud atwin – between; nailer – determined person; sillybold – brave but cheeky. 

                          Antedios war Chief then, had kipped ter Ickneys clean:

‘part from tax an’ loans, Rome left us alone,

and if he’d been let go tew carney tha old Guv’ner

praps he woulda rid back wi arrow up his sleeve.  

But local bors were huckerin’, hallerin’ in a honky, 

an’ now they rose to jatter unjust Roman rule:

‘A bor wi’ out his sword? Geldin’ or a mule!’

Think they larded Scapula and his snasty swoddies?

They draw-latched their own Chief, hacked Antedios in two.

Them Latin pukes took ‘vantage o’ ar puckaterry,

an’ wern’t fer Prasutagos higgling all tha’ spring,

we’d of seen ar rhizzes burn, kiddies, mawthers

snatched fer slave ships, crucifixes stab ar soil. 

Tew kip us raisin’ cobs an’ roastin’ jumping jacks,

Prasutagos traded Ickney blades an’ sheaths 

for guarantee o’ foinance, an’ promises o’ peace. 

An’ them wot’s ever puttered tha’ war wry mistake, 

all yew botty stiflers yowin’ ‘bout ‘ar pride’,

think fer one hard moment, on all tha moihgta been —

ar Chief were lookin’ long ways, boiyin’ us some days.

         Fer Ickneys quick ter thwack anyone offend ‘em,

an’ most ar bors an’ maws cud well-wield spear an’ shield

in barneys wi’ some warmint, or m’raudering Trinovantes,

but few had seen a legion polishin’ its teef. 

Prasutagos had, an’ heard travellin’ Tellers

                     yarmanderin’ over Gaul, famines, sieges, slaughter,  

not tew say Vercingetorix, Chief o’ ter Arveni.

Greatest Gallic rebel, bricked five yeers in gaol ​​—

bruffest Ickney’d blanch tew brew on tha’ there fate:

tew drown in dark, in yer own dirt, not ever
touch yer wife agin, feel sun nor wind on face.

If Caesar war a God, loike them Centurions say,

he warnt nobbut a frit one, tew chain his foe ter wall,

then kill him wi’out warnin’, in dank an’ stinkin’ hole.  

An if some Teller told it loike Vercingetorix 

shouda kilt himself, not surrendered after battle,

then lookin’ sly at Breeda, wi’ her Silurian Ma,

called up Caratacus, an’ unrest in ter West —

Breeda moighta smiled, an’ clapped for one more song, 

but Prasutagos filt tha Teller’s cup wi’ coin,

wished her kiddies well, an bid her on her way.

_________________________________________________________

carney – wheedle, flatter; huckering – complaining; honky – temper; jatter – shake

swoddies – soldiers; puke – disagreeable person; puckaterry – confusion; jumping jacks – frogs; puttered – muttered; wry – mistake, fault; botty – self-important; stifler – busy person; yow – to yell, chatter, howl; shanny – scatter-brained, excited; thack – beat; warmint – varmint, nuisance; yarmandering – reminiscing; bruff – cheerful; frit – frightened; 
     S’all roight fer them’s command a host o’ foightin’ tribes,

ancestral spirt o’ conquest, or moighty mountain dun, 

but ‘part from ter odd ruck, Ickneys had no truck

wi’ war fer sake o’ war.  Yeer on yeer we worked

ar rafts an’ crops an’ smithies, raced ar cobs in summer,

feasted at ar fairs.  If Trinovante traders

sprung a spoilers’ raid, we drummed Andrate’s aid,  

an sure as hins kip eggs, she kep ar heads on necks. 

As fer old maws’ saw, ‘yer blessin’ is yer curse’,

no Brython ever battled fer ar flat an’ soggy land,

‘Let them coddy sods drag their cobs threw slub,’

scorfed ter brave Brigantes an Catuvellaunis.

but when ter Empire’s Eagle spied ar shaggy foals, 

ar flashin’ leapin’ fish, ter boats along ar coast,
ar wide ope meshland smeath warnt no place ter hide.
So stoppin’ his roight ear ‘gainst noight-time anvils ringin’,

and shuttin’ his left eye to huts wi’ bulgin’ thatches,

                     Prasutagos brangled wi’ weapon o’ his word,

and if ter word o’ Kings wer currency in Rome,

not rattlin’ bit o’ tin tossed in gamin’ ring,

I’d not be orphaned badget, lurchin’ holl ter holl, 

but sat alonger Bari, on silver birch tree throne.

                            Can’t say we wasn’t warned — tha winter day at Mound, 

when as one we halted on cruckle crackled ground,

bolt on ar last fitbeat Bodwā’s caddow cawed.

Woight on black, sky hulled a hurly hand o’ snow

as caddow flapped her wing athort ar fur-wrapped Lord.

Then Atta raised his arm, an’ yowed ter split a yew —

teamen laid ter death plank down int winter dust,

dorgs wer let tew barkin’ an drums began tew boom. 

Maws an’ bors an’ kiddies, kedgy old ‘uns too,

all started stampin’ fitten to rhythm o’ them drums,

a chiefdom chiefdom chiefdom’s comin’ underground.

        Breeda knelt at plank, an’ crawlin’ mite by mite,

loik groanin’ woman should, shufted tha great weight, 

int barrow-way o’ Mound.  Me an’ Bari waited

wi Atta, Rhufawn, Tyl.  Warn’t yet ar toime

ter enter tha dark hill.  When tip o’ Breeda’s heel

wer lost int loightless sod, we buried ar two screams

in Tyl’s long, flowing robes, wot folded us in herb-smoke

then swung us out in crowd, tha boilin’ swirling whirlpool
o’ dancin’, howlin’, blarin’, drummin’, heavin’ bods,

spinnin’ all abroad ter spoirals deep wi’thin.

_________________________________________________________
hin – hen; coddy – proud; smeath – open land; brangle – to fight, argue; badget – badger; Bodwā – Celtic battle goddess, associated with the crow; caddow – jackdaw 
athort – across; kedgy – agile (of older people); plawks – hands; shufted – pushed; 
                     Sucked in tew them eddies, skin-touchin’ evyone, 

no sayin’ now how many circles tha we spun

afore a ripplin’ rorplin’ rose out thousand stroops.

                     Hevvy plawks o’ warriors hoisted us up high,

bobbed us loik two fish-boots o’er sea o’ hids 

til Rhufawn cop-a-hold us, back tew snowy slub,

then slung us up ter slope tew meet ar Ma on Mound.

                               Breeda stood loik oak tree, hair tumblin’ tew her waist —

fumblin’ over slub-clumps, feared o’ crumblin’ down,

we rammed ar selves toward her, til whole world appeared:

drummers, midders, meshland, roight out tew ter sea. 

Dudder found me backbone, at soight o’ all them miles,

an’ sidlin’ at my sister, I saw Bari shakin’, too.

Then Breeda war atwin us, wi’ earthen stink o’ sweat,

an top of tha’ brown belly, Ma fanged us in her arms, 

an slarred ar icy faces wi’ simmerin’ sod from tomb.  

Crowd went queasy-quiet, wind war fulfer thin,

but when in hip-hung pouch, Breeda plunged her plawks,

an pulled out one, then two, serpent-shinin’ torcs

another moighty cry welled up and mowed around.

I clutched fer Bari’s fingers, frawn an’ nobbly shruff,

Ma made sign fer quiet. ‘King is tombed,’ she spawled, 

and sketchin’ wi gold torcs, a crescent moon afore,

‘King is underground, but he has left ar land

in care o’ two bold Queens.  Mine Ickney daughters both 

young in yeers, long in limb, strong in song:

Bari o ter Black Brow, an’ Sorcha Steely Tongue.

High-larned were their Da, Prasutagos mourned,

fierce an’ free their Ma, all yews huxterers be warned,

an stern ha’ been their teachers, Atta, Rhufawn, Tyl,

who fostered evy wisdom, hardihood an’ skill.’

                              Words hung on ter air, fer all tew drink loik ale.

then Atta o’ ter Cantii, Skald o’ Thousand Songs

wot larned his seven langers in loud Lundinium,

Rhufawn o’ Silures, wot won his silver scars

shieldin’ Caratacus in six stark years o’ war,

an Tyl o’ Eshwood Dun, eldest Ickney Drui,

who stirs her secret bodings in blood an birds an stars,

stromed up slope tergether, tew stand alanger Breeda —
who twisted this toight torc around mine malted bones

as Bari o ter Black Brow raised her chin fer hers.  
____________________________________________________________________ rorpling – bellowing, as of bull; fang – to seize hold of; frawn – frozen; shruff – kindling; huxter/er – dealer; strome – to walk quickly with long strides; malted – hot and sweaty
Appendices
to Creative Submission

APPENDIX I: Notes to Poems
‘Here/There’:  The opening and closing couplets are quotations from ‘Damage’ by Brenda Riches, in Something to Madden the Moon. 
‘Sisters of Mercy’:  In the ancient tradition of Hebrew mysticism, the Kabbalistic tree of life is formed of ten Sephirot, or emanations of God:

                   

     the formless above
                        

1. Keter 

3. Binah                                 2. Chochmah 

5. Gevurah 

     4. Chesed 

                            

6. Tiferet
8. Hod                                         7. Netzach 

                              

9. Yesod
                           
          10.  Malkuth 

‘Shaking the Bottle’:  Zainab Abu Salem, an 18-year-old children’s television presenter from the Askar refugee camp near Nablus in the West Bank, detonated a suicide bomb in Jerusalem, September 22, 2004.  Her action was praised in Al-fatah, a Hamas children’s newspaper.
Appendix II.  Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 
[A translation from the Irish Gaelic by Naomi Foyle and Aisling Hillary and Carmel Walsh of The Celtic Tigrrs.  Based on the translations on Wikipedia and in Sinead O’Connor’s Sean Nós Nua CD liner notes, this version can be sung to the tune]. 
Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 
Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Anois ar theacht an tsamhraidh
Welcome home, woman of misfortune

To our grief you’ve been imprisioned

Our fine land in the fist of thieves

And you sold to the foreigner
Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Anois ar theacht an tsamhraidh

Gráinne Mhaol’s coming ‘cross the ocean

Armed soldiers as protection

Neither French nor Spanish but Irish,

She’ll scatter the invader

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Óró, sé do bheatha ‘bhaile 

Anois are theacht an tsamhraidh

My greatest wish would be to see

Though I live for a week but after

Gráinne Mhaol and a thousand warriors

Vanquishing the foreigner

Appendix III: After the Fact 
[I wrote this performance piece in 1991.  It represents my first creative response to the mythology of Inanna and Ishtar, and I discuss it briefly in Chapter Four of the Critical Submission.] 

Khalid leaves Iraq.  Drunk  disheartened  squalid  parched  withered  starving  tent  land crops  animals family.  Khalid and his brothers riding lopsided long haired straw donkeys. Poodle cuts for donkeys were all the rage when Paris fashion magazines were first airlifted into the region, but the little promotional sachets of suntan lotion soon ran out and tragic consequences scorched that fad.   These three Arab boys are dressed as girls not to emulate an androgynous Western ideal, but to protect them from the evil eyes of jealous mothers who have lost their sons in warfare.  Permanent pregnancy is no insurance against Iranian troops or US carpet bomb attacks.  The beasts of burden lurch on and on.  The meat on those old ass bones would be so tough.  When mules and mothers die men eat only their softest organs, burn the rest for heat in the cold desert nights.  

But these donkeys have the stamina of camels, no more about to kick out than

William Burroughs slumped on junk in Tangiers, staring at his foot for a year until, fed up with slim pickings from a tight needle eye, his cash dashed out the door, back to reality, which always means history told from the point of view of the chumps.

Slum slam thank you Vietnam for providing the boot in the butt boost to beat your syndrome drum hollow, hello, hello hello this is the Voice of America fricassee frazzling native intelligence via transition radio to a pan global blizzard of big bizniz whiz kids with buzzard beaks in every steaming human gizzard pie

Carrion movie of the year.  Home viewers guzzle carbonated oil from Coca-Cola cans.  Eyes on the synchronised skies.  Khalid and his brother reach a huge Roman encampment stones unnoticed.  Stones in the four semi-circular walls are cut so exactly, to form an ancient monument to Inanna, Ishtar, Moon goddess of ancient Babylon.  Stairways spiral endless as strands of DNA.   The men marvel even as they are afraid, passing to asylum through the largest ceramic gate in the world, unseen.

Except Khalid

The first voice, in the best of all possible worlds musical,

breaks 

into a moan 

Inanna Innana Ishtar, Sumarian, Babylonian Queen.

Your children are crawling through your gate in the churning wake of American tanks, in pain.  Hold each Muslim name deep in the back of your throat, for they are scheduled to be obliterated soon, by the thick, bloody veil of disease.  Most ancient weapon of war disease.  Typhoid, marasmus, kwashiorkor, cholera, gastro-enteritis, diarrhoea.  These are your children’s new Christian names.  Their baptism will be by thirst, for Iraqi women lactate no longer.  Nipples sawn off with rusty lids from cans of Nestlé milk facsimile.  International exchange rate of nipple to the dollar never satisfied the demand at US Air Force HQ for more of those hard, dark breast pocket buttons.  Gold tipped for generals and heroes, natch.   

O Inanna, the gulf widens and years later your few remaining babies are being kept alive by intravenous instant coffee and salt and vinegar crisps.  Hunger devours their bodies their brown bodies, their only bodies, scarred inside and out beyond belief.   Amar cannot stretch his facial features around the smile he needs to eat.  Hunger is napalm ingested introjected projectile vomited into each other contagion.  Hear each whispered, wheezing malnourished name.  Hear the censored reports of the dying, mowed down from above and behind, to drown in their own burning guts splattered before them in magic carpet patterns to carry their spirits to heaven. 

Death comes as merciful intervention to a child sweltering, sheltering in a civilian bunker.  For a child measures time in agitation and release, motionless minutes stifle forever for her.  Yes death is a kiss of release, a veritable boon to the soldier buried alive in the desert by adolescent boys with red white and blue plastic buckets and spades, grinning and spitting out toothpicks over the dunes.  Do you hear those California redwood splinters hitting the sand?  The echoing skull pulverising thud of food aid hitting the Kurds?   Palestinian eyes splatting against interrogation cell walls?

The annihilation of these lives went unannounced in the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada and Europe, because the mass media networks of those nation states made an ethical decision to respect the privacy and grief of the survivors.

Innana Ishtar great brown mother, hear your cubs, the dark meat portion of TV dinner trays, leftovers CNN saran wrapped and frozen for the pampered family canine when its slaughtered horse meat runs low,  while the war in Iraq is deplored in the rustling of pages only tenured professors can afford to possess.  Post modern canon fodder.

Mummy, what’s a tenured professor?  Peter Pan in Clever Clever land sweetheart.

in the cul de sac over the abyss

Inanna, moon lover, lower your girdle of stars from the heavens above this floodlit, infra-terror white sky.  Save the poet.  Save Khalid.

Khalid is choking on dust beneath the size sixteen boots of a gigantic American soldier. An incomprehensible chain of commands for his execution is delivered from an officer poised on the peak of the gleaming, ornately tile gate of Ishtar.   Khalid’s brothers are safe in the other side, still born in sanctuary.  They do not know the languages with which to entreat the inhabitants of this implacable zone.   Only the dark eyes of the people in this haven are visible beneath their black robes.  They carry water to and fro sand cliffs, caress vegetables under black canopies,  reveal flashes of gold on their fingers, hum in the backs of their throats in the heat, all seemingly indifferent to the brutality about to be committed.

But then, because this is my dream and every one in it is an aspect of me as well as who they are, and I intend fully to live, one by one these people peel away from their self nourishing rituals, to answer each unscrolling, murderous command.  Not acting simply as helpless witnesses to barbarity, but in furious counterpoint. demanding fate to blind the soldier.

Is this huge oaf known in particular amongst these traders for cruelty?  More likely he finds ways of cheating them out of money.  It is so irritating to be conned by one with such stupid features.  Those jowls and grubby eyes must also irk the officer, for the chorus like a gypsy miracle, appeals to the commanders sense of humour and the macabre.  

The officer cackles.  He orders his own soldier to blind himself 

This is a frontier post.  No-one will dispute that the man was stabbed in a private act of vengeance.  Choosing a culprit will rid the ranks of yet another detested sycophant. 

The giant bursts.  Spoilt terrified idiot cannot believe what he must do with the sword now poised at Khalid’s throat.  The pig-faced giant lavishes hatred on the mixed up sex child before him.  

Foreign, rotting, pus filled cunt, wipe that stupid little smile off your face, sweetheart, and drink my green snot.  Get used to the salt, coz my last sight on earth in gonna be your tiny tongue tip licking the rim of my elephant cock, my huge cock eye that never shuts, never sleeps and never forgets a pretty little, wide open mouth like yours, baby.

From the heights of the ramparts the child is only perceived as a nuisance, never a threat. It is the stroppy young soldier who must be crushed, taught to knuckle under, toe the family line.   The rape of the child is and always has been a means to that end.  But if those in command knew just how dangerous a free child is, no doubt they would order them all killed in their beds tonight.

Khalid slips free to live forever in exile.  The last he heard his family were in Kuwait.  

That was twenty-two years ago.   According to Mesopotamian mythology Inanna was stripped of all her worldly goods and exiled to the underworld.  There she hung naked and bloody on a meat hook, impaled by her own sister Ereshkigal.  When she finally returned to Babylon she had to beg Enki the prick for a place in the New World Order.

CRITICAL SUBMISSION

       Introduction:
     Dualism Under Siege
                                              I. Opening Statement

In narrative verse from ancient Mesopotamian epics to contemporary lyric sequences the figure of the warrior woman provides a rare but potent image of female autonomy and leadership.  Rare because the image of the warrior woman has been repressed and fragmented in Western literature, her political authority, assertive sexuality and physical prowess presenting too great a challenge to the binary theories of gender that underpin Euro-American civilisation.  Potent, because the warrior woman represents a fundamental human possibility: she is a ‘missing archetype’ of female heroism, one that has its source not in utopian feminist ideals or masochistic male fantasies, but in well-attested historical realities reaching back to Neolithic Indo-European and Near Eastern goddess-worshipping cultures.  In dismembering the warrior woman archetype Western literature has abused and denied an essential aspect of the human psyche.  But archetypes are both dynamic and enduring.  Currently, in literature, films and television programmes ranging from Maxine Hong Kingston’s autobiography The Woman Warrior to Stieg Larsson’s The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo trilogy and Josh Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the warrior woman is defiantly resurging onto the cultural centre stage.  It is the contention of this thesis, however, that the oral tradition of narrative verse is the original cultural vehicle for her exploits.  In the following pages I will demonstrate that in the ballad and the epic we can not only locate her ancient prominence in human consciousness, but also trace her survival during centuries of repression and neglect.  

II.  Methodology

The figure of the warrior woman challenges the philosophical binarism fundamental to Western thought.  This binarism governs not only our conception of gender, but the popular perception of our academic disciplines.  To counter the Euro-American cultural tendency to set ‘hard’ topics like science and economics against ‘soft’ ones like poetry and sociology, mine will be a multi-disciplinary thesis.  Setting various spheres of discourse in motion, I hope to effect fruitful dialogues between literary theory, gender studies, history, sociology, science, and archetypal and evolutionary psychology.   
This will above all be a feminist study.  My approach to literary analysis will be first to establish, in this introduction, the horizon of my own historical consciousness concerning gender — to try to define my own understanding of the warrior woman as she relates to feminism, science and psychology.  In the body of the thesis, I will spiral in and out of individual literary texts performing close readings of form, content and narrative structure that are naturally informed by my theoretical position, but may produce insights that broaden, deepen, refine, or constructively challenge my original outlook.  Reflecting the warrior woman’s frequent status as a resistance leader of embattled minorities, throughout I will discuss not only gender but also race and class.  Acknowledging how translations of ancient texts reflect changes in historical consciousness, I will on occasion undertake comparative studies of translations.   
I will also move fluidly between my academic work and reflections on my creative process: honouring the practice-led nature of my research, I will contribute personal reflections on how my studies have fed not only my own poetry, but my life decisions.  And I will structure my chapters not in a linear, historically chronological order, but in a way that reflects the creative path I have taken during this doctorate.  Starting with Granuaile, I will discuss the warrior woman in Old, Medieval and sixteenth-century Ireland, then trace her voyage in the craft of the ballad to the present day; I will then explore the roots of the archetype in ancient Greece and Rome and Sumer; and finally return to Iron Age Ireland and Briton, where I will try to relate what is known about my own indigenous heritage to contemporary concerns about gender and Empire.     
III.  Definition of Terms and Theoretical Framework
. 
a) Dualism, gender, feminine, masculine
In asserting that the warrior woman challenges dualistic conceptions of gender and transgresses conventional boundaries between masculinity and femininity, I have, from the outset, introduced a sense of conflict and instability between some of my most important terms.  This, I hope, is a productive instability that will allow for the possibility of conceptual evolution in their use.  For radical scientific thinking about gender is currently undergoing a major paradigm shift, away from essentialist dualism and toward a ‘connectionist’ model of the relationship between nature and nurture, body and mind.  To explain this new theoretical framework, and clarify my own use of the terms ‘gender’, ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’, I will first present an overview of Western dualism and its defining influence on our historical thinking about gender.  I will then outline how current feminist and scientific thought can help us break the deadlock of dualism’s stranglehold on the human psyche. 

Dualism, as derived from Ancient Greek philosophy and developed in Judeo-Christian theology, is a system of thought in which all of human experience is divided into binary, mutually exclusive, categories —  for example, ‘Good’ and ‘Evil’, ‘mind’ and ‘body’, ‘man’ and ‘woman’.  This philosophy permeates Euro-American thought, science, law, religion and language, working, in Judith Butler’s phrase, as a ‘regulatory fiction’ that profoundly structures conventional attitudes to race, gender, class, history and science (33).   In her famous visual summary, Hélène Cixous illustrates dualism’s structuring of gender:
            Where is she?
Activity/passivity 
Sun/Moon

Culture/Nature

Day/Night

Father/Mother

Head/heart

Intelligible/sensitive

Logos/Pathos

Form, convex, step, advance, seed, progress.

Matter, concave, ground — which supports the step, receptacle

Man

—————

Woman                                (90)
This list is both vertical and horizontal; it not only maps binary oppositions on to the categories of Man and Woman, but also posits a hierarchical relationship between them.  To redefine what it means to be Man, or Woman, masculine or feminine, has until very recently been the sole province of feminism, defined by Toril Moi as a ‘theoretical and political practice committed to the struggle against patriarchy and sexism’ (182).  Sexism being inherent in the ontological operations of dualism and their injurious consequences for both women and men, I will trace the evolution of feminism by reference to what I suggest are the four key, independent features of Western dualism: its binary logic; oppositional nature; hierarchic structure; and essentialism, or biological determinism.     

A binary system is composed of mutually exclusive pairs: ‘0’ and ‘1’, ‘off’ and ‘on’.   In the rigid binary framework of Western dualism, men are associated with rationality and aggression, women with empathy and passivity, to the extent that it is considered ‘unmanly’ for males to express vulnerability or weakness, even wear pink; while Margaret Thatcher, a militaristic female leader who ended free milk in schools, is sometimes spoken about as if she were an honorary man.  Binarism itself does not imply conflict, but Western dualism has propagated an oppositional and hierarchical conception of gender.  Oppositional views of gender assume (and, one might argue, ensure) that men and women will always have fundamentally conflicting needs and goals.  Such views begin in the Western tradition with the jealous, antagonistic relationship between Zeus and Hera and live on in the phrase ‘the battle of the sexes’, enjoined upon us as an eternal verity.   Transgender activist and theorist Martine Rothblatt argues that a hierarchical view of gender, in which men are valued more highly than women, came later in Western thought, when patriarchal, monotheistic religions ‘added more normative, value-laden content to maleness and femaleness as compared with the active/passive dichotomy of Greece’ (41).  So the Athenian gynaecologist Agnodice, who disguised herself as a man until accused of seducing her patients, successfully argued that she was an exception to the ‘natural’ rule that made women simply unsuited for public office (38).  But in the Judeo-Christian tradition, women were viewed as the cause of original sin, giving men, Rothblatt argues, all the justification they needed for restricting their movements and education, and burning them at the stake if they continued to exercise authority in their local communities (43).  While it may seem that hierarchical structuring of gender in the West is today restricted to fundamentalist religions, beliefs in the superiority of men to women are still evident in linguistic or research practices that assume male experience to be the universal norm.  Such beliefs also underwrite common cultural experiences including the prohibition on men wearing women’s clothes; traditional marriage vows, in which the woman promises to ‘obey’ the man; and the persistent double standard governing sexual promiscuity, still seen as a sign of virility in men, but moral laxity in women.   
More palatably to many people, gender binarism can also be conceptualised as a form of complementary dualism, a non-hierarchical, non-oppositional philosophy familiar to Western followers of Eastern pursuits including Tai Chi, yoga and Chinese medicine.  Here Yin and Yang, or female and male energy, are both considered to be fundamental forces of the universe, co-existing in a fluid and ideally harmonious relationship.  Symmetrically, each contains aspects of the other, in that a man, while predominantly yang, has a small amount of yin energy he needs to express, and likewise a woman her yang qualities.  Similarly, in Jungian psychology, ‘just as the man is compensated by a feminine element, so woman is compensated by a masculine one’: respectively the anima and animus, or a man’s unconscious emotional nature and a woman’s unconscious capacity for logical reasoning, ‘reflection, deliberation and self-knowledge’ (Psyche and Symbol 14;16).  I will have more to say later about the relationship between feminism and Jungian thought, but for now I will simply remark that both Western oppositional and Eastern complementary dualism are basically essentialist, or biologically determinist philosophies.  
Biological determinism is the belief that particular human qualities or characteristics are determined by innate physiological differences, whether between men and women, or people of different races.  Clearly, generalisations, stereotypes and unjustly discriminatory policies can arise from such beliefs, but thanks to all those who fight racism and sexism by rallying round the slogan ‘biology is not destiny’, many previously white, male enclaves of endeavour have now been radically opened up to equal opportunity policies and legislation.  As a brief survey of the three Waves of feminist discourse will demonstrate, however, some forms of gender essentialism have proven difficult to dislodge.
According to Zainab Bahrani, First Wave feminism, as exemplified by British and American suffragists, generally accepted the ‘universal subdividing of male/female’, and simply demanded that women gain legal access to public domains previously reserved for men alone (15).  So although women broke down barriers to social achievement, this amounted to little more than a jockeying for position in a dualistic patriarchal structure whose basic assumptions about gender, in particular those governing normative heterosexuality, still remained unquestioned.  In contrast, in Bahrani’s opinion, while Second Wave Anglo-French feminism did make ‘gender a central category of historical analysis’ it nevertheless still maintained an almost mythic binary approach to the subject (15).  In Judith Butler’s summary of Luce Irigaray’s critique of Western philosophy, for example, ‘women constitute a paradox, if not a contradiction, within the discourse of identity itself… within a language pervasively masculinist, a phallogocentric language, women constitute the unrepresentable’ (9).  The almost pejorative use of the term ‘masculinist’ to denote linguistic practices that privilege men does arguably suggest a reverse oppositional framework in which, now, to be male is to be scorned.  But while some feminists still use the adjective in such a manner, the advent of men’s studies has, I think helpfully, established masculinism as an intellectual equivalent to feminism: a field of studies dedicated to understanding the social construction of masculinity.1 Because for me the word phallogocentric has a kind of self-perpetuating semantic power, dominating a sentence like a man on the Tube with his knees spread too far apart, I will follow Bahrani and use the less biologically driven term ‘androcentric’ to indicate ways of thinking or behaving that privilege men or male perspectives.

 French feminism culminated in Hélène Cixous’s theory of écriture feminine—a concept that is in some senses beyond definition, but in general connotes writing that expresses the excessive, libidinous quality of bodily experiences, and in both theme and form challenges the rigid structures of language and thought that have purportedly served to ostracise and silence women in Western culture.  Denying that this ‘feminine writing’ promotes a separatist vision or in itself perpetuates dualism, in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ Cixous evokes a ‘vatic bisexuality which doesn’t annul differences but stirs them up, pursues them, increases their number’ (254).  For Bahrani, though, such theories come dangerously close to utopian ideas of a pre-historical ‘universal matriarchy’, supposedly oppressively supplanted by a similarly universal patriarchy.  And another kind of Second Wave feminism, the ‘Equal but different’ variety, clearly sustains binary thinking in its privileging of women’s biological capacity for motherhood, or, as Carol Gilligan argued in A Different Voice, their supposedly different psychological make-up: for Gilligan ‘masculinity is defined through separation while femininity is defined though attachment’ (8).  (It should be noted here that, like Jungian and Eastern thought, ‘equal but different’ feminism is a complementary dualism, promoting respect for women’s supposedly specific experiences and needs.)  
In Chapter Four I will disagree with Bahrani’s assessments of French feminism and pre-history, but for now it is important to explain that cross-cultural and trans-historical conceptions of gender have come under heavy criticism by Third Wave feminists.  Thinkers including Butler, Bahrani and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak raise issues of ethnicity, colonialism and queer sexuality, challenging the largely white and heterosexual assumptions of the earlier women’s movement.  Butler remarks that ‘the disjunctive and asymmetrical binary of masculine/feminine’ has ‘suppressed and redescribed’ not only heterosexual but also homosexual and bisexual identities and practices (Gender Trouble 31).  And it has been made clear that oppositional and hierarchical thinking also deeply structures Western thinking about race.  Lucy Goodison observes that ‘Our conventional symbolism, with its Christian concept of the ‘forces of light’ opposed to the ‘forces of darkness’, polarises the colour black into representing what is irrational, primitive, sinister, unconscious, physical, sexual, forbidden or evil, as in ‘black magic’’ (213).  As Frantz Fanon identified in Black Skins, White Masks, such associations and projections cause immeasurable hardship and psychological damage to their victims, who are ‘sealed into that crushing objecthood’ racism creates of ‘the other’ (109).  And one only has to think of George W. Bush’s continual use of the spectre of ‘evil-doers’ to justify aggressive foreign policies still in place against nations of largely dark-skinned people to realise how this hostile dualism continues to drive and contaminate global politics.  At the same time, while the concept of the ‘racial other’ — a colonialist construction defining the other in binary terms as all those who are not white — is central to most postcolonial discourses, Spivak argues that there is a philosophical ‘discontinuity between race and sex-differentiation … When the Woman is put outside of Philosophy, she is argued into that dismissal, not foreclosed as a casual rhetorical gesture’ (30).  In other words, Western feminists must not assume that their struggles for equality are the same as those of subaltern individuals and nations, something I will keep in mind throughout this thesis.  
Both race and gender come under scientific as well as social scrutiny. But while the colour of people’s skin is an entirely superficial difference upon which to base conclusions about their mental or physical abilities, biological gender differences, including relative physical size and strength, reproductive organs, and brain structure, can appear more influential.  In the face of the vast range of experimental evidence obtained in the last two decades as the result of technological advances in brain research, mainstream feminism seems in danger of stalling in a binary framework forever.  For science researchers and writers Louann Brizendine and Simon Baron-Cohen report significant gender variations in both brain structure and chemistry, relating the ‘female brain’ to a greater capacity for empathy, and identifying the ‘male brain’ as one that has superior systematising skills.  These accessible books are contributions to the increasingly popular field of evolutionary psychology, a school of thought marketed in thoroughly dualistic terms.  Titles include John Gray’s infamous Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus and Allan and Barbara Pease’s Why Men Don’t Listen And Women Can’t Read Maps; Baron-Cohen’s The Essential Difference comes replete with two pink ‘toilet sign’ people emblazoned on a blue cover and the back of Brizandine’s The Female Brain confidently asserts that ‘a woman remembers fights that a man insists never happened’.  Inside the covers this dualism is generally couched in complementary, ‘equal but different’ terms, Baron-Cohen, for example, contending that ‘neither brain type E or S is better or worse than the other.  They appear to have been selected as specializations for entirely different goals and niches’ (132).  
It could be argued, however, that brain research actually suggests a diverse, non-dualistic conception of gender.  For The Essential Difference in fact presents evidence for the existence of a continuum of gender identities, including the ‘balanced brain’, which combines the systematising skills of the ‘male’ brain, and the empathy of the ‘female’ brain (7).  Baron-Cohen also observes that male brains can exist in female bodies, and vice versa (8).  Thus, while Western science has taken a relentlessly binary approach to gender—intersex babies, for example, are routinely assigned one set of genitals or the other—one can imagine a ‘bio-diverse essentialism’, one that acknowledges various combinations of genital, hormonal, chromosomal and brain-related factors, and encompasses intersexual, androgynous and hermaphrodite gender identities.  This might seem to some a politically acceptable and common sense reaction to the proliferation of new research on ‘sex differences’.  But would such an approach adequately address feminist criticisms of essentialism? 
Completely opposing essentialism is Judith Butler’s ‘constructionist’ view of gender.  In Bodies That Matter Butler claims that matter ‘is fully sedimented with discourses on sex and sexuality that prefigure and constrain the uses toward which that term can be put’ (29).  In other words, the deeply entrenched Western notion of matter as ‘feminine’ — and therefore both ‘passive’ and ‘chaotic’ — has itself created the supposedly self-evident scientific concept of the ‘body’ as a pre-given, instinctual entity that culture must somehow govern but can never fully control.  Butler insists on the primary role of culture and what, after Foucault, she calls ‘the law’ in constructing gender — in her now famous articulation, gender is fundamentally ‘performed’.  That is, as she sums up in Gender Trouble: ‘gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid, regulated frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being.’ (33). As Queer theorist David M. Halperin explains constructivism in relation to desire: ‘Sexuality is not a somatic fact; it is a cultural effect’ (416).   
Butler, then, asks us to imagine a body which conforms by deeply engrained habit to culturally and historically specific norms and expectations.  But while a language of ‘appearances’ and ‘parody’ may suggest that gender is something we can choose to alter at will, for Butler the construction of gender is a social act over which the individual has little or no conscious control.  As Bahrani points out, Butler has been criticised for privileging the role of cultural processes not only above the body, but also above the notion of a subject with free will, which she views as a deeply gendered (male) construct (19).  In response, Butler invokes Foucault, ‘who, in claiming that sexuality and power are coextensive, implicitly refutes the postulation of a subversive or emancipatory sexuality which could be free of the law’ (Gender Trouble 29)   Perhaps this is not as grim as it sounds; perhaps ‘the law’ evolves in response to collective desires for freedom or change, occasionally permitting possibilities of resistance or transformation, viz. Gay Pride marches or civil ceremonies.  However, in the sense that it locates the source of human behaviour in a kind of transpersonal cultural and historical socio-legal grid, constructionism is vulnerable to accusations that it is, in its way, as deterministic as biological essentialism.  
In the field of gender studies, constructionism and essentialism seem bitter opponents: Butlerian feminists dismiss scientific studies that only ‘prove’ their own unexamined premises, scientists with their ‘hard evidence’ scoff at the ‘naïve’ idea that human beings are infinitely malleable.  And indeed, it is sometimes difficult to know what to think.  Evolutionary psychology, with its over-generalisations and pink and blue marketing, can be infuriating to read.  But on the other hand, babies are not born ‘blank slates’.  They have their own temperaments, and grow up into their own sexualities, often in the face of extreme social prohibition, even, in some countries, the threat of capital punishment.  As a blind woman said to me recently, ‘in some ways, surely we are all prisoners of our bodies’.  Perhaps it is not surprising that it has taken a feminist biologist, Anne Fausto-Sterling, to find another way to think about gender, what she calls a ‘connectionist’ approach, one that may move us beyond the stalemate of a dualistic debate pitting essentialism vs. constructivism, nature vs. nurture, and even ‘sex’ vs. ‘gender’.    
For while many feminists, with Toril Moi, still define ‘‘femaleness’ as a matter of biology, and ‘femininity’ as a set of culturally defined characteristics’ (182), as Fausto-Sterling points out, in the case of transgender operations or hormone treatments sex is also, ‘literally, constructed’ (27).  Rejecting, with Butler, essentialism, Fausto-Sterling suggests that ‘we look at the body as a system that simultaneously produces and is produced by social meanings’ (23).  But citing and interrogating both scientific and sociological studies, she argues that gender is not a set of behavioural attributes or relations our bodies simply ‘act out’, as Butler’s work could be interpreted to suggest.  Rather the material and the social are profoundly interrelated — our very physical growth is shaped by the cultures and families we grow up in.  Feral children, for example, lose their ability to develop language skills and adult sexuality, and are, like two Indian girls raised by wolves who adapted to life on four ‘legs’, physically affected by their upbringing ‘from their skeletal structure to their nervous systems (239).  And while tests designed to show the effects of hormones or brain structure on behaviour can and will only tell us just that, when social factors are taken into consideration a far more complex picture of gender development occurs.  
To start with, Fausto-Sterling questions any simplistic, essentialist, ‘cause and effect’ conclusions one might draw from brain research.  Techniques of measuring the brain differ, from examining post-mortem slices of pickled brains — which only give 2-D impressions of shrunken organisms — to using Magnetic Resonance Imager (MRI) scans which, while allowing for larger samples of living brains, unfortunately have ‘limited spatial resolution’ and therefore offer a far less precise picture of the boundaries between and relative sizes of different brain structures (124, 125).  So while the media may report that the corpus callosum, the so called ‘superhighway’ between the hemispheres, is larger and more efficient in women (hence their famous ‘multi-tasking’ skills), studies in fact disagree about the absolute size differentials, with most reporting no significant difference (127-130).  One wonders then about the accuracy of Brizandine’s claim that ‘the part of the brain that processes sex is twice as large’ in men as in women.  In contrast, Baroness Susan Greenfield states ‘By looking at a single human brain it is educated guesswork at best to determine if that person was male or female’ (121).   And Rothblatt cites Nobel Laureate Dr Roger Sperry, who concluded that ‘the individuality inherent in our brain networks makes that of fingerprints or facial features gross and simple by comparison’ (64).  

When statistically significant differences in brain measurements are found, they are always relative, never absolute, often leading to differences in interpretation of results, not to mention the ever-present danger of research being grossly misrepresented by the media.  These caveats apply also to the measurement of behaviours and abilities rooted in the brain.  Baron-Cohen states at one point that ‘men score significantly higher than women on the Systemization Quotient’, yet his own diagram indicates that in fact the area of overlap is rather larger than the area of male superiority, and some, if fewer, women, always score as highly as some men (85).  As Rothblatt contends, such results support a theory of a gender continuum, not an absolute difference between men and women (51). They also prompt the question of whether, as in Olympic sports, with equal opportunity and training, statistical gaps in any ability could shrink, or even one day close (71-77).    
Discussing the effects of hormones on gender, Fausto-Sterling observes that dualistic assumptions about active, aggressive, superior male sexuality and passive, emotional, inferior female sexuality have shaped this field of study since its inception.2  The word ‘oestrogen’, for example, derives from ‘oestrus’, meaning ‘gadfly’, ‘crazy’, ‘wild’, ‘insane’ (188), while the discovery in the nineteen twenties of ‘female’ secretions in ‘the testes and urine of normal men’ was variously termed ‘disquieting’, ‘anomalous’ and ‘disconcerting’ (182).  And yet, Fausto-Sterling reveals, other early scientific theorists recognised gender ambiguity and diversity, and what Frank Ambrose Beach called the ‘essentially bisexual character of our mammalian inheritance’ (211).  Citing these as forerunners of her own thought, she argues that we need to develop a new model of scientific research into gender, one that stresses the inextricable interdependence of nature and nurture, and highlights the way bodies themselves are shaped by life experience and cultural expectations.   
Fausto-Sterling terms this new model ‘connectionism’, after a new dynamic approach to brain research, in which brain function is related to ‘the complexity and strength of many neural connections acting at once’ (27).  Brains, she argues, are remarkably ‘plastic’ (240): children whose parents strongly reinforce gender roles adopt gendered play and labelling earlier than children whose families are less rigid in their outlooks, while our life experiences, from trauma to parenting and exercise, can themselves produce hormonal responses ranging from surges of violence to the cessation of menstruation.  Gender, in this view, is a ‘situated accomplishment’ related to physical potential, culture and upbringing, and needs to be theorized and understood from many different perspectives (246): ultimately Fausto-Sterling urges that we study gender formation in ‘non-hierarchical, multidisciplinary teams’ of scholars (255).  For as she concludes, ‘our debates about the body’s biology are always simultaneously moral, ethical and political debates about social and political equality and the possibilities for change’ (255). 
Fausto-Sterling’s arguments develop the common sense response to the nature/nurture debate — ‘it’s a bit of both’.  They stress, however, that environmental and biological processes are not separate influences on a human being, but deeply interrelated ones.  Thus, one could conjecture that the effect of the repeated injunction ‘big boys don’t cry’ is to in fact ‘shrivel’ the emotional centres in the brain so that in adulthood it is actually physically harder, or almost impossible, for a man to express his grief in tears.  And perhaps girls who have strong, positive relationships with parents who provide every opportunity for their daughters to excel at both physical and intellectual tasks, may as a result acquire not only the confidence, authority and athletic skills supposedly the ‘natural’ province of men, but also ‘systematising’ brains.  

When I use the term gender, therefore, I will be doing so with the understanding that it reflects a wide range of contexts and meanings, including the complex question of the relationship between sex and gender.  One might argue that this latter relationship renders the terms ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ almost meaningless.  My own solution to this theoretical conundrum is illustrated overleaf in my ‘Heavenly Bodies: A Matrix of Human Possibilities’, which places the common usages of the terms in a non-binary, non-determinist framework.  This decision reflects my observation that the terms seem to be in a period of transition from determinist restrictions toward more free-floating, yet still readily understood applications.  So, for example, a bisexual friend says she finds her girlfriend more attractive when she dresses in a ‘masculine’ manner, meaning trousers and tailored shirts, while my landlord, a builder and kick boxer, tells me his acting class is bringing out his ‘feminine’, meaning flexible and emotional, side.  Such usages rely on conventional understandings of gender but challenge its relation to biological sex.  Thus, as illustrated in the Matrix, while I associate masculinity with rationality and femininity with empathy, I consider both possibilities open to all human beings in degrees dependent on a complex interaction of both biology and environment.3  Moving from a static binary system to a dynamic triadic one, I have cross-categorised human characteristics as Lunar and Solar, and Heroic and Shadow, groupings I will explain in parts b) and c) of this section.  I have also designated some characteristics as gender-neutral: some, like courage, transcend gender, others inherently require both masculine and feminine strengths—wisdom, for example, is a blend of rational judgement and empathy.  And finally, I have created a circular chart that places the clusters of characteristics in a spectrum, in which the three sub-groupings overlap and shade into one another.   

Of course one cannot banish the concepts of pairs, opposites or hierarchies from discussions of human existence.  People form couples, argue, find themselves at loggerheads, flip coins.  But even the two great polarities of birth and death occur within the context of a huge diversity of complex, evolving social and psychological states.  Though the infinite drama of human experience can never be fully systematised, in reformulating a binary system as a dynamic and triadic spectrum, I hope to provoke thought and thus perhaps provide a useful tool for personal and social change
Chart I: Heavenly Bodies: A Matrix of Masculinity and Femininity

Interrelated and overlapping human characteristics present in men, women and trans-gender people in degrees and proportions dependent on a complex interaction of brain structure and chemistry, 
cultural expectations and individual will.  NB:  This is a spectrum of behaviours, and thus is better visually represented in a circular form.  (See opposite page). 
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Heroic Energies = ways to be: wise/creative/confident/courageous/strong/conscious

Shadow Energies = ways to be: insecure/vengeful/controlling/weak/unconscious

Lunar Masculine energies = an emotional need to protect others

Lunar Feminine energies = an emotional need to nurture others

Solar Masculine energies = an emotional need to lead others

Solar Feminine energies = an emotional need to impress or attract others 
b) Archetype, Shadow, The Dark Feminine
I have spoken of the warrior woman as an ‘archetype’, a not uncontroversial concept drawn from Jungian psychology, also the source of the perhaps more appealing notions of the ‘shadow’ and ‘the dark feminine’.  Before I define these terms, I must first acknowledge again some major problems with Jungian thought.  
To begin with his sexism: Jung frequently discusses the conflicts between anima and animus in a dogmatic manner loaded with the weight of oppressive binary and hierarchical stereotypes.  In the average woman, he contends, the effect of the logical animus is to produce a battery of maddening ‘opinions’, while ‘in intellectual women, the animus encourages a critical disputatiousness and would-be high-brows which, however, consists essentially in harping on some irrelevant weak point and nonsensically making it the main one’ (Aspects of the Feminine, 97).  Discussing the love lives of students he warns that lesbianism in young women will ‘reinforce their masculine traits and destroy their feminine charm’ (36).  And, reinforcing the feminist point about the fundamental dualism of Western patriarchy, his sexism is inextricable from his racism: 

But no-one can get round the fact that by taking up a masculine profession, studying and working like a man, woman is doing something not wholly in accord with, if not directly injurious to, her feminine nature.  She is doing something that would scarcely be possible for a man to do, unless he were a Chinese.  Could he, for instance, be a nursemaid or run a kindergarten?  (59-60) 

As I will discuss later, Jung’s theory of the unconscious is also contaminated by racism, in particular his overwhelmingly negative association of what he called ‘shadow energies’ with Black and Arab people.  But while I utterly reject Jung’s fear and condemnation of women and cultural others, I cannot dismiss his vast body of work out of hand.  In his descriptions of conflicts in relationships I can recognise myself, driven by recurring and destructive patterns I can indeed relate to my experiences with my parents, yet often seem helpless to prevent.  Having become aware over time of the way I, in Jungian terms, have ‘projected’ my childhood desires and fears onto others, and having worked extensively and helpfully with my own dream images as aspects of my own inner conflicts, I personally feel that there is more to his psychology than its deep entanglement in the prejudices of his time.  I see value in some of his insights into human behaviour, and as a poet and novelist working with symbolic imagery, I am intrigued by the concept of archetypes.  I am also aware that Jung attracted as colleagues many intelligent women, some of whom attempted to theorize more balanced and integrated views of the relationship between anima and animus, ego and shadow.4  They were able to do so, I suggest, in part because Jung himself, while hide-bound in his thinking about race and gender, in other ways advanced a non-binary, non-essentialist view of the psyche.

Jung’s explanation of the origin of the ego, or ‘conscious personality’, for example, is dynamic and non-dualistic.  Nowhere does he strictly allocate ‘consciousness’ to the mind and ‘the unconscious’ to the body.5  Rather, for him the ego ‘seems to arise in the first place between the somatic factor and the environment, and once established as a subject … goes on developing from further collisions with the outer world and the inner’ (Psyche and Symbol 5).  Consciousness, then, is not a state, but a process that occurs between biological and environmental factors, while the self, or psyche is ‘the totality of all psychic processes, conscious as well as unconscious’ (Man and His Symbols 97), a circular definition Jung refines elsewhere by suggesting that ‘the term psychic be used only where there is evidence of a will capable of modifying reflex or instinctual processes’ (Psyche and Symbol 4).  This definition is remarkably similar to Fausto-Sterling’s metaphor for the psyche, which she likens to an ant traversing the Mobius strip of nature and nurture.  And while Jung’s personal views on gender and race are often offensively essentialist, both his most influential contemporary followers, Marion Woodman and James Hillman, have found ways to move his thought toward what Woodman calls ‘the liberation’ of masculinity and femininity from their ‘bondage to gender’ (16).  Both thinkers maintain that what have conventionally been considered ‘male’ and ‘female’ attributes are in fact equally important aspects of both men and women.  Hillman, in A Terrible Love of War, stresses the active role women now play on the battlefield and states he has no time for ‘the genderist division of the cosmos … [one that] … takes on the absolutism of a logical opposition, an either/or which allows no space for the ‘both’ of compromise and ambivalence, and androgyny’ (86).  And Woodman has significantly reformulated Jung’s belief that men and women each contain unconscious aspects of the other, stating:
While I am deeply concerned with forging a new relationship between the sexes, I am more immediately concerned with the inner basis of that new relationship through the coming together of masculine and feminine within the individual of either sex.  The term ‘conscious feminine’ applies as much to men as to women, even as the term ‘conscious masculine’ applies to both sexes.   In the age now emerging the same dynamics operate in both sexes to create what has not yet been sufficiently recognised: a genuine meeting ground between them.  (16)  

Similarly, Jung’s theory of archetypes, often rejected by academics as rigid and essentialist, has in fact from its outset been fluid and dynamic.  Goodison criticizes the idea of archetypes for being supposedly ‘universal and inherited’ psychic patterns operating in all human societies regardless of historical context, therefore making social change an impossible ideal (20-26).  Jung, however, expressly denied that ‘an archetype is determined in regard to its content, in other words that it is some kind of unconscious idea’ (The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious 79). He compared it rather to ‘the axial system of a crystal, which, as it were, performs the crystalline structure in the mother liquid, although it has no material existence of its own’ (79).  Jungian archetypes such as the Mother, the Trickster and the Senex Elder are ‘universal’ only in the sense that in their various combinations of age and gender they reflect the organic stages of human development: the playful energy and learning capacity of children; the awakening sexuality of adolescents; the conflicts we experience as partners and parents; and our eventual status as elders in our communities.   But while the archetype of the mother, for example, is an a priori concept of fundamental importance to all human beings, its visual manifestation and power in the psyche depend on ‘innumerable other factors’, including cultural context and individual experience (108).  
Ginette Paris, for example, defines archetypes as ‘a sort of vestige, in our psychic functioning, of a time when a ‘divinity’ would personify what today we would call a ‘structure’, an ‘idea’ or a ‘concept’.  Archetypes, then, are personifications of ideas, and as such express the values of a culture: in the West, the image of a corn goddess searching Hades for her daughter is a powerful way of expressing ideas about maternal courage and devotion.  For by applying the word ‘archetypal’ to an image, James Hillman claims, ‘we ennoble or empower the image with the widest, richest and deepest possible significance’ (A Blue Fire 26).   Archetypes, he argues, are not things but metaphors (23).  And by granting  metaphors such value, we begin to approach what he calls a ‘poetic basis of mind’, a psychology based not on mechanistic theories of biological or social determinism, but on the premise that human beings can learn to accept, understand and change themselves through the development of the creative imagination (23).  Exploring the archetypal patterns we ourselves have absorbed can teach us about our own individual growth in relationship to the kinship structures, gender codes, and socio-legal mores of our own particular societies, while by studying the archetypes of other cultures, we can enlarge our own conception of what it means to be human.  In a totemic culture, for example, archetypes might be animals; understanding this might teach us much about our relationship to what David Abrams calls ‘the more-than-human world’ (qtd. by Curry 3).  For myself, when I speak of the warrior woman as a ‘missing archetype’ I do so because I have had more vivid and inspiring encounters with her in ancient myths and histories than in the literature, religious stories, and popular culture I grew up with.   I speak of her ‘ascent’ because I see her now emerging in fiction, television programs, in some Western governments, and on the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan.  
Not all of these manifestations are inspirational, of course.  There is violence at the heart of any warrior archetype that must never be mindlessly glorified, a violence that brings us to the Jungian concept of the ‘shadow’.  As we have seen, the ego, for Jung, is by no means the whole personality, which is hugely shaped by unconscious—or ‘shadow’ —forces, both individual (based in personal experience) and collective (drawn from the wider culture).  Goodison notes that Jung primarily saw the shadow in negative terms as primitive, emotional, violent and unpleasant drives and energies, which he also associated with dark-skinned people (215-216).   But modern archetypal psychologists have a different view of the shadow.  Though it does contain potentially hugely damaging aspects of the psyche, in the modern view it must be embraced, not rejected or denied.  
 Take, for example, the shadow aspect of the mother archetype: the smothering, castrating mother who unconsciously does not want her child to grow up.  One can dismiss this as a misogynist fantasy, or one can accept that some mothers (especially those forbidden to exercise power in other spheres) can indeed be needy and over-bearing.  Historically in Western culture, for such a woman’s son to finally become a man, he must kill her shadow like a serpent in its nest.  But while the slaying of the dragon is an archetypal heroic quest, Woodman demonstrates the openness of archetypes to historical change when she argues that now, as we move beyond patriarchal thought forms, ‘it is the discriminating integration of the unconscious feminine, rather than its rejection, which leads to transformation’ (20).  
The shadow, that is, must be accepted.  By this I do not mean that shadow energies are healthy, or that their free expression is to be encouraged.  The shadow is a repository of difficult emotions which may lead to profoundly dangerous impulses: the only positive things about murder, rape, and child abuse are the compassion and strength people can develop in response to them.  But the shadow also hides the painful causes of those emotions, recognition of which may be crucial to defusing a person’s need to lash out in anger or despair.  And the shadow is unavoidable — we all have one, and while mine may not drive me to criminal behaviour, still, if I can acknowledge it, I may be less driven to judge and ostracise other people, acts which only drive damaged individuals further into their own shadow energies of resentment and hostility.  

To accept my shadow is first and foremost to accept that my destructive emotions and their painful causes belong to me and only I can face and change them.  In my charts I have tried to indicate the great range of difficult emotions and behaviours the shadow can represent, and how these feed on each other in patterns we all can recognise from our own personal experiences.  By taking responsibility for myself, understanding what triggers my own destructive actions, I can begin to avoid such extremes and start to live in peace with myself and others.  The shadow, while a frightening place, is also a powerful crucible of change.  
Though Jung used his wholly negative notion of the shadow to bolster pejorative racist stereotypes, modern conceptions of the shadow make it clear that we all experience psychic darkness, no matter what the colour of our skin.  At the same time the modern insistence that the shadow is a locus of healing also invokes the seductive, consoling and generative qualities of darkness.  As Goodison reflects, blackness is the very backdrop of the Universe, while the post-Jungian concept of ‘the dark feminine’ embraces not only jealousy, lust and vanity, but as Peter Redgrove explores in The Black Goddess, positive qualities including wisdom, hope, clairvoyance and inner light: all historically symbolised by female figures including Sophia and the Black Madonna (134-9).  In my Matrix the paired terms Solar and Lunar acknowledge this nurturing quality of darkness.  While Solar light is bright, hot, assertive and self-generating, Lunar light is reflective, pale and mutable, shading at the new moon into a generative darkness.  Just as Sun and Moon have been variably associated with male and female divinities throughout human history, both have masculine and feminine dimensions, as well as heroic and shadow aspects.  
I will conclude this exploration of Jungian thought with a brief discussion of the three short, argumentative poems that open my creative submission: ‘When Speaking of These Things’, ‘What’s Jung Got to Do With It’ and ‘Adamantine’ (9-11).  While not narrative in the full-blooded sense of having a plot, each addresses topical or intellectual concerns, thus invoking specific news stories or wider cultural narratives.  This gate-keeping quality makes them suitable introductory poems to this thesis.   

‘When Speaking of These Things’ was written after meeting an activist against male circumcision, hearing Janet Sutherland read ‘Cicatrice’, her powerful poem on the health effects of female genital mutilation (16), and learning about the Dogon people’s rationale for both procedures (Griaule 22).  The Dogon idea that the clitoris was the male soul of the woman, and the foreskin the female soul of the man intrigued me: I could see how female erectile tissue (from which, in fact, the male fetus develops its penis) could symbolize a woman’s self-assertive, or psychologically masculine, sexuality, while the soft, foreskin covering a man’s glans could represent his feminine sexual interiority, flexibility and sensitivity.  I, of course, view such symbolic interpenetration of gender identities as healthy and desirable; in my own chart I have designated the clitoris as Solar Feminine and the foreskin as Lunar Masculine, thus associating each organ with what in the West would be considered a gender-balanced mixture of energies.  As the Dogon make explicit, this interfusion is a threat to binary philosophies of gender, and its violent rejection is implicit in all forms of genital mutilation.  Kenyan boys, for example, are forbidden to cry during their ceremonial circumcision, an injunction that defines a man as unemotional and associates the foreskin with a childish need for protection (Ukwendu). And all circumcised men suffer to some degree a desensitized glans, which thickens as it heals, resulting in reduced pleasure in sex.  While hygiene is often cited a reason for the procedure, boys could just be taught to wash themselves.  In fact, the rationale for male circumcision in the West is deeply rooted in the Judeo-Christian dualist belief that the body and its desires (philosophically female) are dangerous, sinful or weak.  The twelfth century Jewish sage Moses Maimonides, for example, thought the desensitising practice was necessary to prevent ‘violent concupiscence and lust that goes beyond what is needed’ (III.49).  Developmental neuropsychologist James W. Prescott both morally and scientifically challenges this ‘absurd and … erroneous dualistic moral theory of human nature, gender and behavior’ in which pleasure is seen as harmful: rather than decrease ‘violent concupiscence’, he argues, infant circumcision results in ‘the confounding of pain and pleasure in the developing brain’ and ‘provides the neuropsychological foundation for individuals who must experience pain to experience pleasure, or who derive pleasure from the experience of pain’ (‘Genital Pain vs. Genital Pleasure’).  

Female genital mutilation, usually justified as a way of making a girl ready for marriage, is a brutal assault on not just a woman’s ability to achieve a clitoral erection and orgasm, but her entire physical well-being.  The procedure, as is commonly known, is usually undergone in unsanitary conditions, causing not only great pain and the loss of ability to orgasm, but also serious infections and, in extreme cases, death.  While past Western campaigners against this horrific practice have been accused of cultural imperialism, activists are now trying to stop it by working respectfully with the communities in question.  Sutherland’s approach is a good one: when alerted of the health risks of their traditional ritual, many communities voluntarily decide to abandon it.  As I suggest in ‘When Speaking of These Things’, the use of neutral, non-judgmental language in the field is also advisable, though the poem’s short lines and largely staccato meter express the sense I personally have of treading on eggshells when approaching this volatile topic. At the same time the poem’s mixed diction reflects the need to view genital mutilation from different perspectives.  Anthropological information is juxtaposed with ironic injunctions and metaphors: the foreskin is a ‘secret eyelid’, the clitoris a ‘questing pulse’, suggesting that in a world governed by ideological certainties, sexual sensitivity might encourage a lyrical vision of life as journey of Self toward the Other.  Finally, while it is clear I condemn the practices in question — in placing (soul) in brackets I quietly comment on ‘cutting’, the preferred term in the field — by ending the poem with the requests to ‘speak, please’ and ‘Ask why’, I hope I suggest that only dialogue can bring about their end.  
In complete contrast in tone, but also addressing the issue of gender interfusion, ‘What’s Jung Got to Do With It’ is a wry villanelle in the Solar feminine mode.  While perhaps disingenuously denying she is being aggressive, the female speaker pertly states her aversion not to being called ‘masculine’, but the implication that this is a criticism.  She urges her male partner to view gender as a performance, but also, in the warmer final lines, as a spectrum in which both men and women can be sharp and assertive, passionate and nurturing.  With rhymes that prance from ‘paradigms’ to ‘pantomimes’, and the visual pun of a drooping lipstick, the poem aims for a provocative cleverness, a cross-dressing of metaphysical love poetry and satire that cheekily cherry-picks the villanelle form by repeating end-words rather than whole lines.  

‘Adamantine’, another topical poem, concerns the recent release of Austrian woman Elizabeth Fritzl from her twenty-four year imprisonment in a damp, windowless cellar constructed by her father, who had also fathered her six children during her captivity.  In an extreme example of a man’s inability to confront his own shadow, Josef Fritzl was rational enough to design a dungeon for his daughter, but when finally arrested and given psychiatric treatment he could not see a connection between his father’s demand that his mother adopt the children of his mistresses, and his own decision to make his wife adopt two offspring of his incestuous abuse of Elisabeth.  This deeply disturbing case demonstrates the worst, most destructive of shadow impulses and drives. And yet it can also be seen as an archetypal and heroic story of human resilience.  For Elisabeth Fritzl’s ordeal is surely the most graphic modern example of a descent into the underworld one can imagine, and her physical survival and ability to mother others are a testament to her powerful will to live, fortified, one can only imagine, by conscious determination, extraordinary courage, anger, and the strength and hope her children gave her.  
I confess to finding Elisabeth’s story too disturbing to write about at length, and was wary both of sentimentalizing her or violating her privacy; nevertheless I wanted to acknowledge her phenomenal achievement, largely overlooked by the British media in its stampede to sensationalize the case and demonize her father.  ‘Adamantine’ is therefore a short poem, symmetrical and spiky in shape like the only image it contains – that of the crystal which represents not only Elisabeth’s growth in captivity but also Jung’s metaphor for the archetype: in this case, the Self itself.  Otherwise the language is blunt and unpoetic, and indeed the poem has been criticized for being didactic, not least by my supervisor, but also by my writing workshop.  As I will explain in Chapter Four, however, I have a history of writing argumentative poems, and didactic, in its primary sense of ‘meant to instruct’ is not a term I necessarily object to.  I found it interesting that one of my writing workshop members eventually acknowledged that although she felt the poem was a failure as a poem, it had nevertheless provoked her to think and argue deeply about the concept of free will.  Another suddenly stopped criticizing the piece to wonder why she had a resistance to poetry that was trying to say something.  Personally, I see no reason why a poem should not attempt to encapsulate political or intellectual ideas in a memorable, musical and hopefully meaningful way.  ‘Adamantine’ is not the most successful of my efforts to express an opinion in verse — probably I am too afraid of the subject matter for that — but I have rewritten the last lines several time in order to avoid an overly-simplistic conclusion, most significantly changing ‘Not how caged and cruel we are’ to ‘Not just how caged and cruel we are’.   The poem as a whole expresses something I feel strongly in a succinct and not un-crafted manner and I am content to let other people make of it what they will.  

c) Heroine, Hero, Warrior Woman
My initial topic for this thesis was ‘the heroine and narrative verse’.  By ‘heroine’ I meant not simply a female protagonist but the female counterpart of the classical male hero, whose task has been famously and not uncontroversially summarised by   Joseph Campbell: ‘A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man’ (30).  The heroic man or woman, then, displays conspicuous courage or autonomy in a personal journey that also significantly transforms their society (for better or, in the case of the anti-hero, for worse).    Campbell may be criticised for his ethnocentric claim that what he calls, borrowing from Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, this ‘monomyth’ is a universal feature of world hero tales, however the separation-initiation-return structure he identifies does seem fundamental to Western myths and fairy tales.  I will therefore be using it as a general definition of heroism, and have placed the Heroic categories at the heart of my Matrix in part to reflect the traditionally exalted position of the hero in Western culture, a status that began with Greek mythology and has since become an integral part of the grand narrative patterns upon which the Euro-American culture of the individual.  

I have also made the Hero central to my chart because, while I welcome critical investigation of what is many ways is a traditionally masculine paradigm, it appears to me that in recent years the West appears disillusioned with the archetype, and I fear that individuals are no longer being encouraged to aspire to work for the greater good.  Not even children are offered heroic role models any more, it seems: the English football team is routinely derided, recent action films have concentrated on the dark sides of Batman, Spiderman and Beowulf, and having pulled the drawstring of a friend’s niece’s Prince Charming doll I was amazed to hear him wail: ‘I don’t know how to be a hero!’.  These changes have various explanations: in an increasingly materialistic society people are less idealistic; they may also feel at the mercy of governments and large corporations; while feminism has resulted for some in cultural confusion about the role of men in work and at home.  But at a time of great danger to the welfare state, the global environment, and civilian populations devastated by wars not of their making, the hero archetype, it seems to me needs to be rehabilitated as an option for the modern citizen.  
According to James Hillman, the classical hero archetype appears to us culturally in three basic ways: 

… in behaviour, the drive to activity, outward exploration, response to challenge, seizing and grasping and extending … in the images of Hercules, Achilles, Samson … doing their specific tasks; and third, in a style of consciousness, in feelings of independence, strength and achievement, in ideas of decisive action, coping, planning virtue, conquest (over animality), and in psychopathologies of battle, overpowering masculinity, and single-mindedness.  (24)  
While Campbell includes both men and women in his definition, Hillman’s stress on the overweening masculinity of the hero archetype underlines the fact that in the West, as Maureen Fries observes, women have been subjected to a dualist and hierarchical narrative structure in which ‘heroines neither venture nor return, they are the prize’ (60).   In one view, this is an utter perversion of the word heroine.  For classicist Deborah Lyons conjectures that the term ‘hero’ is itself derived from Hera, the Greek goddess whose name stems from the noun hora meaning ‘time’, ‘hour’ or ‘ripeness’; she suggests that the ‘hero’ was originally the young divine consort of Horai, ‘the goddess of the seasons’, their partnership symbolising the fertile culmination of the year (14).  This theory suggests both the primacy of the female partner, and a symbolic intertwining of heroic possibilities for men and women—though restricted here to a heterosexual paradigm, each is perceived as a powerful participant in a socially essential, annual re-generation of life and sustenance.  

Part Two will explore the changing role of goddesses during the classical period, and discuss how the earliest known female divinities encompassed both martial and marital roles.  For now, I will just note that historically, even when Western women have set their sights on public achievement, until recently their long, socio-legal exclusion from the realms of warfare and adventure has ensured that their heroic battles are largely intellectual, political or artistic ones.   Fries prefers the term ‘female hero’ to indicate women who transgress the passivity of the traditional epic heroine (60), but while I am always glad to learn of women breaking ground in any field of endeavour, in the interest both of narrowing my research topic, and of focusing on the most subversive women I could find, I decided to restrict my study to the figure of the warrior woman.  
By this term, I do not mean any woman who courageously faces death or violence.  For though it true, as Deborah Lyons claims, that ‘the woman’s moment of crisis in childbirth is the logical precondition of the hero’s moment of crisis on the battlefield’ (19), and also, as Mary Lefkowitz points out, that classical female sacrifices to the Gods often bravely consented to their fate (89-90), in order to gain a significant intellectual purchase on the warrior woman I must define her literally, not metaphorically.  Thus I will restrict the term to those female figures who display prowess on the battlefield and may also act as military and/or political leaders.  I could, like Antonia Fraser, sub-divide the category further, distinguishing the Warrior Queen from other militant women like Joan of Arc who fought but did not rule (8).  But as narrative verse contains relatively few examples of either female leaders or soldiers, for reasons of titular elegance – and to avoid the word Queen when it may be culturally inappropriate — I will discuss both under the same general soubriquet.  
  I will finally note here that, unlike ‘female hero’, the term ‘warrior woman’ presents the woman in her own right, and transforms the ‘male’ noun to an adjective in her service, thus linguistically enacting the appropriation of male roles the archetype embodies.  The owl-like call of her alliterative ‘w’s not only subtly invokes the bird totem of Athena, the Greek goddess of war, but creates an aurally harmonious conjunction of women with a traditionally masculine domain.  
d) Narrative Verse

Finally, I will define ‘narrative verse’ as a work of literature that enacts or describes a dramatic sequence of events, whether physical or psychological, and that obeys observable rules of metrical composition, however individual to the writer.  This definition encompasses the epic; the ballad; verse drama; verse novels; lyric poetry that tells a story, however brief; modernist and postmodern poetry that seeks to redefine narrative structure; prose-poetry and, occasionally and ‘inversely’, works of poetic-prose that clearly stem from pre-existing poems, such as Monique Wittig’s Les Guéillères.  While touching on many of these forms in my wide-ranging discussions, I will structure the thesis around just two of them: the ballad and the epic.  I will do so because, as I will argue throughout this thesis, in their fluid historical relationship to the oral and the written, love and war, Venus and Mars, fiction and fact, these forms echo the warrior woman’s transgressive and non-dualistic relationship to gender: in fact, her own evolution is inextricable from that of these two poetic forms which, like galleys and coracles, have carried her down the centuries to her current re-emergence on to the world stage.   
Notes
1Unfortunately male British poets and poetry critics have remained largely resistant to such self-analysis, a laudable exception being Ian Gregson.  Gregson’s The Male Image: Representations of Masculinity in Post-War Poetry offers a searching analysis of the gender politics of canonical British and American figures including Seamus Heaney, Ted Hughes, Robert Lowell and Adrienne Rich.  His first poetry collection, Call Centre Love Song, likewise directly confronts the gendered tropes of English poetry, lyrically interrogating sexist metaphors in ‘The Hawk at the Shrink’ (63), and explicitly challenging his poetic forefathers in ‘Hughes & Heaney & Sons’ and ‘How Does It Feel (Lines on Tony Harrison’s Gulf War Poems)’ (23,26). 
2In line with early researchers, Fausto-Sterling argues that as neither androgens nor estrogens are specific to either gender, and both effect many areas of physical development, the label ‘sex hormones’ should be dropped in favour of ‘multi-site chemical growth regulators.’  She also profoundly questions the essentialist ‘O/A’ hypothesis that neural ‘organisational’ pathways laid down in the brain in the womb, are later ‘activated’ by hormones in adolescence, producing gendered behaviour that has been pre-determined by peri-natal hormone levels.  For in fact developmental and environmental factors such as a baby rat’s relationship with its mother, or even the length of time it spends in a new cage before mating, will significantly contribute to its later so-called masculine behaviours.
3I appreciate that my reliance on traditional distinctions may at times seem to imply, for example, that women are somehow not naturally independent, logical or assertive, all traits I designate as masculine.  However if one overcomes any mental habit of associating masculinity with men, and femininity with women, and instead approaches the chart with the understanding that everyone contains a mixture of gendered characteristics, the divisions, I hope, will not seem restrictive.  
4See Maggy Anthony’s Jung’s Circle of Women: the Valkyries for a critical analysis of the work of Jung’s female colleagues including Marie-Louise von Franz, Esther Harding and Barbara Hannah.   
5For Jung most physical sensations ‘are already of a psychic nature … and therefore conscious’, though he makes an exception of what he calls ‘elementary’ and ‘subliminal’ physiological processes, – perhaps by this he means the heartbeat, for example (Psyche and Symbol 3,4).  The mind is also both conscious and unconscious, being comprised of immediate thoughts, voluntarily retrievable content — or memory — and content that is not voluntarily retrievable, such as repressed memories or dreams (4).   All of these elements, conscious and unconscious, endosomatic and psychic, merge to form what Jung calls the self - the ‘total personality which, though present, cannot be fully known’. 
Part One
    The Ballsy Ballad Heroine
Chapter One
The Granuaile Aislingi 
The ballad, most simply defined as a narrative poem or song in rhyming quatrains and accentual stress meter, is one of the most popular and enduring verse forms in the English language.  But though fashionable in the nineteenth century, and used since by highly skilled modern poets, the form has frequently been disregarded in literary circles.  This phenomenon is evident recently in the posthumous critical neglect of E. Pauline Johnson and Helen Adam, two prolific balladeers, highly regarded in their day, whose later reputations languished in the shadow of Modernism.  That both were female is no coincidence: the degraded status of the ballad is largely due to the form’s historical association with both orality and women.  Thanks to these affiliations, however, the ballad has served as a vehicle for unofficial histories of transgressive female behaviour, including the ‘Female Warrior’ ballad, a long-running broadsheet ‘hit’ in early modern Britain and America; and the Granuaile ballad aislingi [ash-LING-gi], a genre of Irish nationalist verse in which chieftain Gráinne Ní Mháille (1530-1603?) came to represent the struggle for Home Rule.  Despite the problematic gender issues of the aisling [ASH-ling] these two related poetic forms have played significant roles in preserving the historically obscured or dismembered warrior woman archetype.  

Any critical analysis of the ballad must first confront the popular conception that it originates in the songs of the non-literate, rural ‘folk’ of England and Scotland. This notion has its roots in the work of Francis James Child, editor of the canonical The English and Scottish Ballads, who defined the form as the expression of a primitive, pre-‘book culture’ society in which ‘there is such a community of ideas and feelings that the whole people form an individual’ (qtd. by Hart 756). Yoking the traditional rural ballad to this romantic vision of an ancient collective harmony of song, soul, soil, Child disparaged in contrast the ‘thoroughly despicable and worthless’ printed urban broadside ballad, which, much like the tabloid press, passed sentimental and sensationalist comment on the news of the day (757).  While Child reversed the usual dualist valorisation of written literature at the expense of oral traditions, he nevertheless trumpeted a simplistic theoretical dichotomy between the two that persists to this day.  Alan Bold, for example, cites Friedman to claim that the term ballad is derived from the French ballade, ‘an idiom imported to England in the fifteenth century’(12); then argues that with the advent of the English broadside ballad in 1509, the word came ‘with disastrous terminological consequences’ to embrace ‘the traditional narrative songs of the people’ (13).  As Ruth Finnegan explains, however, many ‘traditional songs’ were in fact derived from medieval literary romances (62), while Albert B. Friedman notes that ‘Taken up from the printed sheet into the singer’s memory, certain broadsides were submitted to traditional re-creation … and became in time genuine folk ballads’ (xxviii).  Bold himself observes that contributors to early ballad anthologies included a Lord and the wife of a Scottish minister (18).  The ‘folk’, then, have always come from all strata of society, while as Mark C. Amodio succinctly put it in his closing address to ‘The Oral, The Written and Other Verbal Media’ conference, literacy and orality are ‘interdependent, not opposing’ processes.

 However, as I hope my previous discussion of the ‘dynamic spectrum’ has illustrated, interdependent does not mean identical.  As Finnegan acknowledges, there is still ‘some truth in […] [the] distinction’ between ballads composed for urban printers, and much older songs transcribed from oral performances for broadsheets or anthologies (161). And, to my mind, to posit a primarily oral origin of this, for want of a better term, ‘folk ballad’ is not necessarily to embark on a deluded quest for a lost, mythical, supposedly unified ancient culture. Rather it is to acknowledge that the relationship between orality and literacy is a constantly changing dynamic, and that orality may be a stronger feature of some cultures or cultural genres than of others. Anthony Easthope, for example, argues that the orality of the ballad is an inherent aspect of its form, its strong accentual meter and repetitive stock phrases encouraging collective, participatory performances (73). These features do not necessarily indicate an oral origin; considering, however, that one common early Irish dán díreach poetic measure was ‘the same as in ordinary English ballad metre’ (Bergin 12), and that the early Irish learned hereditary professions of druí (lawmaker), fili (poet/seer), and bard (poet-entertainer) correspond to the Gallic offices of Druid, Vate, and Bard (Williams 22), I have elsewhere argued that the ballad has its roots in early Celtic cultures, all notably characterised by a commitment to the oral composition and transmission of verse (‘The Ballad as Site of Rebellion’).  

In speculating along these lines, I certainly do not wish to identify the ballad, or the early Gaels and Britons with all things ‘free’ and ‘folk’. The fili, bard, and banfili (female poet/seer) were elite professionals, with specialised political functions. Nor do I want to imply that orality is only fundamental to long dead cultures. Irish culture today maintains a far from residual orality in its popular storytellers and its regular ‘sessions’ held in pubs all over the British Isles: informal gatherings of musicians and singers performing a wide traditional repertoire, usually from memory.  But it does seem to me that orality and literacy ought not to be so intertwined that they cease to make their own competing claims.  In periods when education is a great privilege, written histories will tend to favour the powerful, while histories with a greater purchase on orality can express the interests, not of a ‘unified folk,’ but of diverse groups of people marginalised on the basis of nationality, religion, race, class, or gender.1  

Dianne Dugaw, for example, argues that the ‘female warrior’ broadsides of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries ‘not only depict the behaviour of lower-class women whose actual lives have left few traces in other accounts, but also illuminate telling conditions and [gender] preoccupations of an entire age’ (122).  And though the infamous chieftain, sea captain, trader and pirate Gráinne Ní Mháille [GRAWN-ya NEE WYL-ya] was a dominant figure in the struggle against the Tudor reconquest of Ireland, the preservation of her memory is mainly owed to folktale and song, specifically ballad aislingi composed from the eighteenth century.  For while Ní Mháille’s life is well documented in the State Papers of Ireland and England, she is strikingly absent from contemporary written histories. As her first biographer, Anne Chambers, stresses, ‘The Annals of The Four Masters, that seminal source of Irish history, compiled shortly after her death … does not even mention her name’ (xiii), while she features in nineteenth century accounts only in passing, or in relation to her two husbands (Cook xi).  

 Of course, we mainly know of these broadsides and aislingi because they were printed; however even a brief historical survey will demonstrate the close relationship between orality, women and the ballad.2  The low status each has shared in scholarly discourse can be traced, as Christine Neufeld explores, to the medieval period, when male writers devalued the oral as women’s verbal domain (420). According women any sort of territory at all was, of course, fraught with the danger of ceding power to the ‘weaker’ sex—William Dunbar’s ‘The Tretis of the Twa Mariit Women and the Wedo’, for example, exposes the threatening nature of oral poetics as demonstrated by three confident and sexually frank women (Neufeld 420-27). And in the Tudor period women were generally considered to be ‘nimble tongued’ speakers, the brilliance of Elizabeth I’s oratory and repartee depending on contemporary conventions of feminine speech including ‘the art of scorning’ and ‘careful Wives’ counsel’ (Mendelson 206). However, the enforced nature of women’s orality in the medieval period—and its close association with the ballad—was attested by John Aubrey (1627-1697) in his observation, quoted by Bold, that ‘In the old ignorant time before women were Readers, ye [ballad] was handed downe from mother to daughter’ (40).  In Ireland such women had an professional status, though this did not mean they were always respected: Lisa Bitel reports that Irish ‘bardic poetry of the thirteenth and fourteenth century contains derogatory references to … women balladeers, who composed verses in praise of the Irish nobility in return for food and lodging’ (36).  
In the early modern period male publishers popularised the broadsheet ballad; its oral vendors, however, Dugaw claims, were still largely women (24), a fact that perhaps contributed to its poor literary reputation—Bold states that the only respected male ballad mongers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were blind singers, admired for their prodigious feats of memory (42).  While the soldiers’ marching song was mainly the province of men, and eighteenth and nineteenth century male anthology editors legitimized the ballad, ‘Scottish gentlewomen’ played a dominant role as contributors (Stewart 118). Though the ballad then enjoyed a temporary vogue, and was used by Hardy, Wordsworth, Tennyson, Scott, Wilde and Yeats, a very real aspect of its orality was lost in the transition to male-dominated literary respectability. Bold quotes Mrs Hogg, who prophetically warned Sir Walter Scott that her songs ‘were made for singing and no for reading; but ye have broken the charm now, and they’ll never be sung mair’(14).  

The ballad’s moment did not last long.  Though W.H. Auden’s implacable ‘Miss Gee’ and ‘As I walked out one evening’ (55; 60), both written in 1937, stand with the best of his work, they did not trigger a twentieth century epidemic.  Easthope notes how the collective, oral rhythms of ‘nursery rhymes, the lore of school children, ballads, and industrial folk songs’ have been again devalued in current English poetic discourse, in favour of the perennially predominant iambic pentameter (65).  Veronica Strong-Boag and Carole Gerson argue that Modernism, too, played a decisive role in this relegation of the ballad: mid-twentieth century male critics, they contend, ‘blasted a chasm between high and low culture’ and constructed their canon on dualist principles that favoured formalist experimentation and themes of alienation over emotional expression and popular traditional verse forms (122).  That this division particularly disadvantaged women is demonstrated by the critical neglect of E. Pauline Johnson (1861-1913) and Helen Adam (1909-1993), both powerful female balladeers. 
Internationally renowned Canadian poet E. Pauline Johnson published a volume of lyric poetry in Britain and toured North America under her Mohawk name, Tekahionwake, performing stirring verse narratives of indigenous resistance to European imperialism. As Flint and Feather, her complete poems, amply displays, Johnson was formally a versatile poet, also highly accomplished in the lyric mode.  Though her ease with the traditional ballad is clear from the tetrameter stress metre and ABAB rhyme scheme of her penultimate poem, ‘The Ballad of Yaada: A Legend of the Pacific Coast’ (160), her use of seven stress rhyming tercets in ‘The Pilot of the Plains’ (7) and ‘Wolverine’ (22) demonstrates her confident ability to vary the form​—which can be written in ‘fourteeners’: lines of between fourteen and sixteen syllables that can be ‘resolved into ballad measure’ (Cullingford 66).  Thematically, both race and gender were fluid categories in Johnson’s work, and given her own peripatetic independence—born of indigenous women’s cultural right to travel alone—it is not surprising that her oeuvre bristles with fierce, bold heroines who, while loving and faithful, also embody masculine ideals of martial temperament and courage.  While none actually fight on the battlefield, the speaker of ‘A Cry from an Indian Wife’, despairing at the injustices heaped upon her people, exhorts her man: ‘My heart may break and burn unto its core / But I am strong to bid you go to war’ (16). ‘Ojistoh’, one of the two Johnson poems anthologized by Atwood, uses stanzas of irregular length, composed of rhyming couplets, to tell the tale of a resourceful kidnapped Mohawk woman who proudly returns to her husband with the blood of her Huron captor on her hands (58).  And Johnson’s last poem, ‘And he said, fight on’ written after her diagnosis with breast cancer, takes a line of Tennyson as its title and a warrior woman’s defiance in the face of death as its theme:

            Time and its ally, Dark disarmament

      Have compassed me about

Have massed their armies, and on battle bent

       My forces put to rout.

But though I fight alone, and fall, and die

      Talk terms of Peace?  Not I.  (164)
But despite being lauded at the time of her premature death as ‘Canada’s poetess’ (121)—and remaining the only person ever granted the honour of being buried in Vancouver’s Stanley Park—as Strong-Boag and Gerson demonstrate, Tekahionwake was subsequently written out of North American literary history.  Though Margaret Atwood includes two poems by Johnson in The New Oxford Book of Canadian Verse in English, she does so hoping the reader ‘will not be too traumatized by my inclusion of three poets whom it has been customary to dismiss as not ‘serious’, though they used to be regulars in public-school readers’ (xxxiii).3  Significant posthumous acclaim for Johnson, who learned Tennyson from her English mother and indigenous politics from her father, a Mohawk chief, had to wait until the twenty-first century when academia caught up with her life-long disregard of simple dichotomies.  

The Modernist rejection of rhyme and narrative also delayed the critical reception of the work of Helen Adam, whose extraordinary supernatural ballads have at last been collected by Kristan Prevallet in A Helen Adam Reader.  As Prevallet’s comprehensive Introduction describes, Adam was a Scottish child prodigy who published three collections of wildly fey verse before the age of twenty, and then, stranded in America with her mother and sister during WWII, became a key figure in the San Francisco Renaissance of the nineteen fifties.  Later an ‘eccentric Grande Dame’ of bohemian New York, Adam transfixed audiences with her spectral renditions of ballads that fused her Highland heritage with an acute awareness of modern violence from a Southern lynching to a Greenwich Village junkie’s defiant death (51).  A close friend of and inspiration to Robert Duncan and Jack Spicer, she enjoyed their high regard: in his Preface to her Ballads, Duncan praised her poems’ ‘compulsive beat’ and ‘story’s spell’ (329), and in his letters credited her with his own interest in the form (304-5).  But Duncan’s own ballads met with mixed critical reception—Denise Levertov considered them ‘wasteful both of yourself and in general’ (481)—and Adam was gradually excised from the literary history of her generation. While her work appears in Donald M. Allen’s The New American Poetry of 1960, it was omitted from the anthology’s 1982 successor, The Postmoderns: The New American Poetry Revised, apparently because Duncan preferred by then to be grouped with the Black Mountain poets (3).  Adam suffered mental illness in her latter years and after her death her papers were warehoused, to be sold four years later in a batch lot to a book dealer who fortunately instantly recognised both the ‘eclectic, roach stained collection’ and its worth.  Boxes of her papers were sold to the University of Buffalo, where they remained mostly unpacked until Prevallet chanced upon a stack of Adam’s collages one day (488).  Her magnificent Reader, complete with DVD, is the result of her own doctoral work cataloguing the Helen Adam Archive.

Adam’s gothic imagination relished themes of murder, betrayal and ghostly vengeance over military conflict, but her uncanny ballads evoke the female warrior in some of the archetype’s original mythic guises. In ‘Birkenshaw’, the Elf Queen who ‘leads the hunt when the hills open / Riding the young men down’ (94), is clearly a descendant of Artemis, while the anti-heroine of ‘The Queen O’ Crow Castle’ evokes the Irish deity the Morrigan, harbinger of death on the battlefield (77-83): as I will argue in Part Two, both goddesses are among the first Western representations of the warrior woman.  The near-burial of these ballads in a dusty library embodies the historical repression of the archetype in the West.  And yet their recovery illuminates the ballad’s importance as a vehicle for trangressive heroines, an importance that will be confirmed by a deeper examination of the female warrior broadsheet ballads and the Granuaile aislingi. 
Dianne Dugaw’s The Warrior Woman Ballads 1650-1850 analyzes the ‘female warrior’ broadsheets that flourished in the early modern period, situating them in the context of the changing gender concerns of the age (15).  The over five hundred versions of this ‘pop song hit’ of the semi-literate working classes share a common narrative celebrating (initially, at least) a cross-dressing heroine who follows her lover into the navy.  Thematically, they are descended from ‘Mary Ambree,’ a sixteenth-century ballad in honour of a historical female captain who fought as a man in 1584 to help free the city of Ghent from the Spanish (40-42).  Though Mary’s lover is slain, she avenges him by her conspicuous courage:
The skie she then filled with smoak of her shot

And her enimies bodies with bullets most hot

For one of her owne men a score killed she

Was this not a brave bonny Lasse, Mary Ambree? (38) 
When surrounded by the Spanish, Ambree bares her breasts, the sight of which produces in the enemy expressions of amazement and respect: ‘The like in our times we never did see / And therefore we’l honeur brave Mary Ambree’ (39).  Though the Prince of Parma proposes to her, she sails home alone, ‘Still holding the Foes of rare England in scorne’ (39).  ‘Mary Ambree’ remained in print for 200 years, spawning other ballads, operas, biographies, romances, ballad operas and epics.  Though these came to have a variety of endings, at the dawn of the genre the heroine generally rescues her man in battle, and brings him home to be married with the blessings of her parents, her triumphant masquerade enabling her to ‘enact both sides of the traditionally bifurcated ideal of Western heroism—female Love and male Glory, Venus and Mars’ (2).  

Though AL Lloyd sees this fluid expression of gender roles as ‘far-fetched … an inevitable fantasy for lonely men in barrack bunk or fo’c’sle hammock’ (qtd. in Dugaw 121), Dugaw argues that her resilient heroine accurately reflects the social mores of the early modern period in three significant ways.  First, seventeenth and eighteenth century lower class women needed to be tough to survive.  Not only did their labours require strong physiques, the constant ‘violence, crime and warfare’ of the period required ‘ingenuity, assertiveness, and physical stamina’ as much from women as from men (124).  The eighteenth century in particular was notable for female boxers, horse riders, hunters, rowers and duellers, including competitive doubles duellers who fought for uni-sex trophies (124-126).  Second, women inevitably played a role in the incessant warfare of the age, and not only as prostitutes, laundrywomen, ballad mongers, peddlers, merchants’ wives and daughters (127).  In the days before conscription, women in men’s clothes could more easily be picked up by press gangs or go undetected in the rank and file— Dugaw cites Hannah Snell, who appeared on stage in 1750 to tell of her army adventures, and Hannah Whitby, who in 1761 disclosed her gender to get out of jail (130); to this list can be added Pheobe Hessel (1713-1821) who fought until the age of 32 in the Caribbean and Europe (Moorhouse and Randall). Finally, it was a period obsessed with disguise and bisexual drag. Carnivals were a common source of entertainment; aristocratic horsewomen frequently dressed in breeches with men’s feathered caps; Twelfth night festivities customarily involved cross-dressing (‘mumming’, ‘guising’ or ‘guisedancing’); more practically, men often wore women’s clothes to escape danger during riots and protests (136-139). The female warrior ballads, Dugaw suggests, reflect the Shakespearian and widespread early modern perception that “the play’s the thing’ … the world a shape-shifting masquerade’ (140).  

In the nineteenth century, the female warrior ballad went into decline.  The ballad anthologies, Dugaw argues, created a ‘museum’ atmosphere in which the robust Mary Ambree was now seen as curious, rare, almost extinct (65), while new female warrior ballads were characterized by increasing delicacy in tone and language; a burlesque erosion of the genre’s original heroic ideals; and narrative departures including the suffering, wasting away, or unwanted pregnancy of the heroine (67-73).  In the Victorian music halls the protean masquerades of the eighteenth century were reduced to a theatrical sense of parodic disguise (73).  These aesthetic changes can be related, Dugaw contends, to social ones that made a ‘real’ female warrior both far less likely and far more of a threat to contemporary gender codes.  Fears of the French Revolution, in which women with pitchforks had defended the commune barricades, led to British campaigns to ‘civilize’ the lower classes by promoting ideals of female passivity; while the Victorian centralisation of military power made it far more difficult for a woman soldier to escape detection (140-141).  

That we are again interested in this ‘ballsy’ female warrior, Dugaw suggests, is a reflection of our own pre-occupation with the potential fluidity of gender (3).  Warning against viewing this heroine’s experience as ‘once viable …and normal,’ she argues that the ballads are significant to us because they strikingly illustrate current theories that gender is fundamentally a ‘play’ with no fixed script (143).  I differ from her here.  To start with as discussed in the Introduction, I take a connectionist approach to gender, an approach I believe can help explain the unconventional lifestyles of historical female warriors.  One story about Phoebe Hessel has it that after her mother died her father disguised her as a boy and took him into the army with him (Moorhouse and Randall). Such an upbringing would surely have had a powerful effect on not just her ambitions and desires but also her physical and mental capabilities. According to another tale, she followed her lover, Samuel Golding, to war; certainly she later married him and had nine children (Moorhouse and Randall).  In the absence of her own words, it is impossible to know how fulfilling Hessel found motherhood compared to her time abroad.  But the ways that she fully experienced both ‘Love’ and ‘Glory,’ indicate not only that the female warrior may have different concerns than her male counterpart—concerns that help shape the ‘play’ of her gender transgression—but also that the female warrior ballads do in fact reflect a viable historical experience.  
That so many early modern working class men were able to celebrate and respect the stories of independently minded, physically powerful women, also suggests that, while perhaps historically rare, the warrior women archetype is a normal, healthy aspect of the human psyche.  Dugaw, writing in 1989, also states: ‘We have today no imaginative form … which depicts the gendered world of heroism, of loving women and valorous men, so easily tipped on its head’ (4-5).  This missing imaginative form is, of course, the warrior woman, for centuries censored or fragmented in the West, but now re-emerging in literature, pop culture, and the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan, where women fight alongside men, and the British and American armies must learn to accommodate pregnant soldiers, and protect their personnel from the threat of rape.  Whenever legal and cultural restrictions on the warrior woman are lifted, women surge into the role, demonstrating the inherent psychological appeal and importance of this fundamental human possibility.
The rise and fall of the early modern ballad female warrior finds echoes in the life story of Gráinne Ní Mháille and her subsequent treatment as an icon of Irish nationalism in poetry and song.  However there are also significant differences. Ní Mháille was not a cross-dressing youthful adventurer, but a formidable leader, wife and mother of four.  And the Granuaile ballad aislingi are not entertaining romps reflecting the gender concerns of their day.  Rather their rhyming quatrains inscribe the arc of a deeply gendered discourse of three centuries of anti-colonial struggle.  Here the archetype of the warrior woman, very much alive in the folktales about Ní Mháille, is almost fatally subjected to the genre’s demand for a passive female symbol of Irish suffering.  However, the problematic, nationalistic aisling also draws on archetypal imagery of Irish battle queens, and ultimately played its own small part in preserving the memory of Granuaile as sea-faring chieftain. 

Ní Mháille, a near exact contemporary of Elizabeth Tudor, was the only daughter of a chief of the seafaring Uí Mháille dynasty, who ruled the west coast of Ireland, now County Mayo.  Her second biographer, Judith Cook, reports that her nickname, Granuaile, meaning ‘crop-haired,’ relates to a childhood incident in which Gráinne cut off her hair to demonstrate her determination to sail with her father to Spain (21). As an adult, Granuaile overcame entrenched cultural prohibitions against both female leadership and women at sea, and eventually succeeded her father as chieftain. For over forty years she commanded a fleet of up to twenty galleys, leading two hundred men in continual inter-dynastic warfare and battles with the English. Twice widowed, though she could not legally inherit her husbands’ wealth, or stand for the elected position of tánaiste—heir apparent to the head of the larger dynastic structure—Granuaile maintained political independence from her spouses, and played a dominant role in the fortunes of her three sons (Cook 24-5).  To the English she was ‘a woman that hath impudently passed the part of womanhood and been a great spoiler, chief commander and director of thieves’ (Carew MS 63.19.56). As Brandie Siegfried explores, this characterization bolstered a derogatory view of local sovereignty, resting on a gendered colonial discourse that construed the Irish as ‘an unchaste and unruly wife’ and England as ‘stern but benevolent husband’ (157).

Biographers Chambers and Cook both conjecture that Ní Mháille’s gender may have also challenged the world view of the male Irish commentators of the period, who ignored her in their written histories.  For though Irish myth contains many examples of powerful women warriors, from the deity The Mórrigan to Queen Medbh, Scatach, and Aoife of the Ulster cycles, stories I will argue in Chapter Five are rooted in actual social conditions, in Grace’s period accounts of independent women, let alone female leaders, are scarce to non-existent (Kenny 40). So while legend easily absorbed her memory, official historians, as Chambers argues, were perhaps reluctant to ‘acknowledge that a woman could usurp what had by then become to be [sic] accepted as the exclusive role of man’ (19).

As well as objecting to Grace’s gender, contemporary historians may have suspected her of being an ‘intelligencer’ for the English. Though her posthumous reputation largely rests on her image as ‘nurse to all rebellions’ in her province—a woman who infamously beheaded one of her own son’s friends to prevent him submitting to the Crown—a closer look at the politics of the day explains why Cook in particular grants this supposition credence (SPI 63/170/37; 180). Sixteenth-century Ireland was not itself a nation but a volatile concatenation of sixty chiefly dynasties that formed shifting alliances against each other and the English, who sought to extend their control of Dublin and the area around it known as ‘The Pale’. Officially, the English policy was one of political persuasion, pressuring dynastic chieftains to surrender their lands and submit to the Crown, then re-granting their estates under English laws and hereditary titles. In reality, especially when dynasties united in resistance, the English often resorted to military tactics including confiscating land, massacres and murder—a fate which befell Grace’s son Owen—as well as crop burning, which caused widespread devastation and famine (Cook 83). 

In an age marked by relentless violence, Granuaile had the inestimable military advantage of being able to disappear out to sea, hiring mercenaries up the coast, or raising money by plundering wrecks and forcing merchant ships to pay her a toll. As Cook contends, the knowledge of other vessels she acquired in the course of this maintenance system would have made Ní Mháille ‘enormously useful’ to the English—accounting perhaps for her mysterious Royal pardon for a hangable offense in 1586 (65, 115). More suspicious yet, was her meeting with Elizabeth in 1599 (143). Now in her early sixties, the notorious Granny Nye Male, as one contemporary spelling had her name (Chambers 39), was destitute. Her nemesis, the Queen’s representative Richard Bingham, had taken control of her pirate caves, and impounded her galleys and cattle. But ‘Grace the Gambler’ had one final ace up her sleeve. She wrote to Elizabeth in Latin, petitioning for aid, in return promising to fight the Queen’s enemies. Then she sailed to London, where Elizabeth granted her a Royal audience, three new galleys, and a pension (Cook 143-58).  Clearly, a pledge of long-distance allegiance from a notorious pirate may be taken with a large pinch of snuff. And the aging Elizabeth probably offered her support mainly as a way to ‘transpose the strength and allure of Gráinne’s rogue majesty over her own [waning] monument’ (Siegfried 170). However, the success of Grace’s mission may have been one coup too many for the Four Masters, who compiled their seventeenth century Annals in the decade before political autonomy for Ireland and full rights for Catholics were first put on a newly nationalist agenda (Ranelagh 61-63).

The manner and date of Gráinne Ní Mháille’s death are unknown, and traditionally her final resting place is an empty tomb in the Abbey on Clare Island, Mayo.  But whether she was written out of official history because of her unconventional behaviour as a woman or her suspected career as a clandestine counter-insurgent, her memory was preserved in the largely oral traditions of Irish folk tales song, and poetry. Of these, the stories consistently celebrate her sea-faring prowess, daring, and independence – she is said in one to have divorced her second husband after a year by garrisoning his fort and shouting down to him, ‘I dismiss you’ (Chambers 66).  In another she is credited with kidnapping the son of a nobleman in order to teach his father to always lay a plate for guests — apparently the lesson was effective, for to this day the ancient custom is upheld in the castle (58).  In the eight aisling ballads collected in Chambers’s Appendix, however, her memory is preserved at a price, subjected to the demands of a deeply gendered Irish nationalist genre of verse that co-opted and distorted not only historical facts, but also ancient female archetypes. 

Like the ballad, a form it often takes, the aisling (meaning ‘vision’), has a close, complex relationship with both orality and women.  Based on early folktales, transcribed by medieval clerics, in which an enchanting woman appears to the male speaker in a dream, in the hands of the eighteenth century Munster poets the aisling became an conventionalized vehicle for the expression of the hopes of disenfranchised Catholics, its defining feature the allegorical identification of the nation of Ireland with a spéirbhean [spare VAN] or ‘sky-woman’ (Williams 217-219). Generally a passive figure, the spéirbhean laments the state of the land, and predicts its regeneration under the rule of an exiled Jacobite prince, to whom she makes a sacred marriage of sovereignty, a symbolic union based on much earlier earth cult practices (Cullingford 59). And while the Jacobites’ dreams were dashed, and the great lineage of highly literate Gaelic poets came to an end, the aisling survived in, among other forms, the soldiers’ song and street ballad. 
Like the genre itself, the spéirbhean appears in various guises — generally as a maid with a harp, but also as other allegorical images of Mother Ireland: a battle queen or a suffering old woman, the sean bhean bhoct. [SHAN VAN VOCT].  It is to these mainstays of nationalist iconography that the spiky, politically unreliable figure of Gráinne Ní Mháille is grafted in the Appendix ballad aislingi.  Here, the unruly buccaneer of the State Papers eventually mutates into a barely recognizable, sore-abused and sorrowing icon of the struggle for Home Rule.  The variety of transformations she undergoes in the process, however, culminating in her eventual resurgence at the prow of a battleship, reflect not only the volatility of the growing nationalist struggle, but also the resilience of the many oral tales that depict Granuaile as fierce and capable warrior. 

 Examining the Appendix ballads in roughly chronological order, I will begin with three, ‘Grana weal,’ ‘Granuweal—An Old Song,’ and ‘Granuaile,’ that almost certainly date from the mid-eighteenth to very early nineteenth century, when the Act of Union (1800), was passed, bringing Ireland fully under British control. Considered together, these ballads reflect the rising tension between old folk memories of Granuaile and the demands of the aisling form. ‘Grana Weal’ collected and translated by James Hardiman and his assistants in Irish Minstrelsy Vol II (1831), is a Jacobite aisling using formal and religious diction and 4/4 hymnal measures to pay homage to the exiled King Charles III (1720-1788)—here the hardy pirate of the State Papers is reduced to a ravished spéirbhean, all her hopes pinned on a sacred marriage to her Stuart saviour:

Ah! Knowest thou the maiden all beauteous and fair
Whom her merciless foes have left plundered and bare                                    The force of my emblem too well cant thou feel,                                              For that suffering lorn one is our Grana Weal. (167)
In contrast, ‘Granuaile,’ also found in Irish Minstrelsy Volume II, and introduced as a song dating from circa 1798, ‘with the survivors from Mayo of the Battle at Ballinamuck between the Franco-Irish forces and the English,’ clearly acknowledges its protagonist’s sovereignty and military prowess (171). Translated in a strict 4/3 ballad meter, the song describes ‘dauntless Grace with Spartan soul,’ commanding ‘strongholds on her headlands / and brave galleys on the sea.’ While hardly a passive spéirbhean, the portrait of the chieftain performs the vital function of identifying the nation of Ireland with a woman, a key characteristic of the aisling genre, and framed by descriptions of Grace’s castle lying ‘in a massive heap of ruins,’ the poet’s account of her battle approaches the nature of a vision (171).

 ‘Granuweal—An Old Song’ is a similarly vigorous aisling with, it appears from various political references, an eighteenth century provenance. Like ‘Grana Weal,’ it is composed in quatrains in a largely anapaestic tetrameter, interspersed with a tercet refrain, and throughout repeating the name of the heroine. The language here, though, is earthy and witty, the simple diction and nonsense refrain–‘Sing budderoo, didderoo, Granuweal’—giving the rhythm a jaunty, decidedly non-hymn-like feel (176).  In what seems more like a bawdy, patriotic drinking song,  Granuaile is pursued by a courtier who wishes to ‘rifle’ her ‘charms’ and take her to London, an offer she decisively declines:

          Says Granu, I always still lov’d to be free

          No foe shall invade me in my liberty

          While I’ve Limerick, Derry and the fort of Kinsale

          I’ll love and not marry, says Granuweal. (176)

Granu also speaks in the song as a political leader and warrior, reminding the English of their military dependence on her sons, and their obligation to treat Irish Catholics ‘with balance of justice.’ Threatening to give the Spaniards and French ‘shillelagh,’4 she also demonstrates indigenous military clout (177).  Here, as in ‘Granuaile,’ I contend, folk memories of an independently minded female Chieftain are still jostling with the restrictions of the aisling. 

In the nineteenth century, however, the Granuaile spéirbhean succumbs to not only Victorian and Catholic ideals of femininity, but also to a nationalistic rhetoric of victimization that developed in response to oppressive post-Union social conditions. Of these, ‘Grace O’Malley’ by Sir Samuel Ferguson (1810-1886) is the only originally authored, or ‘literary’ ballad in the Appendix. In Ferguson’s felicitous phrasings the Granuaile mutates yet again, into an genteel Island Queen reigning over an idyllic fantasy of indigenous culture, a world of ‘kindly clans’ and ‘generous ire’ magically capable of dissolving the harsh reality of colonial power: 
The wise, free way of life indeed,
That still, with charm adaptive,
Reclaims and tames the alien greed,
And takes the conqueror captive. (169) 

The next two poems of this group can be dated from between 1867 and 1928, though thanks to the urgent distress they evince, I place them in the late nineteenth century, a period of increasing agitation for Irish independence. ‘Poor Old Granuaile,’ from Colm Ó Loughlainn’s Irish Street Ballads (1928), roughly a ‘fourteener’, appears to be an overtly political aisling stemming from the Fenian Home Rule movement.  Here Granuaile is depicted as a ‘comely maid’ with a harp, appearing to the imprisoned speaker in a dream. But despite her stirring, nationalist songs and words of comfort, Poor Old Granuaile’s very name implies her hopeless state, and ultimately she vanishes from the speaker’s ‘lonely jail’(177).   

Until, that is, she crops up again in the refrain of the unsourced ‘A New Song Called Granuaile’, likely a later version of the former ballad, which it formally resembles, being another ‘fourteener’, the odd additional syllable jarring the meter when reading, though possibly not when singing.  Here the grey-haired spéirbhean merges with that other female mainstay of Irish poetry, the long-suffering sean bhean bhoct. Dressed in a ‘gown stained with gore,’ appearing to have been raped ‘by a ruffian band’, with a ‘mournful air’ this ‘matron mild’ claims that ‘For six hundred years the briny tears have flowed down from my eyes’ (178). This pathetic vision of the pirate chieftain could hardly depart further from the historical record—once again, the nationalist demands of the aisling have completely subsumed the actual woman the ballad is named for.

Of the nineteenth century ballads, the only one that conveys a sense of the actual material conditions of Granuaile’s life, is the one least able to be confidently dated. ‘Granuaile,’ not to be confused with the song from 1798, is reprinted from O’Hart’s Irish Pedigrees (1887), where its decorous, Victorian diction is introduced as a translation ‘from the Irish,’ though unfortunately O’Hart does not include or reference the Gaelic poem (675).  Written in varying pentameters and alexandrines, the translation is perhaps not strictly a ballad; however it is certainly a long narrative poem steeped in the aisling tradition, Granuaile appearing to the speaker in a dream.  Her coastal towers, pirate caves and galleys are vividly drawn, and when the aging sea-captain appears, she is portrayed much as she must have been: weather-beaten, proud, and intimidating:  

                                                                As a book

          that sun-burnt brow did fearless thoughts reveal.

          . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

          She seemed as one well used to power—one that hath

          Dominion over men of savage mood,

          And dared the tempest in its midnight wrath,

          And through opposing billows cleft her fearless path. (165)

In this last image, we clearly see the historical Grace, charting her own course through the powerful forces that ruled the day (165).  Comparing ‘Granuaile’ to the other nineteenth-century ballads, it is tempting to surmise that the original Irish version is at least a hundred years older than the translation. In the absence of any such evidence, however, I can only comment that O’Hart’s version provides an intriguing reminder of Gráinne Ní Mháille as sovereign power, the general reader’s respect for female leadership perhaps re-occasioned by Victoria’s long reign.

In contrast with the abject despair of the two fourteeners, ‘Oró! Sé do bheatha bhaile!’ (‘Oró—and welcome home’), represents a return to a spirit of militant rebellion in the Granuaile aisling. This ballad, an early twentieth century version of a Jacobite song, mirrors, and indeed was intended to help spur, the events that finally led to Home Rule. The new lyrics were written by Pádraig Mac Phiarais (1879-1916), or Patrick Pearse, one of the leaders of the 1916 Easter Rising, and, after his execution by the British, one of the country’s most famous martyrs. Mac Phiarais chose a tune that was traditionally played at the ‘bringing home’ of a bride, thus retaining the Jacobite theme of a sovereign marriage (Kennedy). And yet, in what is still an immensely popular song, Mac Phiarais’s Granuaile replaces her intended spouse Charles entirely. While initially represented as a ‘sorrowful’ woman, ‘sold to the English,’ she is soon rescued from the bloody gowns and broken harp strings of aisling femininity.  For the song restores the female sea captain’s legendary independence and places her at the head of a great army of ‘a thousand warriors / announcing ruin on the English’ (176).   

While it is tempting to cheer Granuaile ashore, there are clearly deeply troubling aspects to the aislingi. Politically speaking, given the derogatory British association of the Irish with femininity, the self-identification of the country with a helpless woman might seem a sign of psychological capitulation to the colonial project. Butler Cullingford, following Ashis Nandy, however, argues that the spéirbhean is in fact a symptom of resistance to the reconquest—Irish men, configured as ‘feminine,’ unreliable, of a ‘nervous disposition,’ in fact reacted by becoming hyper-masculine, developing a violent and sacrificial nationalist rhetoric based on an absolute refusal to admit defeat (61). In consequence, in this increasingly Catholic country, women were obliged to occupy the opposite position, of pure, ‘hyper-femininity,’ existing only in and for men (61). In this account, even the powerful hags and warrior queens who figure in some aislingi marginalize real women, idealizing instead a sacrificial goddess, drafted in to sanction what Edna Longley calls ‘a male death-cult which has a particularly masochistic martyrology’ (21). Longley also argues that poetic imagery of ‘the vulnerable virgin’ and the ‘mourning mother’ deceptively projects a ‘self-image of Catholic Nationalism as innocent victim, equally oppressed in all historical periods’ (18).  All the various images of ‘Mother Ireland’, Longley claims, ultimately only ‘strait jacket’ real men and women (16). As Irish filmmaker Anne Crilly has related, ‘the women prisoners in Armagh used to say, ‘Mother Ireland, get off my back” (Thompson). 

I could not agree more that out-dated gender stereotypes must be thoroughly challenged. But in defence of nineteenth century Irish Nationalism—which did, after all, result in Home Rule—its gendered ideology, as discussed, can be attributed in part to British colonial attitudes, while its ‘sacrificial’ militancy is hardly unique: all armies make patriotic appeals to the greater good to persuade young people to go to war. And there is a fundamental difference between a stereotype and an archetype: the former is fixed and restrictive, the latter protean and inexhaustible by any narrow political uses to which it is put.  For before the maid with the harp, the battle queen and the sean bhean bhoct were nationalist symbols, they were aspects of the tripartite Celtic archetypes of womanhood, related to the cycles of the moon: maid, matron and crone, all of which can appear in both peaceful and bloodthirsty forms, in cultures all over the world.  Though, as I will explore in Part Two, over the centuries the warrior aspect of the tripartite goddess has generally been excised from the European imagination, images of powerful women leaders survived in Irish mythology, rooted in a national psyche as deep and multi-layered as the soil.  As Crilly also says of the women in her controversial documentary Mother Ireland: ‘Some of the older women really related to [the image] ... [while] women in their forties then, like Bernadette McAliskey and Rita O’Hare … could see problems with …[it] but still felt it was part of the culture growing up.’  
If by harnessing the fury of Queen Medbh, Republicanism, as Longley argues, masked ‘its own patriarchal elements’ (18), at the same time, this long cultural history of venerating legendary female warriors has arguably helped enable (or at least not prevented) the rise of ground-breaking and inspirational Irish women political leaders.  From the militant Maude Gonne, Constance Markievicz, Máire Drumm and McAliskey, to pacifist and suffragist Eva-Gore-Booth, President Mary Robinson and the 1976 Nobel Peace Prize Laureates, Máiread Corrigan and Betty Williams, prominent Irish women, while disparate in political opinion, have worked tirelessly to empower others, in particular women.  Winnie Carney, while popularly remembered as ‘the typist with the Webly’ thanks to her role in the Easter Rising, was, as Helga Woggon reports, a ‘dedicated republican socialist and feminist’ all her adult life (32).  Drumm organized Belfast women into ‘pram protests’ to bring medicine and food to curfewed Catholics (Wilson and Walsh 4); Robinson fought to legalize contraception (O’Toole); McAliskey is now a community works director (Moreton). In the cultural arena, while stereotypes have been deconstructed, archetypes have been reclaimed. Mary Condren concludes her critical study of Goddess imagery in Irish history by appealing to the ancient spirit of ‘true motherhood as the basis for public social ethics’ (209). And Sinéad O’Connor, in the notes to her CD of traditional Irish songs, explains that her version of ‘Oró! Sé do bheatha bhaile’, which she sings in Irish Gaelic, ‘celebrates the return of any woman to her power, having lost it to invading forces.’ 
To conclude, the aisling, like the ballad, has also been subjected to literary opprobrium.  Williams contends it peaked as a form in the Jacobite era, only to grimly survive as a ‘hackneyed convention’ (218).  The more I studied the political references in the ballad aislingi, however, the more impressed I was by the versatility and endurance of the genre. As writer John O’Donoghue suggested to me in an email, it might be fairer to link its supposed decline with the struggles of the Irish language to survive repressive British policies, the influx of English, and the great human cost of the potato famine.  Despite these privations, the Granuaile aislingi were able to chart crucial events and accommodate a wide variety of attitudes to the Nationalist struggle, from Ferguson’s wistful desires for simple peace, to Pearse’s urgent hopes. Now, of course, the Republican dream of a united Ireland is giving way to what Longley calls a recognition of ‘the reality of the North … as a shared region of these islands’– shared, like the South, not only by Protestants and Catholics, but by Asian, African, European, and other populations (24).  But while Longley’s perspicacious critique of the gender politics of Irish nationalism finds echoes, to varying degree, in the work of contemporary Irish women poets including Eavan Boland, Medbh McGuckian and Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill, I nevertheless believe that, like the ballad, the aisling is far from ‘played out’.  In the way it has limited Irish poetry’s representations of women, and disguised Irish nationalisms own aggressions, the aisling is a highly problematic genre.  But, like the ballad, it is also a complex one.  The Granuaile aislingi, I offer, constitute a site of rebellion against the restrictions of their own conventions.  Alongside images of the pathetic, abused spéirbhean, they offer tantalising glimpses of a powerful, ballsy female leader whom official histories conspired to ignore. In a ballad form traditionally associated with politics, orality, and women, they chart a complex history of Ireland in which poets and women led armed rebellions.  Like the ballads of E. Pauline Johnson and Helen Adam, the Granuaile aislingi have carved out radical verbal spaces charged with deeply felt resistance to injustice as well as the archetypal energies of maid, mother, crone and warrior woman.  On occasion, in their lines, we can also hear the echoes of Gráinne Ní Mháille’s remarkable and iconoclastic achievements.  
And as for the contemporary aisling, while Ní Dhomhnaill can take a tart approach to the myth kitty —gently satirizing the spéirbhean of ‘Caitlín’ (‘Cathleen’), who ‘never stops bending your ear / about the good old days of yore…’ (39) — in ‘Deora Duibhshléibhe’ (‘Dora Dooley’) and ‘Loch a’ Dúin’ (‘The Lay of Loughadoon’) her subtle invocations of the banshee and banfili cast modern women in ancient roles, and ancient spells over landscapes, listeners and readers (46, 64).  More provocatively, Medbh McGuckian’s ‘The Aisling Hat’ and Carol Rumens’s ‘Stealing the Genre’, upend the aisling’s gender and nationalist conventions: in the former the spéirbhean is the female speaker’s father; in the latter a mysterious woman who comes home one night with a female poet, only to fall asleep on the bed, then disappear before the poet awakes.  And yet she was there – after having ‘vanished for years’, she’d returned to inspire, not a Munster bard or a Nationalist rebel, but a ‘woman, English, not young’ (Poems 1968-2004 312).  All of these poems indicate ways that ‘woman’ can re-appropriate ‘nation’ – and if that nation is not always the poet’s own, this reflects not just post-colonial fantasies, but also the way that literature, friendship, love, desire and common cause all muddle and scuff up those lines that governments and ideologies attempt to carve in the turf.   

Notes
1Arguably, for example, Irish orality of the early modern period was imposed on the Gaelic population, not just by the lack of education common to all European peasantry, but also by the consequences of colonialism. The ‘flight of the Earls’ (or the ‘Wild Geese’), for example, was a mass exodus of prosperous indigenous families and soldiers from the late Elizabethan period to 1730, resulting in the dramatic loss of thousands of ‘native aristocracy, generous patrons of the Gaelic literati and poets’, who either fled with their masters or were left to bemoan the coming dark ages (Curtis 291). And the eighteenth century Penal Laws prevented Catholics from maintaining schools, restricting the spread of literacy for much of the population (Ranelagh, 70-1). In response, rural poets ran the famous hedge schools; according to J.L McCracken, however, ‘not many of them paid any attention to the reading and writing of Irish’ (55). Brian Ó Cuív likewise observes that while the hedge schools taught English reading and writing, ‘of an estimated 1,500,000 whose household language was Irish in 1806 only 20,000 were said to be able to read Irish’ (381). Matters were not helped by the Catholic Church’s disapproval of Bible Schools, which taught scripture in Irish (377). Like the druids, who kept accounts in ogham, nineteenth century Gaelic speakers were not necessarily illiterate, but the language itself was surviving thanks more to orality than the written word.
2In the Irish context, the keen is another form of originally oral poetry powerfully associated with women.  As Vona Groarke explains, the keen was an extemporised lament traditionally ‘intoned by several professional keening women over the body of the deceased’ (12).  It could vary from a collective composition to ‘Chaoineadh Airt Uí Laoghaire’ (‘Lament for Art Leary’) by the widow Eibhlín Dubh Ní Chonaill, a poem that while orally composed and preserved for many decades, is, in Groarke’s words, ‘deliberate and artful ...  highly stylised and aware of its heritage’ (13). 
3Public-schools in the Canadian context, of course, are state-run elementary schools.  The more famous of the three poets Atwood mentions, Robert Service (1874-1958), was still on the curriculum when I was growing up in Canada in the nineteen-seventies, his status as a beloved representative of the Northern territories confirmed by the inclusion of  his rhyming yarn ‘The Cremation of Sam McGee’ in Iona and Peter Opie’s The Oxford Book of Narrative Verse (345-7).  His enduring literary standing is no doubt in part due to his longevity, as well as the vigour and humour of his verse, but it also cannot be denied that as a white man he was harder to exclude from the club of nationally regarded poets.
4Not, according to writer Kevin McGimpsey, a crude cudgel as the term is popularly translated, but a blackthorn stick used in a highly trained manner by Gaelic warriors deprived by the Penal Laws of the right to carry weapons.

Chapter Two
The Brighton Balladeer
Ballad making has been a feature of my poetry for the last fifteen years, contributing to significant creative achievements including my first collection, The Night Pavilion (2008), and this PhD.  My attraction to the form stems from my long-standing interests in theatre and song writing; during my MA I became more aware of the ballad’s history and form, sparking a scholarly interest that fed directly into my eventual doctoral topic.  Chapter One explored the close historical association between the ballad and women; here in Chapter Two I will examine my own balladeering in relation to the form’s conventionally gendered themes of Love and Glory.  My early ballads were influenced by singer-songwriter Nick Cave, in particular his CD Murder Ballads, a collection of songs based on traditional and broadside ballads in which these ideals are perverted or ruined by, in general, male violence.  My new ballads have been written in the context of work by Charles Causley, Carol Rumens and Blake Morrison, writers who develop the form’s potential to transgress the boundaries between traditionally male and female social domains.  My own desire to exploit this versatility, coupled with my interest in the warrior woman, has culminated in the epic ballad ‘Grace of the Gamblers: A Chantilly Chantey’, in which imagery of lace-making and sea-faring combine with Irish history and folklore to tell the tale of Granuaile.
While I have written in many forms over the years, including prose poems and the splintered syntax of ‘language poetry’, my life-long interests in theatre, performance and song have always drawn back me to the narrative and musical potential of poetry.  As a teenager I wanted to be an actor, appearing in many amateur productions, and studying drama at university for a year.  My ambitions changed partly because I had an early literary success in the libretto for Hush: An Opera in Two Bestial Acts, written with composer Allen Cole and produced in Toronto in 1990.  When I left the Canadian theatre to return to my birthplace, the UK, I independently pursued the satisfying experience of setting words to music, collaborating with musicians during the nineties on projects including the several narrative poems included in my pamphlets Songs from the Blood Shed (1995) and Red Hot & Bothered (2003).  As can be surmised from their titles, these early collections had a strongly sexual atmosphere, shot through with undercurrents of emotional violence.  Though I didn’t then use the term ‘ballad’ myself, I was heavily influenced by musical artist Nick Cave, whose CD Murder Ballads (1996) expresses his own passionate interest in this complexly gendered sub-genre of ballads about outlaws, convicts and killers.
The murder ballad spans both traditional and broadside balladry, and like the form in general, often celebrates trangressive female behaviour.  The fifteen murder ballads included in the ‘Tabloid Crime’ and ‘Criminals Goodnight’ chapters of The Viking Book of Folk Ballads range from ‘Young Hunting’, collected by Child and therefore commonly considered a traditional song, to ‘Charles Guiteau’, an account of a nineteenth century trial that, while popular in the oral American tradition, was clearly ‘based on a New York broadside’ (230).   Of the whole set, four —‘Lord Randal’, ‘The Cruel Mother’, ‘Young Hunting’ and ‘Frankie and Albert’ (178, 181, 190, 211) — involve a female killer (respectively, a woman who poisons her sweetheart; a new mother who murders her infant twins; a lady who seduces a man, stabs him with a penknife, and hides his body; and an enraged common-law wife who shoots her cheating partner).  More often, however, the murder ballad presents a sordid distortion of the form’s conventionally gendered quests for Glory and Love, in which men achieve a gory glory of tabloid infamy at the expense of women, who are loved unto a violent death.  Of the other eleven ballads in the two chapters, four —‘Childe Maurice’, ‘Charles Guiteau’, ‘Fuller and Warren’ and ‘Jim Fisk’ (194, 230, 205, 207) — involve men who kill other men for reasons of politics or sexual jealousy, while seven tell the tales of female victims of male killers.  ‘Lamkin’ features a mason who takes revenge on a parsimonious Lord by killing his wife and baby son (199); ‘Little Musgrave and the Lady Barnard’ stars a jilted husband who shoots his wife and her lover (186); while five — ‘Naomi Wise’, ‘The Jealous Lover’, ‘Pearl Bryan’, ‘The Wexford Girl’ and ‘Tom Dooley’(202, 203, 209, 225, 228) — involve a man who murders his sweetheart, four of whom are pregnant. The exception, Tom Dooley’s victim, had in historical fact given her vengeful lover (and, by extension, his new mistress) a venereal disease, though this scandalous detail is airbrushed out of the ballad (229).  

These percentages, it may be argued, simply reflect reality: for a wide range of reasons, there are far more male than female murderers in most, if not all, societies. However, the numerical discrepancy has also created a literary difference: while the female ballad murderers are generally presented as unique characters or with understandable motives, the ‘sweetheart killer’ ballads are heavily dependant on a conventionally gendered cast of stock characters: a vulnerable woman and her ‘bad to the bone’ boyfriend.  While ‘Tom Dooley’ and its portrait of gallows remorse does attain genuine pathos, the other four ballads about young men who murder their lovers sketch their dramatis personae in readily identifiable types designed to elicit predictably sentimental responses from listeners.  Over time, and in the more puritanical culture of America, references to out-of-wedlock pregnancy were eliminated, heightening sympathy for the passive, trusting victim—who in ‘The Jealous Lover’ is as saintly as to forgive her attacker with her last breath.  In that song, ‘Pearl Bryan’ and ‘Naomi Wise’ the villains are rapidly drawn as heartless, treacherous wretches, interchangeable to the extent that Pearl Bryan and her killer, Scott Jackson, replace Florilla and her nameless assassin in one version of ‘The Jealous Lover’ (209).  Of course, many of these ballads developed from broadsides, and it is to be expected that they would piously sensationalise their tragic subject matter.  For the contemporary poet or songwriter approaching the form, however, the challenge is to exploit the dramatic potential of the murder ballad without simply reduplicating its often mawkish reliance on one-dimensional villains and hapless female victims.  

Blake Morrison, in his award-winning and controversial ‘The Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper’, successfully attempts this daunting task (Selected Poems 33-47).  The five years Peter Sutcliffe spent plaguing lonely streets and moors, killing and mutilating women while playing cat- and-mouse with the press and an ambitious chief of police, are obvious murder ballad material; Morrison’s poem, however, transcends its tabloid heritage and becomes a complex, brooding meditation on misogyny.  Part-inspired, the poet told me in an email exchange, by Elizabeth Bishop’s ballad ‘The Burglar of Babylon’—which impersonally yet compassionately recounts the fate of a young Brazilian fugitive from justice—the poem both harnesses and subverts the conventions of the murder ballad1.  In gender terms, while the sheer number of Sutcliffe’s victims mitigate against anything but the briefest sketch of each, neither are the women portrayed as trusting or naïve.  Just profoundly unlucky.  And in the traditional use of speech in the ballad, angry local women are given a critical voice in Morrison’s poem, retorting to the men they must now fear:

…‘Listen to your beer-talk –

‘hammer’, ‘poke’ and ‘screw’ 

‘bang’ and ‘score’ and ‘lay’ us:

 that’s what the Ripper does too.’  (41)

Morrison also stretches the conventions of the traditional ballad in his use of narration. Rather than employing what Friedman calls the traditionally ‘impersonal’ ballad style — in which the narrator ‘…never moralizes and rarely allows his subjective attitude toward the action to intrude’ (xiii) — he chooses as a speaker an anonymous Yorkshire man, at once horrified by and morbidly fascinated with the Ripper’s crimes.  This man loves what he perceives as the feminine ‘otherness’ of women, ‘…the peepin’ o their linnet tongues, their way o’ cheeking back’, and essentially looks on them ‘as kindred’; his mates, however, believe ‘that men must have t’owerance / or world will go to rot’, and the narrator’s account of Sutcliffe’s thirteen murders is at once a harrowing crime story and a bleak exploration of a culturally endemic misogyny, from its Biblical roots to the Ripper’s ‘slag heaps’ of prostitutes and shop clerks. 

But while the narrator is haunted by thoughts of the victims’ suffering, and blames androcentric religion for their deaths as much as Peter Sutcliffe, he nevertheless cannot help getting caught up in the gory, ‘slasher’ details of the murders.  Eyes are ‘shishkebab’d’; a corpse is ‘posted in a pine stack / like Satan’s visiting card’; while the day the Ripper left a woman’s body on a tip beneath a sofa, ‘E stuffed her mouth wi’ ossair. / Er guts poked through like springs’ (39).  Such gruesome images reflect the modern vocabulary of horror films and graphic novels, rollercoaster rides of grim thrills and visceral detail: encountering these in the context of a true story makes for uneasy reading.  I myself squirmed, and was glad when the final victim’s fate is left shrouded in mystery:

                  blamming er wi his Phillips –

but rest o that ah’ll leave,

out o respect to t’family

an cos it makes me heave. (41)
But while, as a writer, I would probably have shied away from using ‘slasher’ imagery in a Yorkshire Ripper poem for the first of the above stated reasons, their use is a brave authorial decision, confronting the reader with the fact that despite the narrator’s deeply troubled reaction to the Ripper murders, he is still an ‘everyman’, immersed like all of us in a culture of low-budget horror flicks in which a young woman’s brutal death can be summed up with the words ‘split-splat, split- splat, split-splat’ (37).  The disturbing imagery also, arguably, heightens the sense of disgust any reasonable person would feel at Sutcliffe’s crimes.  And along with Morrison’s dark etchings of rock and rain, they help create the traditional ballad framework of powerful, immediate descriptions against which the ruminative Yorkshire man emerges, taking his first steps away from the beery fug of male comradeship, into a bracing, feminist critique of Christian theology.  

Some of Nick Cave’s murder ballads, the lyrics of which can be read online, also offer interesting, if less overt, critiques of traditional gender politics.  Others, though, rely heavily on the stock characters of the sub-genre.  A modern man, aware of the power of female rage, Cave offers listeners a fair ratio of female villains — of the nine murderers on his ballad CD, three are women: the heroine of ‘Crow Jane’, who massacres the unemployed miners who gang-rape her; Loretta of ‘The Curse of Millhaven’. a raving teenage serial killer; and the nameless jilted lover of ‘Henry Lee,’ a version of the traditional ‘Young Hunting’, here adapted by Cave and sung in a duet with Polly Harvey.  These are varied anti-heroines, two of whom who have understandable emotional motives for their crimes.  In contrast, Cave’s male murderers appear to kill mainly for the sake of it, or the sexual pleasure it affords them.  This is not necessarily heterosexual: the serial killer of ‘O’Malley’s Bar’ reveals that before his shooting rampage, his ‘dick felt long and hard’, yet blasting holes in his neighbours, both male and female, is all the consummation he requires.  And ‘Stagger Lee’, based on a traditional song about a fatal quarrel over a Stetson hat, dispenses with the millinery in favour of the immortal and entirely original lines: ‘I’m a bad motherfucker, don’t you know / And I’ll crawl over fifty good pussies just to get to one fat boy’s asshole.’  Stagger Lee then forces his rival, Billy Dilly, to give him a blow job before pumping his victim’s head full of lead.   Performed in the video by Cave wearing a pink Take That T-Shirt while two well-toned men strip on podiums, the song gleefully subverts the macho image of the Western gunslinger and democratizes the violence it celebrates.  For there is certainly a defiant air of celebration about much of Cave’s darkest work.  His savage humour, often rollicking rhythms, and explicit sexual references push the sensationalism of the broadside ballad into a recognition and acceptance of an undeniable connection between human violence, laughter, and pleasure – a connection that most people in Western societies channel into sport, consensual sex, or indulge vicariously in art, cinema and music.   

Of Cave’s four remaining Murder Ballads, one involves an unreliable narrator who may be a bereaved husband and father, or the killer of his entire family, while three are original accounts of men who seduce then kill trusting young women.  ‘The Kindness of Strangers’ is notable for its stark and compassionate portrait of its impoverished victim, and her corpse: ‘They found her next day, cuffed to the bed / A rag in her mouth and a bullet in her head. / O poor Mary Bellows.’  ‘Lovely Creature’ and ‘Where the Wild Roses Grow,’ however, both employ traditional and natural imagery to eroticise the murders of women.  The former elusively describes the narrator’s attraction to a woman with ‘hair full of ribbons / And green gloves on her hands’, who by the end of their first walk is mysteriously lying under ‘slow drifting sands.’  The latter is a duet with Kylie who obligingly lay in a river in a nightie for the video.  Here a young virgin falls for a man ‘with a careful hand.’  His intentions toward her are clear to the listener from his descriptions of the roses he lures her to see: ‘bloody and wild … sweet and scarlet and free.’  His choice of colour betrays what he thinks of a woman who has succumbed to his attractions, and her last sight is of her lover ‘smiling above me with a rock in his hand.’  These songs, and others like them in Cave’s oeuvre, have always provoked mixed reactions in me.  On the one hand, songs in the voice of a killer will naturally be disturbing and may tend to justify or romanticise his crimes.  On the other, Cave’s reliance on stock imagery of beautiful dead women is disappointing, especially when he demonstrates elsewhere his sly inventiveness with the genre.   He also seems reluctant to give women dominant roles in his videos, even when the song is clearly about a female killer.  In the video for ‘Henry Lee’, for example, he and Polly Harvey simply sing together in a seductive manner: you would never know from the images that the woman in the ballad has stabbed the man to death and dumped his body in a river.  
Despite my reservations about Cave’s representation of women in some of his work, however, I have always found something liberating about the fact that he, like many male artists, feels free to explore dangerous emotions or desires.  As a young writer and feminist I sometimes felt I was expected to repress such emotions in the name of peace and justice and equality.  And while I was indeed writing poems that celebrated love and friendship and supported freedom struggles in Tibet, South Africa and Southern Mexico, I resented feeling that, as a woman, I had to do so.  Partly this was an intellectual questioning of the terms of feminism, partly an emotional response dictated by challenging and painful events in my own life at that time.  In maudit literature including Cave’s murder ballads, I found a strange and often morbidly humorous comradeship.  If men were permitted the catharsis of creating outlaw personas to express their contempt, fury and sense of alienation from society, then, like Kathy Acker and Lydia Lunch, writers I also admired, I could see no reason why I should not do so as well.  In 2005 I met a record producer who suggested that I write songs for famous artists: Cave, who had just moved to Brighton, where I’ve lived since 1991, sprang immediately to mind.  This meeting spawned ‘The Vow’ (later called ‘The Ballad of the Broken Hearted’) and ‘Natasha,’ both narrative dramas with male protagonists.  As it happened, the producer had no links to Cave, who doubtless has enough material of his own.  So I drew on a pencil moustache and performed the poems myself, in the guise of a shipwrecked mountebank or a love-torn Russian Count.  

Though I still wasn’t aware of the history and structure of the form I was using, my career as a cross-dressing balladeer had begun.  Audiences enjoyed my performances, encouraging me to write more poems combining story, character, dialogue, verbal music and vivid imagery, and developing female characters including the tyrannical female werewolf of ‘The Dance’ and the unrepentant German adulteress of ‘Frau Dittmer’s Divorce’ (The Night Pavilion 30,18).  Thanks to my MA tutor, Stephen Knight, I finally became conscious of the fact that I was working with the ballad.  Enthralled by this discovery, I made two major decisions.  First, to study narrative verse at the doctoral level; and second, to use my by now not inconsiderable repertoire as the theatrical showpieces of my first collection, The Night Pavilion, a transgressive cabaret of dark entertainments.  Assembling the book in the second year of my PhD, I realised that what I have tried to do with both my moustachioed performances, and my use of ballad plot and character is, like Cave at his most interesting, to subvert the form’s more conventionally gendered tropes. So at the climax of ‘Natasha’ the hounded female love-object shoots the Count, who turns out to be a ghost.  In ‘The Ballad Of The Broken Hearted’ the shipwrecked mountebank is betrayed by someone who could be lover, best friend, sibling or business partner, bringing an element of homoerotism into play that is complicated by the fact that the gender of neither is ever specified in the text (56).   And although Sophia in ‘The Dance’ is in one sense a fairy tale witch, her cruelty is described in the human context of an on-going cycle of dysfunctional family relationships.   

I developed this psychological approach to ‘evil’ female characters in ‘Portrait of the Snow Queen as a Young Bitch,’ a ballad written for the doctorate and included in The Night Pavilion (26).  For after the Snow Queen’s mother dies of a cocaine over-dose, her father remarries and emotionally abandons her and her younger step-sister for his new wife.  The step-sister is then courted by a visiting nobleman, causing a painful bout of jealousy:

                                 I didn’t desire Lord Sheffield to love me—

he was ruddy and coarse as a bullock.

But I was the eldest and custom required

he court me until I got bored.

Antarctica howled and creaked in my stomach

when he lifted my sister above me.

The Snow Queen’s response is a calculated act of mass terror, castrating her entire family with a high pitched nocturne played on a doctored harmonium. I hope, however, that the extended description of her childhood and adolescence humanizes a character often read as an archetype for pure, frigid feminine evil.  Centring the stanzas, which have a symmetrical rhyme scheme, I tried to visually suggest the fragility of snowflakes, and by extension, the young Snow Queen’s self-esteem. 

The concentration of sinister themes in my first tranche of ballads, might not, of course, appeal to all readers. One reviewer, Rosemary Norman, commented:

… I find …[the ballads] harder to read [than the lyric and prose poems], I’m not sure why.  Perhaps because they’re written for performance.  But also, I think, because their worlds, of jealousy and revenge, are more closed.  The reader can look in, but not enter, as with the Paula Rego painting that one of them, ‘The Dance,’ is based on.  (55)

The review was otherwise complimentary, but reading this criticism made me aware of two things.  First, that however much effort I put into making my ballad language original enough to appear in literary journals including Ambit, PN Review and The London Magazine, I would never neutralise the risk that people would consider them primarily performance pieces.  Norman had seen me perform ‘Frau Dittmer’s Divorce’ before the review appeared, and her comment brought home to me the danger that audiences, having experienced my flamboyant rendition of a ballad, might later find it difficult to create their own imaginative space of engagement with the poem on the page.  

Unfortunately, I see no way around this potential problem, though I nevertheless believe that just as I created my own interpretation of ‘The Dance’, it is possible for both readers and listeners to create their own interpretations of my ballads.  Robert McAuley illustrated ‘Natasha’ for Ambit in a clean, modern style that was wholly unexpected to me, and singer Paul van Gelder, who heard me perform ‘The Ballad of the Broken Hearted’ several times, eventually set it to music and recorded it himself under its original title ‘The Vow’, eliminating much of the plot, and focusing on the emotional storyline.  In addition, comments I have received from Chichester university students indicate that my theatrical presentation of the ballads can draw readers to my writing, indeed help them ‘see poetry in a whole new way’.  I remain committed to performance as a vital aspect of much of my own poetry, and have plans to mount a one-woman Live Literature piece centred on the ballads, performing them in costume, with props and lighting.  

My second response to Norman’s review was that thematically, she had made fair comment.  Though I hope their imagery, drama and humour will draw people into their ‘paperweight storms’, the ballads in The Night Pavilion are indeed united by themes of envy, spite, obsession and vengeance.  And while for me the whole book is a cathartic exploration of the Solar Feminine Shadow, I can understand that such a focus on the seamier side of life might be off-putting for some.  Indeed, I always hoped its publication would exorcise a few demons—including my jealousy of Nick Cave!— and from the start of my PhD was keen to explore a wider variety of ballad plots and themes.  Fully recognising that all human beings have their shadow side, and universally admiration is a false god, I nevertheless wanted to use the PhD to write about women who act publically in courageous, independent and socially beneficial ways.  For the ballad, a traditional form of storytelling, fairy tale and historical characters felt appropriate, and from 2006 to 2007 I wrote not only ‘The Snow Queen’ but also ‘St Mildew and the Druggan’ (13), the fictional tale of a Christian martyr, and ‘Grace of the Gamblers: A Chantilly Chantey’ (15), based on the life and legend of Gráinne Ní Mháille.  

Both of these poems were influenced by contemporary ballads by Charles Causley and Carol Rumens, as well as ‘The Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper’, work which corroborated my growing view that despite some women writers’ rejection of traditional forms, the ballad was in fact a highly appropriate vehicle for contemporary feminist themes. In Chapter One I explained how my doctoral research led me to the discovery that the ballad has historically been linked with women. This, however, is by no means an obvious connection, for in the field of contemporary poetry traditional forms have often been associated with male discourses.  As Rumens points out, early sonnets were mainly composed by ‘men of influence and leisure’, not to mention ‘classical education’; she also notes that ‘the accentual-syllabic line is associated with an oratory that no longer convinces us’ (Self into Song, 61-2).  In Chapter Four I will discuss écriture féminine, a kind of prose-poetry championed by French feminists in the nineteen eighties as an alternative to the perceived masculine elitism of the canon, but for now I will follow Rumens in questioning what she calls ‘…some (I think confused) critical orthodoxies, [for which] reaction against traditional form would seem an essential element of a feminist poetics’ (61).  As Rumens says of the sonnet, ‘its very structure invites a ‘turn’, a self-interrogation’ (62).  And in regard to the ballad, I have already discussed how in the early modern warrior women broadsheets and the Granuaile aislingi conventionally male and female thematic and social domains intermingle to radical effect.  But as already suggested in this chapter, the contemporary ballad too can be a powerful vehicle for feminist themes. 

In understated ways, several of Charles Causley’s many ballads question conventional gender roles.  In ‘A Ballad for Katharine of Aragon’, the fate of the divorced and exiled queen is compared to that of a young English soldier dying overseas (2).  In ‘Tell Me, Tell Me, Sarah Jane’ an independently minded young woman discards a diamond ring in favour of a pearl, symbolising her love of the sea (218).  In ‘Ballad of the Faithless Wife’, the conventional scenario of a cuckolded husband turned murderer is given an allegorical twist in the tale, the wife’s corpse finally described thus: ‘white as a fleece, for her name was Peace / and the soldier’s name was War’ (55).  This ending encourages a rereading of the poem in which the wife can be seen as a symbol of the speaker’s or society’s own desires for peace, neither strong enough to overcome the temptation to violence.  Blame is ultimately therefore internalised, or sought in social causes, not projected on to the straying wife.  Similarly, in Causley’s ‘The Ballad of Charlotte Dymond,’ an account of the murder of a nineteenth century serving maid by her lame young beau, compassion for both parties transforms the usual melodrama of such narratives (108).  However subtly and respectfully depicted, though, the women in most of these poems are still victims of male violence, and it was another of Causley’s poems ‘St Martha and the Dragon’ (197-210), featuring a courageous, independent heroine, that served as inspiration for my own ‘St Mildew and the Druggan’. 

Not a conventional ballad, ‘St Martha and the Dragon’ is a long narrative poem in fourteen sections, five of which are in quatrains in a two-beat accentual syllabic metre, one in quatrains of four-beat lines, one in quatrains in strict ballad metre, one in tercets of seven beats, and one in quatrains of which the first two lines contain three beats, the last two stresses.  These variations assist the dramatic pace and tension of the poem, in which St Martha ventures forth to meet the dragon of Tarascon armed with only ‘a silver sprinkler’ and a cross drawn in the air (208).  Amazed at her courage, the dragon lets her wet his brow with holy water, and submits to her spiritual administrations:


One hand she rested on its giant shoulder

And one upon a claw, in loving trust,

Til from the dragon’s eye, big as a boulder

A tear thumped down upon the desert dust. (209)

His soul thus cleansed, the dragon willingly drowns himself in the sea, leaving the good people of Tarascon to venerate Martha and her life of ‘holy joy’ (210).  

 As a young writer I had reacted strongly against conventional associations of women with mercy and purity, and echoes of such resistance to ideals of ‘feminine virtue’ did affect my initial reaction to the poem.  I nevertheless appreciated Martha’s resolute serenity, courage and independence, all qualities I granted St Mildew in my own ballad, who lives alone (in, I imagined, a little cottage) and has just ‘snuffed her snout’ one night when ‘sure as Frangipan’s a girlie / a Druggan scritchled at the door’.  What ensues is a contest between a creature that, if looked upon, drains the human soul of the ability to feel love or hate, and a female saint who is explicitly commanded to ‘drag not thy heels in mercy’s mire,’ but slay her opponent before the deadly poison of its gaze can sap her heart of all emotion.  Here there are no miracles, for though ‘with pure and piercing verse / Mildew skewerskilled the beast’, in the process her voice is stripped of its beauty, leaving her to ‘but drone the ancient songs’.  Nonetheless, hope remains in the fact that these chants still bring ‘a constant sense of rites and wrongs / to homeless bones and tarnished rings’ (13).  

The battle is relayed in exuberant Jabberwockian neologisms, which give it perhaps a comical flavour.  But though at the time of writing I thought of the ballad as a fantastical ‘turn’, a piece of light verse to lend my cast of heroines some variety, looking at it now I can read some remarkably personal significance into the central conflict.  It had crossed my mind writing the poem that the Druggan could represent drugs – specifically an addiction to heroin.  While I have never had a habit, I was in my twenties drawn to the idea of narcotics, understanding that they wrapped one up in cotton wool, defending one from extremes of both pain and pleasure.  The Druggan could also represent the lethargic aspects of depression, from which have I suffered intermittently since childhood.  St Mildew, then, could symbolise the creative Self, who battles with such temptations and states of mind though she may be herself wounded in the process.  The poem therefore might express a fear that by exploring the shadow in my poetry I run the risk of being scarred by a dark, inconsolable aspect of my psyche.

These issues have arisen in an acute fashion very recently, during the time of writing this chapter.  In June 2009, dealing with several deadlines and the aftermath of a family bereavement, I  reacted uncontrollably to a tragic local news story, falling into a state of anxiety and physical illness that resulted in being prescribed anti-depressants.  Though for years the only drug I have taken is alcohol, and I have long favoured meditation, counselling, creativity and friendship as treatment for my occasional depressions, after much thought and research, I decided to try these at least until I had finished the thesis.  Though I would not like to draw too much of an analogy between Citalopram and holy water, rereading ‘St Martha and the Dragon’ for this chapter, I wondered if what I am doing by taking the drug is not so much battling with my ‘good beast’, as accepting it.   Shortly after beginning the course, I had a dream I was walking along the seashore, watching dolphins cavort in the water, when a black Chinese dragon rose from the deep and began attacking paddlers and swimmers.  Perhaps this represented a hostile force from the unconscious emerging to be looked at and respected.  Certainly the poem I wrote this month, ‘Sisters of Mercy’ expresses a great deal of tenderness toward its two melancholy protagonists.

Depression is linked to repressed anger in some accounts, vividly so in Carol Rumens’s ‘Ballad of the Morning After’, which traces a woman’s personal and political disillusionment in increasingly biting quatrains (Poems 1968-2004 209-210).  From the speaker’s opening wish to stay in bed forever, through her despair at the ineffectual creeds of British liberalism, and her loss of faith in the eternal verities of God, Politics, Housework, Men and marriage, the poem’s imagery builds to an utterly demoralised vision of the world:

I see a mother and her child,

Both turn with starving face.

And that’s the story of our lives,

The whole damned human race.

My conscience is a hangover,

My sex-life chemistry;

My values are statistics,

My opinions, PMT. 

Beside my rented window

I listen to the rain.

Yes, love’s a ball of iron,

And time, its short, sharp chain.  (209)

Rumens’s choice of the ballad for such a profound expression of disillusionment is highly effective for several reasons.  Ballad meter, often pared here to a terse tetrametre, combined with the traditional use of highly symbolic imagery, encourages pithy summations of the speaker’s despair.  And while Rumens’s first person narrator often expresses a very personal distress and moral revulsion, the narrative conventions of the traditional ballad, in which events are presented with a dramatic, sometimes sketchy, immediacy and intensity, enable her to adroitly segue from scenes of intimate despair into political commentary and urban descriptions — stanzas which draw on the traditional impersonality of ballad narration and pervade the whole poem with their eerie omniscience:

Cars stream above the city;

The subway throbs below,

Whirling a million faces

Like shapeless scraps of snow.

And all these melting faces

Flying below and above

Think they are loved especially

Think they especially love.

This is a free country.

The jails are for the bad:

The only British dissidents

Are either poor or mad.  (208)

Stanzas like these give what might in another form be considered a ‘confessional’ lyric poem a ring of universal inevitability and social authority. This is an effect perhaps closely related to the orality of the ballad.  While most poetry aims to engage the individual reader’s empathy, a song is a shared art form, one that people can perform and inhabit together, creating a sense of collective emotional truth.  As Johnny Cash has said of the murder ballad, ‘we all want to be standing in that guy’s shoes.’  Or at least we want to feel that our own angst does not cast us entirely out of the human circle.  

Finally, ‘Ballad of the Morning After’ draws on and critically develops in a modern context the form’s traditional, gendered themes of the quests for Love and Glory.  These are intertwined here in a woman’s desire for ‘the close, supportive / Environment of the bed,’ in which ‘Eros’ is an ideal as glorious as ‘liberty, equality / Fraternity and bread’ (208). Like the murder ballad, though, in which such ideals are ruthlessly dashed, the poem strips both Love and Glory of meaning.  For marriage has burnt the speaker badly— ‘done … [her] to a turn’ (209)— and the dissidents’ battle cries have been silenced by a new creed of scientific determinism that reduces faith and love to hormones, morality to sociological number-crunching.  The bitter irony of these neo-Darwinist Newspeak slogans is that we know the speaker doesn’t believe them: her spirit has just been swamped by their overwhelming cultural ubiquity.  Similarly, when the speaker caustically projects her despair onto the world via an image of a starving woman and child, Rumens obliquely questions the media circus that has, in the words of Margaret Kellerher, ‘feminized famine’, much as the traditional hero’s quest feminizes victimhood.  
While in writing ‘Grace of the Gamblers’, my own poem about women and famine, I was working with historical material, I was inspired by Rumens’s ballad to aim for a contemporary resonance in my retelling of the facts and legends about Gráinne Ní Mháille.  For the figure of Granuaile offered ample opportunity to reflect on female leadership, ‘women’s work’ and colonial oppression.  First, though, I had to decide upon a way of writing the poem.  As well as the ballad I considered the sea chantey, a sailors’ song, echoing the rhythms of work at sea; and the epic, in the general sense of a long poem about a hero’s deeds or nation’s history.  Having enjoyed the story of the lace handkerchief, I initially decided to write a chantey for lace-makers, a work song that was also a ballad, a good yarn for young women labouring long hours.  I discovered that lace making was introduced to Ireland by nuns during the nineteenth century potato famine as a cottage industry to keep women and their families from starvation (Bury-Palliser 416).  I therefore decided to give the poem a nineteenth century narrator, who would tell Granuaile’s story in order to make connections between the conflict with the English and the famines in both periods.  Seemingly a nun, or Mother Superior, the narrator is not an abusive figure like those who ran the Magdalene laundries; rather she resembles the poet-teachers of the Irish hedge schools, steeping her students in oral histories and nationalist pride.  Beginning the poem in a combative vein, possibly she is an incarnation of Grace herself, the archetype of the warrior woman:

            Oh come to the convent young ladies of Mayo

We’ll arm you with needles and thread

Outside in the trenches a summer of spuds

Is rotting away like the dead

                                                    in their beds

                 is rotting away like the dead.  (15)
Unlike some of the other contemporary writers discussed in this chapter, I decided to maintain the traditional impersonality of the ballad, focusing not on the chieftain’s inner world, but her formidable reputation and historical deeds.  Perhaps this was because, unlike Mary O’Malley, who has written about Granuaile in two lyric sequences about the chieftain’s love life and the Irish poet’s own passion for sailing (57-78), I didn’t grow up with Grace’s legend, and haven’t experienced a lifetime of emotionally identifying with her.  Rather, she was a great new discovery for me, and motivated by the fast-paced and detailed drama of her two biographies, and the demands of my doctorate, I was hungry for the narrative challenge of translating the facts and legends about her into a form I had chosen for its historical relevance.  But reflecting on the poem now, it seems to me that the process of fusing form with content did, in subtle ways, bring me closer to imaginatively rendering a version of Granuaile’s own voice.  The ballad and the chantey, for example, are known for their stock phrases and repetitions, but while I initially simply repeated the last chorus lines —a technique which works well in a song, such as ‘Mary Ambree’—I gradually realised that on the page the repetitions needed a twist.  I eventually managed an energetic pun or brief rhyme for each, bringing jokes, commands and violent asides to the poem in a manner that perhaps conjures the spirit of brusque and unpredictable ‘pirate queen’.  And while not in the first person confessional mode, my epic ballad chantey, in recounting funny, dramatic and boastful tales of Granuaile’s deeds does, I feel, suggest the voice of an resourceful, intelligent, confident woman who was the heroine of her own life, and must surely have had a few tales to spin about her own adventures.  
Of course I was acutely aware of the complications of writing about a historical figure whose language and culture I did not share.  Because my maternal grandmother, Audrey Macdonald, was half Irish and half Scottish, I approached this challenge partly in the spirit of exploring my own Celtic heritage.  I was also encouraged by the example of Blake Morrison, who used Yorkshire dialect in ‘The Ballad of the Yorkshire Ripper’, apparently straight out of a local dictionary (Selected Poems 120).  To supplement my meagre store of Irish dialect—which didn’t extend far beyond ‘spud’ and craic—I downloaded a dictionary from an Irish slang website and scoured it for words that would fit my patterns of metre, rhyme and alliteration (Coughlan).   I also asked various people, including, most helpfully, Irish writer Kevin McGimpsey to advise me on Irish pronunciations and correct any factual errors.  Nevertheless I have still not heard a definitive pronunciation of sleveen – meaning canny or devious person — and am waiting to be corrected if I ever read the whole poem in Ireland.

The resulting poem could perhaps be described as a ‘postmodern’ pastiche.   Formally, it combines and pays homage to several traditional literary genres it uses a mixture of English and modern and archaic Irish dialect.  At a thematic level, it explores the relationship between fact and fiction, and the different ways that legend embroiders truth.  And by making connections between the sixteenth and nineteenth century famines, all caused by British acts or policies, it opens up questions of the relevance of Grace’s life to us today, both in her iconoclastic role as a female warrior, and also as an insurgent or freedom fighter in lands under threat from a foreign power.  As such it could also be considered a contemporary aisling.  Certainly the descriptions of Grace’s possible ‘intelligencing’ for the English bear relevance to new pragmatic political alliances:
          The Spanish Armada was flapping its flags

          and ‘tisn’t so hard to believe

          that Gráinne might guard the Gaelic back door,

          a trick up Elizabeth’s sleeve…

          ……………………………………………… 

          If Bess took the long view and Gráinne the short,

          preserving her life for a price,

          both of the century’s hot-headed queens

          might survive the next roll of the dice. (19)
In the context of Grace’s mysterious reprieve from hanging, these stanzas hint at not so much a feminist sisterhood, as a volatile marriage of convenience. They also suggest the possibility of secret talks, essential to any sensitive diplomacy, including that which facilitated the Northern Irish peace process.  In contrast, Mary O’Malley’s ‘The Grannuaile Poems,’ an intimate portrait of the chieftain as ‘/ A working mother /’(69 ), implicitly reject the aisling genre.  However they also speak powerfully back to it, as well as to an emerging nation of women who don’t want to sit ‘by the fire / talking about children and robes, / the best way to play up to a husband’ (75). 

 ‘Grace of the Gamblers’ received positive feedback from my supervisor and other readers, and was published as an illustrated pamphlet by Waterloo Press in 2010.  I felt it was important to launch the book in a way that honoured both the ballad’s oral provenance, and the heroine’s fundamental importance to Irish culture.  For the Brighton launch, I asked two Anglo-Irish friends, writers and performers Bernadette Cremin and Bridget Whelan, to collaborate with me on a staged reading of the poem.  Dressed in linen skirts and Celtic brooches, we merrily romped through the opening and closing sections of the poem, accompanied by The Celtic Tigrrs, a trio of female Irish musicians who played and sang ‘Oro’ at the beginning and end of the piece.  Interestingly, none of the English translations we had found of the song fit the tune, so in rehearsal I and the Tigrrs wrote a new version​​ (Creative Appendix II), a process we all noted was a contemporary demonstration of the oral tradition. Critical feedback from our audience centred on the need to re-assign the lines so that the distinction between the chorus and narration was more obvious, while theatre director Tamsin Shasha suggested using actor-musicians in future performances of the whole poem, a project I would like to work on with her when time and funding allow.  
In the meantime, I decided to take Grace home, timing a summer visit to Mayo to coincide with the Granuaile Festival in Newport in July 2010.  This proved to be a celebration of the town, not the chieftain, but I attended a session at The Gráinne Uaile pub, where the session musicians allowed me to take a floor spot and, in the spirit of the travelling bard, read the opening verses of the ballad.  The next day I visited Rockfleet, Grace’s castle in Newport Bay, where I was fascinated to learn that the chieftain used to tie her ship’s rope to the leg of her bed at night — something for the second edition of the pamphlet, perhaps. I then travelled on to Clare Island, where I spent two days hill walking and, warming to my role as travelling bard, swapped my ballad for glasses of wine, sandwiches and carrot cake, and even a discount off my Bed and Breakfast bill.  Feeling more and more a part of a thriving oral culture, I conversed with as many people as I could on my travels, and counted myself particularly fortunate to meet Derek and Eve McGowan and Ellen and Sandy O’Malley-Dunlop.
Derek and Eve run the spiritual healing centre Empowerium in Westport. They not only bought five copies of ‘Grace of the Gamblers’ for the shop, but also took an active interest in my Matrix of Human Possibilities, inviting me to come back to the centre next year to conduct workshops exploring gender and archetypes.  Ellen O’Malley-Dunlop, as I had discovered when planning my trip, is a direct descendent of Granuaile, and the head of the Dublin Rape Crisis Centre.  She also runs The Granuaile Trust, which unlike the Bard School, doesn’t have a website, but appears to be a one-woman project dedicated to collecting the literature about the chieftain.  Her husband Sandy is a practising psychologist, and, as I discovered, is currently doing a PhD on the archetype of the warrior king.  Together they run the annual summer Bard School on Clare Island, a four day seminar on Irish mythology which unfortunately I had missed by a few weeks.  I had sent a copy of my pamphlet to their Dublin address, and was thrilled to learn from the Heritage Centre that they were in fact also islanders, and still at their house.  There was altogether too much of mutual interest to discuss in one brief meeting, but I was perhaps most fascinated to learn that the islanders have a long tradition of reciting narrative verse, and the last — many say best— evening of the Bard School is given over to local performers.  
Feeling that a conversation of some significance had begun, upon my return I emailed the O’Malley-Dunlops the first draft of this thesis.  I certainly intend to return to Westport to work at Empowerium, and to Clare Island to participate in the Bard School.   Perhaps my own research will be of interest to Sandy, for he is tracing the evolution of the warrior king archetype from compassionate king to expansionist military leader – an evolution I believe can be related to the repression of the warrior woman archetype and her own embodiment of both masculine and feminine values.  For now I am just extremely pleased that my interest in the ballad and in Granuaile has brought me to the heart of such a rich, living tradition of storytelling, hospitality and respect for the warrior woman.
Notes
1Bishop’s subject, Morrison wrote in his email,‘…is a criminal, and she situates him in a particular place, which is what I wanted to do with Sutcliffe, who grew up not far from where I grew up. Traditional ballads have often been written about wars and murders, as you know, but it was Bishop's approach (and of course her driving rhythm) that made me see how one might take on a notorious recent criminal and explore urgent issues of violence, misogyny, media representation of women, etc. It took many drafts, and the switch to Yorkshire dialect, for me to feel comfortable - or rather to feel the kind of discomfort (not to say outrage) the poem was bound to create could be justified.’
Part Two

The Ascent of Inanna: 
The Epic Heroine

Chapter Three

Amazons and Canny Queens
In the useful, gender-neutral definition of C Hugh Holman, the epic is:

a long narrative poem in elevated style presenting characters of high position in a series of adventures which form an organic whole through their relation to a central figure of heroic proportions and through their development of episodes important to the history of a nation or race. (194)

While modern epics, for instance Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, may depict the lives and struggles of the working class or otherwise ordinary people, in all other respects this definition clearly outlines the epic’s fundamental and enduring structure.  Like the ballad, the epic was originally an oral form, and its cross-cultural use of strong rhythms, alliteration, stock phrases, lists and genealogies are functions of its essential need to be memorisable, as well as to both educate and entertain.  Unlike the ballad, however, the epic, with its broad focus on wars and adventures in which women often figure as victims or prizes, is conventionally considered a masculine form.  This, however, is a perception I must challenge.  For if, as Dianne Dugaw suggests, the early modern female warrior ballads preserve folk memories of a time when women were active participants in warfare, one might expect early epic poetry to also feature female combatants, possibly even battle leaders.  And indeed, my research indicates that like the ballad, the epic has its roots in an ancient orality governed by both Mars and Venus: that, in fact, the archetype of the warrior woman as powerful militant leader and confident sexual being has its origin in the form.  
I will illustrate my arguments with reference to ancient Greek, Roman, Circassian and Sumerian epics, as well Old Irish and English verse.  As a monoglot I am unable to give close readings of original ancient texts; I will therefore draw on various retellings and translations, and discuss how these narratives have been received across evolving cultural and historical divides.  I must therefore here address classicist Mary Lefkotwitz’s warning that without ‘knowledge of the language and the methods and aims of ancient historical writers … scholars run the risk of imposing present values onto the past and of writing not history but a new mythology’ (10).  Lefkowitz, as I will discuss later, is particularly resistant to the work of feminist scholars, who she feels are misguidedly searching in ancient myth for signs of a past matriarchy (3-12)—a society in which women as a group reigned over men.  I, however, regard the concept of matriarchy as a red whale in the ocean of history.  The term has valence in the context of the family, or other small groups, but given the greater average physical strength of men, and the fundamental desire of most human beings to assert their own will, it is highly unlikely that men as a whole would ever allow women to dominate them.  Yet there is ample archaeological evidence of ancient cultures to which the terms matrilineal or matrilocal may apply: cultures in which individual women held positions of religious, political and military power; in which women as a group enjoyed relatively egalitarian social relationships with men; and/or people worshipped Goddess figures who embodied concepts of both creation and destruction.  The fact that early writers—including Robert Graves—inaccurately labelled these societies ‘matriarchal’ has caused many academics to reject out of hand any feminist lines of inquiry into the ancient past.  But in a time when popular evolutionary psychology asserts that men and women are defined by ‘essential differences’, it is crucial to be able to point to both past and present cultures in which gender roles are fluid and complex.  In answer to the charge that in my own study of the myths and poetry of ancient cultures I am ‘imposing’ my own values on the past, I contend that all historians necessarily gaze through the lens of their own preoccupations, and indeed will later argue that Lefkowitz does so herself.   
While twentieth century poems including H.D’s Helen in Egypt and Alice Notley’s The Descent of Alette, and novels including Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon and Beloved, have thoroughly challenged the perception of the epic as a male domain, nevertheless as recently as 2005 the leading UK British magazine Magma could still publish a review stating that ‘there are few female poets who can appropriate the confident handling of grander registers that comes more naturally to some male poets’ (Neilson 66).  Such a view begs many questions, not least what is meant by the word ‘naturally’.  Is the ability to write in the epic’s ‘elevated style’ a secondary sexual characteristic, like facial hair or square shoulders?  Or might contemporary women ‘naturally’ feel intimidated, indifferent, or downright sceptical about adopting the epic register because it has become indelibly associated in the West with androcentric and patriarchal classical verse?  
For epic Ancient Greek and Roman poetry, still considered the foundation of a British or American literary education, is studded with action-man heroes and littered with kidnapped, seduced or abandoned women.  Interpretations of these cast lists vary.  For Meredith A Powers, both Greek myth and epic verse reflect and reinforce actual historical social structures of male dominance and female subordination: the agonistic and patriarchal Mycenaean warrior tribes who overthrew the hedonic, matrilineal cultures of early Greece would, she claims, ‘rewrite mythology, permanently skew archetypes, and introduce rape and restrictive marriage as the major fictional elements in the subjugation of the original goddess-heroine’(57).  Lefkowitz, on the other hand, strenuously resists readings of Greek myth as reflections of a misogynist society.  Most of the mortal women chosen by the gods are seduced, not raped, she argues (57), while even the most violent myths simply illustrate the destructive forces of fate arrayed against anyone who broke the social codes (12). And though women rarely fight in the epics, for Lefkowitz, the fact that they often express eloquent dismay at the behaviour of their menfolk indicates that women’s opinions exerted a moral force on their societies a and the ‘excellence (or what we might now call heroism) of suffering and understanding’ was valued in ordinary life (41). Burial practices, she claims, indicate that Greek wives were loved and respected by their husbands (13), while historical accounts give us prominent educated ancient women including the poet Erinna, the ‘clever’ Menophilia, and the philosophers Hipparchia and Hypatia (13).1
I myself am eager to fully acknowledge any power women may have had in the classical period.  And I am aware that rape myths are indeed sometimes ambiguous — the eponymous heroine of Moniza Alvi’s ‘Europa and the Bull’, for example, is sexually curious about the bull that visits the shore of her father’s kingdom.  Even though the ensuing plunge into experience both shocks and hurts her, it does not occur without her active participation: 
But still 
               she pressed her legs
against the swimming bull,
clutched him, slid against
his heaving paleness.  (31) 
Alvi goes on, however, to painfully detail all that Europa does not give her consent to: enforced separation from her home and family, marriage to a rough and insatiable bed mate.  And it is obvious in the classical sources that many of the gods’ conquests are exactly that.  In Ted Hughes’s translation of Ovid’s ‘Callisto and Arcas’, though the nymph fights off Jupiter, ‘…it was no good.  Desperately as she denied him / The God of gods went off home contented’ (897).  And in Hughes’s translation of ‘Tiresias’ Juno scornfully wonders if the transsexual seer will be able to explain to her husband:

                                    ‘…. why you are

Slave to your irresistible addiction

While the poor nymphs you force to share it with you

Do all they can to shun it.’   (915)

It is true that some progressive thinkers view these rape stories in a metaphorical light.  For Marion Woodman, the myth of Persephone — kidnapped by Hades, God of the Underworld, and rescued for only half of the year by her mother, the earth goddess Demeter — describes a physical and psychic rite of passage.  Persephone’s adolescent virginity symbolises ‘…embodied feminine energy separated from the maternal unconscious.  That energy is strong enough to receive the penetration of the god and bear the divine child’ (117).  Here the focus is on ‘the product’ – the new consciousness brought into being by the virgin’s descent to the underworld (117).  I can myself see Persephone’s descent as an essential journey toward acceptance of death, pain and emotional conflict: in Woodman’s terms, toward a state of ‘empowered aloneness’ essential to the maturation of both men and women (117).  But as I will demonstrate in Chapter Five with my analysis of ‘The Descent of Inanna’, a narrative driven by male force and sexual violence is not necessary to provoke such a journey – a woman may choose herself to enter the underworld, on her own, and still fully encounter her shadow.  And I am troubled not only by Lefkowitz’s equation of female heroism with patient suffering, but also her opening statement that the myths are also the Greeks’ way of acknowledging the ‘basic human sexual instincts, both male aggression and female submission’ (xix).  This phrase grossly over-simplifies what I have already demonstrated to be the hugely complicated relationship between sex and gender.  I believe with Powers that classical rape narratives reflect, not some eternal truth about men and women, but the overthrow of early goddess-worshipping Greek religions by the patriarchal Mycenaeans and Athenians, a conquest that resulted in the disempowerment of women and the dismemberment of the warrior woman archetype in the West. 

As we shall see, however, this was a complex transition, not occurring quickly or with the same dynamics in all regions.  Therefore, as Lefkowtiz and Lyons are correct to point out, it is an over-simplification to divide classical protagonists into hard and fast categories of male ‘hero’ and female ‘prize’ or ‘victim’.  Indeed, one in fact can find, like sharpened fragments of old weapons, potent remnants of the warrior woman archetype scattered throughout Greek and Roman epic. To illustrate this point, and to ground my discussion in as broad an overview of classical literature as possible, I have created charts (see next page) of all the mortal, heroic Greek and Roman male and female characters listed in the Larousse Encyclopedia of Mythology (Guirnad) and The Ultimate Encyclopaedia of Mythology (Cotterell and Storm).  As discussed in the Introduction, I have defined the Hero/ine (including the anti-Hero/ine) in an archetypal sense, as a courageous, autonomous individual whose personal journey also significantly transforms his or her society (for better or, in the case of anti-heroics, for worse).  I have therefore classed as Heroines not only women like Antigone, who defied Creon by performing burial rites on her brother’s corpse, and Cloelia, who swam across a river to escape from slavery and upon re-capture was granted her freedom and a herd of horses in recognition of her bravery; but Pasiphae, whose sexual disobedience sets in train a course of far-reaching events; and Europa, whose rape (or seduction) and kidnap send her far from her homeland to found a new royal line.  I have thus identified twenty-five Heroic Greek and Roman female protagonists, fifteen of whom appear, however briefly, in The Odyssey, The Iliad, The Aeneid or the Argonautica, compared to forty-one male Heroes, of whom twenty-three appear in these four major classical epics. 

This ratio may not seem to unduly disadvantage women, but when it comes to the warrior woman the field narrows considerably.  Only eight women meet my definition of a warrior woman as a heroine who displays political or military leadership, and/or prowess on the battlefield: Atalanta, the renowned hunter and runner, and only female Argonaut; Tarpeia, who lured the Sabines into a trap, and thus sacrificed her life for Rome in battle; the Amazon Queens Penthesilea, Hippolyta and Melanippe; the Phoenician Dido, founder of Carthage; the Egyptian Cleopatra; and, perhaps a surprising choice, the ‘faithful wife’ Penelope – for though her weapons are patience and cunning, not sword and shield, Penelope is the de facto sole ruler of Ithaca under siege.  
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HEROES
	               FEMALE
	MALE
	TRANS-
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	FIGHTERS


	Tarpeia

   Camilla**

   Acca**

   Tarpeia**

   Tulla**

   Larina**

Argonauts

   Atalanta*

Amazons
   Hippolyta*
   Antiope*
   Penthesilea* 

   Melanippe

   Clete 
    Antibrote

    Ainia

   Alcibie

   Antandre

   Bremusa

   Derimacheia

   Derinoe

   Harmathoe

   Hippothoe

   Polemusa

   Thermadosa

   Lysippe

   Marpesia

   Lampado

   Hippo

   Minythyia (Alex)

   Myrine

   Mitylene

  
	Achilles* 
Aeneas*  

Ajax*  

Bellerophon*  

Cincinnatus 

Hector*  

Horatius 

Odysseus* 

Paris* 

Perseus 

Argonauts

   Amphion*

   Calais* 

   Castor*  

   Heracles* 

   Jason*

   Meleager* 

   Pollux/Polydeuces* 

   Theseus* 

   Zetes*


	

	CITY FOUNDERS
	Dido*
	Romulus & Remus

Ascanius 

Brutus

Cadmus

Cecrops 

Ilus  

Sarpedon

Sisyphus


	

	MONARCHS
	Penelope*
[Dido] 

[the Amazons]
	Agamemnon*

Menalus*     

Creon

Priam*

[Odysseus]


	

	TOTAL
	8
	32
	0


This list does expand considerably when one includes notable women overlooked by Larousse: most significantly, Camilla, the battle commander of The Aeneid, but also her companions Acca, Tulla, Larina, and Tarpeia (clearly named for the historical Roman woman); and various other Amazons, who in fact amount to a veritable horde.  Most of these are ‘extras’, however, not archetypal heroines, and crucially, all of the thirty-one male warriors listed have far more political and sexual power than their female counterparts.  For Dido, Penelope and Cleopatra do not engage in or supervise military activity; Atalanta and Camilla are virgins during their adventures; and the Amazons do not rule men, are mentioned only in passing in epic verse, and generally depicted as the ultimate losers in battles with the Greeks.  Like Artemis and Athena—virginal goddesses with masculine physical and mental attributes and skills—these mortal women illustrate the classical dismemberment of the warrior woman archetype into separate and restricted functions.  In remarkable contrast to women in Middle Eastern and other Indo-European epic traditions, even a goddess in the classical period could be renowned for her intelligence, her athleticism, or her potent sexuality, not all three together.  
To return to my chart of classical warrior women, I will be unable to consider Cleopatra or the original Tarpeia, who do not figure in classical epic verse.  Of the rest, I will begin with Penelope, for two reasons: first to quiet any doubt about whether or not she should be included in this category, and second because in moving between traditionally masculine domains of war, adventure and sexual freedom; and the feminine ones of weaving, housekeeping and sexual continence, The Odyssey provides an excellent springboard for my argument that even the classical epic is not always a vehicle for strictly male discourses.  To a significant extent, the female figures in the poem transgress binary gender divisions: Athena guides Odysseus’s adventures; Kalypso demands the right to take mortal men as her lovers; Circe, Skylla, Charybdis and the Sirens possess awesome powers to destroy even the most battle-hardy warrior.  Considering also Nausikaa’s dignity and courage, and the emotional sensitivity of the men, who openly grieve their lost companions, one might wonder if Homer was in fact seriously questioning traditional Greek gender roles.  Samuel Butler even proposed that The Odyssey was written by a woman, the historical Nausikaa, a view Graves quotes and endorses, claiming himself that the ‘light, humorous, naïve, spirited touch of The Odyssey is almost certainly a woman’s’ (The Greek Myths 656).  

Powers, however, points out that Athena ‘retains her chthonic sagacity by surrendering her sexuality’ (82); she also finds proof of the epic’s gender conservatism in the ‘self-deprecation’ demanded of Penelope, who uncomplainingly accepts the double standard that allows Odysseus to enjoy his own sexual freedom, but demands twenty years of faithfulness on her part (69).  I myself agree that none of Homer’s goddesses and female monsters achieve the complex autonomy he grants to mortal and immortal males.  But while the standard reading of Penelope is that of a chaste and patient wife, she is also the acting regent of a kingdom under siege—the leader, in fact, of a resistance movement—and her heroic valour and intelligence have figured prominently in two recent retellings of the epic by women writers: Judith Kazantzis’s The Odysseus Poems: Fictions on The Odyssey of Homer and Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad.  

The Odysseus Poems is a book-length sequence of poems from the perspective of various characters in the epic, with short prose footnotes keeping track of the plot.  I interviewed Kazantzis about the book, and in the spirit of the oral tradition will quote when relevant from her responses.  Kazantzis, originally trained as a historian, first wrote about Penelope and other Greek heroines in her debut collection, Minefield.  This ‘Penelope’, she explained, was a ‘cheeky’ reaction to the original text, written in the 1970s during ‘second-wave feminism’ when women writers like Angela Carter were deliberately ‘upturning’ men’s images of women.  This was a ‘revolution of manners’, as much as it was a literary one (Interview).  Kazantzis, therefore, playfully tweaked the Homer with her phrase the ‘lemonade-light sea’ and anachronisms like toe nail polish.  This WAGish Penelope’s thoughts are far from her ‘dogged/I am the master now in Ithaca…’ husband.  Though, sipping sherbet, ‘she waits’, blissfully ‘unaware of the terrible precedent’ this will set, her own sexuality is hardly under wraps—by the end of the poem she ‘topples little suitors most nights’, perhaps a erotic reference, or on the contrary, a cool rebuffal of the men one imagines clambering up the palace walls into her boudoir (Minefield 5).
Beginning The Odysseus Poems, however, Kazantzis strongly felt that ‘loyalty to the text would be more piquant’. Though in rewriting in general, she likes to take what’s there, ‘look in the cracks’, and subvert the original text, she also wished to preserve Homer’s ‘ambiguity’, and not present her version as a ‘tract’.  She therefore dispensed with anachronistic detail and imaginatively entered into the world of Ancient Greece, hoping to make more ‘subtle’ points about the lives of ancient women.  Wanting to acknowledge the supportive emotional role many women play in marriage, Kazantzis decided to praise this Penelope as Odysseus’s ‘comforter’.  Nevertheless, Penelope here is a still a woman with ‘her own game’ and ‘self-interest’: like ‘the medieval widow’, as ruler of her estate she had power and intended to maintain it (Interview).  
In keeping with this double-edged approach, ‘Aside: Penelope at night’ drops a strong hint of the queen’s own sexual needs and activities: here, referring to the suitors, the queen ‘puts the weddings off/but not necessarily the nights’ (The Odysseus Poems 23).  And in ‘Aside: Her message in the weaving’, imagery of Penelope’s hair associates her-at-home with the raging sea monsters Charybdis, Skylla and the Sirens: 

My hair spilled down over your

red broomhead of curls and sailors eyes

sails coming down in a mass,

rustling in the wind, and I,

first laughing one day, then

crying bitterly the very last time,

the last day, threatened to tie you down

in my sails, my own dreadful, so unbreakable ropes.  (33-4)
Though ultimately, in ‘Aside: Penelope in the evening’, the queen affirms her conventional marriage bond with the words ‘I have nothing to say; no stories for anyone.  My groaning earthshaker, you are my home, I yours’ (69), in light of the earlier suggestions of her unfaithfulness, these words could be interpreted as a strategic lie.  

Kazantzis draws on what she describes as a European tradition of storytelling, in which the writer’s attitude to the reader is ‘wouldn’t you like to know?’ Atwood, in contrast, takes what Kazantzis calls a ‘‘tell all’ approach’.  Like Minefield, The Penelopiad is a brisk modern take on ancient myth: Atwood’s Helen is as bitchy as a high school beauty queen, while the ‘Chorus Line’ poems sung by the twelve doomed maids​—intended to burlesque the main action as did the ancient Greek satyr plays (198)— humorously references later Euro-American oral verse traditions.  So in ‘The Wily Sea Captain, A Sea Shanty’, Atwood rhymes ‘the goddess Calypso’ with ‘he did drip so’ (95), and  ‘Dreamboats, A Ballad’ begins with a vaudevillian quick costume change from pathos to mockery:

            Sleep is the only rest we get

It’s then we are at peace

We do not have to mop the floor

And wipe away the grease.

We are not chased around the hall

And tumbled in the dirt

By every dimwit nobleman

Who wants a slice of skirt. (125)
Atwood’s blend of poetry and prose is an example of prosimetrum, an ancient form of epic storytelling perhaps most familiar to modern readers from the Irish myth cycle The Táin. As The Penelopiad concludes, yet more forms of writing come into play, including a trial transcript and an anthropology lecture.  In the latter, the humble house maids defiantly claim the identities of the twelve maidens of Artemis, hailing Penelope as their High Priestess and representative of the thirteenth annual lunar month.  Thus, in their own words, the maids’ ‘rape and subsequent hanging represents the overthrow of a matrilineal moon-cult by an in-coming group of usurping patriarchal father-god-worshipping barbarians’ (165).  Penelope’s ability to bestow the Kingdom upon a fortunate suitor, rather than the primogenitural candidate, Telemachus, supports this hypothesis, as does the Maids’ Gravesian analysis of Odysseus’s famous axe text:   

….surely they must have been the double-bladed labrys axes associated with the Great Mother cult among the Minoans, the axes used to lop off the head of the Year King at the end of the term of thirteen lunar months!  For the rebelling Year King to use her own bow to shoot an arrow through Her own ritual life-and-death axes … what a desecration! (166)

This summary of Minoan religious practices is inaccurate, but by no means utterly fanciful.  Lucy Goodison gives a thorough account of the grave goods, architecture, and artwork left by these agrarian people, who lived on Crete between 2900 and 1600BC, before succumbing to mainland invaders, the Mycenae.  She concludes that it is impossible to say whether or not the Minoans were a matrilineal society, worshipped one ‘Great Goddess’, or committed human sacrifices or elected a ‘Year-King’ (142-146).  What does emerge, however, from her research, is a picture of a remarkably peaceful culture, producing very few weapons (76), in which the female body was of great significance and women, buried with gold ‘frying pan’ shaped objects, appeared to be associated with the life-bringing powers of the earth, sun and sea (90-95; 100-107). Goodison hypothesises that the Minoans were polytheistic and animist, meaning women could also have been associated with the moon, though she notes other mythologies in which the moon is male, its light on water thought to be capable of impregnating swimming women (92).  

Goodison does, however, cite George Thompson to suggest that the labrys was indeed a symbol of Minoan women and their early responsibility for felling trees (112).  And archaeologist Marija Gimbutas is convinced that the Minoans were matrilineal: the Law Code of Gortyna indicates that in the fifth century BCE Cretan women had the right to own property and to divorce at will, while their brothers were responsible for bringing up their children (121). Gimbutas also cites archaeological evidence for the existence of communities of priestesses in Old Europe, councils of nine holy women attested by Strabo, Pomponius Mel and Gaulish inscriptions (120).  And while the scanty evidence for early human sacrifice on Crete may have been left by the Mycenaeans, in the North and on the mainland such blood-letting was often associated with Artemis.  According to Larousse, in the Tauric Chersonese a local divinity ‘later identified with the Hellenic Artemis … was honoured by blood sacrifices [of shipwrecked strangers]’, while priestesses in Laconia carried the goddess’s statue during the customary flagellation of young men that replaced earlier sacrificial rites (‘Legend’). Graves associates the Year King with Actaeon, who, chancing upon Artemis bathing in Arcadia, was turned into a stag and torn apart by his own hounds: according to Plutarch as ‘late as the first century AD a man dressed as a stag was periodically chased and killed on the Arcadian Mount Lyceum’ (The Greek Myths 88).  Here Graves also links Artemis with the ‘Cretan ‘Lady of the Wild Things”, by whom he means the temple figure surrounded by plants, animals and double axes that Gimbutus refers to as the Minoan goddess of regeneration, and also associates with Artemis (144).  

In one view, then, the maids’ snappy theory is, like some of Graves’ oeuvre, an imaginative rendering of the available scholarship, the whole intellectual enterprise of which they conclude the chapter by satirizing: 

…you don’t have to get too worked up about us, dear educated minds. You don’t have to think of us as real girls, real flesh and blood, real pain, real injustice.  That might be too upsetting.  Just discard the sordid part.  Consider us pure symbol.  We’re no more real than money.  (168)

On the other hand, and like some of Graves’ great intuitive leaps, Atwood’s chapter has an air of plausibility.  It more telescopes than traduces the available evidence, and proposes an intriguing solution to the question of an ending which puzzles many scholars.  For the massacre seems to be ‘tacked on’ to The Odyssey, out of character for the wily Odysseus, one reason Kazantzis downplays it in her book.  And if, as some scholars suspect, it wasn’t composed by Homer, perhaps it was included in the poem by other singers to incorporate local folk stories based in memories of the massacres of priestesses.   

Despite her possibly illustrious pedigree, some may argue that Penelope is a watered-down warrior woman, her religious and political power diluted to near homeopathic proportions, and happily handed over to Odysseus on his return.  Still, as the homeopaths argue, a little goes a long way, and Kazantzis and Atwood have enlarged our perceptions of Penelope’s independence in both the domestic and the historical arenas.  Few writers have done the same for Dido, a historical figure sadly misrepresented in classical epic verse.  

Though Dido first appears in Book One of The Aeneid as an icon of benevolent, industrious and independent rule, overseeing the erection of various temples in the newly founded Carthage, Virgil has already truncated the full story of her leadership abilities.  In Robert Fagle’s translation, the queen has previously been described by Venus as a ‘poor girl… consumed with love’ for her husband Sychaeus (1.418).  When Sychaeus is murdered by her greedy brother Pygmalion, Dido takes the bold decision to escape with her husband’s treasure.  Her followers ‘seize some galleys set to sail, load them with gold — / the wealth Pygmalion craved — and they bear it overseas / and a woman leads them all …’ (1.440-3).
Though Dido’s charisma and defiant courage are implicit in this brief extract from Fagle’s colloquial translation, Virgil hardly conveys the full scope of her intelligence and daring.  

The earliest sources for the queen’s story, Justin and Timaeus, state that her original name was Elissa and ‘Dido’, a Punic word meaning ‘virago’ or ‘brave maiden’, was a posthumous title that honoured her as a female warrior (qtd. by Galuchie). Gerhard Herm, citing another historical source, Josephus, claims that the ninth century BCE Phoenician Elissa was ‘a grand-daughter of King Mattan of Tyre [present-day Lebanon] … and a great-niece of Jezebel’ (182). According to Herm, Elissa’s story indicates that she shared the throne with her brother, again suggesting some kind of right of female inheritance.  In this account, when her husband appropriated her wealth, Pygmalion had him killed.  Aware that her brother now coveted her gold, Elissa and her loyal nobles craftily requested an audience with the King, who sent a ship to fetch them and her treasure.  Diverting the attention of the crew with sacks full of sand, she smuggled the gold aboard.  Then, once at sea, ‘Elissa began with much ado to bewail her dead husband, begging him to take back the gold he had saved for her, as it was spotted with his blood.  Her servants … immediately threw the prepared sacks into the water’ (183).  Afraid to return empty-handed to Pygmalion, the captain and crew switched allegiance and sailed to Libya with Elissa, her retinue, and eighty virgins who begged board at Paphos rather than offer their virginity at the temple to Astarte in Paphos (183).  

This connection to Astarte is, like Penelope’s to Artemis, a fascinating aspect of Dido’s relationship to early religious practices, including so-called ‘sacred prostitution’.  But returning for now to Virgil, according to The Aeneid, once in North Africa ‘the Tyrians purchased land/large as a bull’s hide could enclose but cut in strips for size.’ (1.445). Again this short-changes Dido, whom Justin and Timaeus clearly credited for this crafty response to the local offer of a piece of land as large as an ox skin (Galuchie).  According to the Greeks she placed one end of the strip on the shore, ringed a hill with it, then stretched the hide back to the coast so that the sea formed the straight edge of a semi-circle (Khalef).  Clearly the queen’s geometrical wiles knew no bounds: this solution guaranteed that the most possible land would be enclosed, and is still known to mathematicians as Dido’s Theorum (Ackermann).  

Had Virgil made full use of the available accounts of her deeds, Dido would surely seem as cunning to us as Odysseus and Penelope.  Instead, her dignified but bland authority quickly dissolves into an ill-fated love for the equally personality-free Aeneas, a love that results in her tragic suicide when he leaves to continue his quest to found Rome.  According to Herm, her self-destruction may have its roots in the story that Elissa threw herself on a pyre rather than marry the King of Utica. But despite the surface similarity, committing suicide to avoid losing one’s independence is a significantly more heroic statement of autonomy than immolating oneself rather than live alone. 

In contrast to the lamentable Dido stands Camilla, the Volscian commander who allies herself with Turnus to fight Aeneas in the final battle of The Aeneid.  Book Eleven, or ‘Camilla’s Finest Hour’ as Fagles calls it, is devoted to her story. Here we discover that, like many an archetypal hero, the female commander was distinguished from infancy by drama and risk.  Her father, the tyrant Metabus, was ‘drummed from his kingdom’ with only his baby daughter for company.  Dedicating her life to Diana, he brings her up ‘in the brush/and the rough lair of beasts …nursed …/on raw milk from the dugs of a wild-brood mare’ (11.676-77).  Taught as a toddler to hunt with ‘well-honed lance…bow and arrows …baby spears… [and]… slingshot’,  Camilla grows to be a great warrior, if not a lover (11.680-5).  As her godmother says (speaking of herself in the divine third person): ‘Diana’s her only passion. / She nurses a lifelong love of chastity and the hunt’ (11.688-89). This devotion is rewarded with a devoted army of warrior women, and battle prowess to strike fear into the heart of the most barrel-chested man:

        Watch, exulting here in the thick of carnage, an Amazon,

one breast bared for combat, quiver at hand—Camilla—now

she rifles hardened spears from her hand in salvos, now

she seizes a rugged double axe in her tireless grasp,

…………………………………………………..

And round Camilla ride her elite companions, Tulla

young Larina, Tarpeia brandishing high her brazen axe—

daughters of Italy, all, she chose to be her glory,

godlike Camilla’s aides in peace and war and wild

as Thracian Amazons galloping, pounding along

the Thermodon’s banks, fighting in burnished gear

around Hippolyte, or when Penthesilea born of Mars

comes sweeping home in her car, an army of women

lifts their rolling, shrilling cries in welcome,

exulting in half-moon shields. (11.766-82)

Here Virgil exploits the ancient tropes of Artemis—labrys, moon, priestesses—and explicitly compares Camilla with the Amazons, whom I shall examine in more detail later.  His stirring description is followed by a lengthy account of Camilla’s trail of battle carnage—naming, in total, fourteen of her male victims.  And while the Etruscan Tarpon shames his men with the cry ‘What, is a woman routing squadrons strong as ours?’ (11.862), Camilla taunts the broad Ornytus in terms that both rub the gendered insult home, and transcend it:

‘Still in the woods, you thought, and flushing game,

my fine Etruscan hunter?  Well, the day has come

when a woman’s weapons prove your daydreams wrong!

Still, you carry no mean fame to your fathers’ shades—

just tell them this: You died by Camilla’s spear.’ (11.809-813)
Having made so much of Camilla’s divinely inspired individual skill and courage, however, Virgil is presented with a dilemma when it comes to getting rid of her.  As a powerful foe to Aeneas, die she must, but any man who does overcome her might emerge as a rival to the epic’s hero, while if Aeneas himself were to take the honour he would earn the enmity of Diana, an entirely undesirable outcome.  For he is already being hounded by Juno, and to add the goddess of the hunt to his list of opponents would complicate his life to say the least. Virgil’s solution is a crafty one that both reinforces the conventional boundaries of female activity, and preserves Camilla’s honour as a warrior.  

The Volscian Amazon is finally killed by the Etruscan Arruns for two reasons.  First, because—in Fagle’s translation—‘wildly, reckless… afire with a woman’s lust for loot and plunder…’, she is distracted by a sudden desire to claim the gaudy golden armour of one Chloreus, a priest of the earth goddess Cybele (11.903-920). And second, because Arruns remembers to send his spear flying with a prayer to Apollo: to let him kill ‘this murderous scourge’, a deed for which he desires no trophy or moment of corpse-gloating, just the chance to return home to his father unsung.  The god grants the first half of his prayer, and the spear he hurls at Camilla goes ‘ripping through her, under her naked breast / and it struck deep, it hammered home and drank her virgin blood’ (11.941-2). 


The first reason for Camilla’s downfall is clearly hubris: a heroic flaw, here heavily inflected with supposed womanly vices.  While Fagles cleverly gender-bends her tragic weakness, C. Day Lewis translates the line as ‘a woman’s love of finery that is not hers’, explicitly contrasting supposedly feminine avarice and vanity with masculine dedication to the task at hand (11.918).  And Even Fagles can’t avoid slighting Cybele, as his descriptions of her priest’s ‘brazen … outlandish … barbarous’ garb, complete with ‘flaring linen pleats … [and] a tawny golden brooch’ clearly suggest that to flaunt allegiance to the ancient goddess is preposterous, unmanly and un-Roman (11.908-913).  Camilla’s other Achilles’ heel is her exposed breast: symbol of the sexuality and motherhood she has spurned.  Thus, in the death of his warrior woman, Virgil implicitly reasserts the conventional view that whatever her individual skills, a woman essentially did not belong on the battlefield.

And yet the dig at female vanity is so pointed one almost wonders if the poet was deliberately trying to get a rise out of his aristocratic female audience.  Virgil was accomplished at reciting his work, often summoned to do so for the Emperor Octavius and his sister Octavia.  One can imagine him reading Camilla’s scenes in an almost Burn’s Night manner, playing to the sympathies and squabbles of the gentlemen and ladies in the audience, and while ultimately handing men the laurels, throwing the women a sharpened bone in the form of Diana’s revenge.  For enraged by the loss of her beloved warrior, the goddess sends her sentry Opis to dispatch the luckless Arruns, who true to his word turns tale and flees after Camilla falls (11:981).  Hiding in the throes of battle, just allowing himself to feel the first gleam of pride, Arruns is shafted by Opis’s ‘whizzing’ arrow and ends up sprawled in the ‘nameless dust’, unsung by his ‘oblivious’ companions. (11.1013-14). And Virgil treats Camilla’s own death with utmost respect.  Only after ordering her close companion Acca to carry her last commands to Turnus, does she lose her grip on her reins and slip to the ground, where, finally:

Camilla’s life breath fled with a groan of outrage


down to the shades below.






And then, at that,


an immense cry rose up and hit the golden stars.


With Camilla down, the melee peaks to a new pitch (11. 975-978)
And even after her death, Camilla stokes the courage of the Latin women crowding the city ramparts:

            they’d seen Camilla fight—they hurl their weapons

with trembling hands, daring to do the work of iron

with pikes of rugged oak and poles charred hard.

Defending their city walls, they all burn

to be the first to die.  (11.1040-46)
Striking as she is, Camilla is not unique in classical literature, and Virgil clearly did not wholly invent her.  Her story has parallels with not only the Amazons, but also to the Greek heroine Atalanta, who does not appear in surviving classical epics, but whose story can be pieced together from accounts by Apollodorus and the poetry of Ovid.  Though rejected by her father, like Camilla Atalanta is marked out for adventure from infancy: exposed on a hillside as a baby she is brought up by bears in the Calydonian forest, and becomes a renowned virgin huntress, warrior, and devotee of Artemis.  Credited by Graves as the only female Argonaut (The Greek Myths 525), Atalanta’s first adventure is to join an all-male hunt for a boar sent by Artemis to terrorise the lands of a King who had refused to pay his tithe to the Goddess.  On the hunt Atalanta resists rape by two centaurs, and after killing them both is the first to draw blood from the boar, which is slain by the group.  The King’s son, Menalus, having fallen in love with Atalanta, decides the prize of the pelt should go to her, angering his maternal uncle, whom the prince then sets upon and kills, inciting his own mother’s murderous vengeance (246-251).  

Though the huntress is clearly an independent woman of some determination, as Powers points out, in the various revisions of her myth since Apollodorus, ‘Atalanta has been allowed no voice at all’ (47).  Swinburne only marginally redeems this lack of imagination in his verse play Atalanta in Calydon, which largely concerns the tragic conflict between Menalus and his family.  Here Atalanta is restricted to three speeches in defence of her unwomanly behaviour, and is permitted to join the hunt only after—like Arruns—declaring that she wants no earthly gain or glory from the adventure:

            What should I say?  But by the gods of the world

And this my maiden body, by all oaths

That bind the tongue of men and the evil will,

I am not mighty-minded, nor desire

Crowns, not the spoil of slain things nor the fame;

……………………………………………………

For I will have none; but having prayed my prayers

And made thank-offering for prosperities,

I shall go hence and no man see me more.  (lines 1006-18) 

Her saintly mien is Swinburne’s elaboration, but even according to Apollodorus, having won the pelt, Atalanta returns home, where she is finally accepted by her father—a reunion marred only by his insistence that she now marry.  Ovid’s ‘Venus and Adonis (and Atalanta)’ picks up the thread of her story here, though erases the huntress and refigures Atalanta as a great athlete, in Hughes’s translation, ‘so swift/She out-ran every man’ (lines 104-105).  Here, ‘alarmed, / alerted’ by a mysterious curse that states should she marry she is ‘fated, sooner or later, to live/Yourself but other’(115-6), Atlanta refuses to marry any man who cannot beat her in a footrace.  Those who fail are killed, the fate of many an enamoured suitor until the day Hippomenes, great-grandson of Neptune, challenges her to run.  Then: 

Atalanta was astonished as she felt

her heart falter.  Her legs began to tremble.

her wild rage to conquer seemed to have kneeled

in a prayer to be conquered. (196-199)
Atalanta asks Hippomenes forgiveness for causing his almost certain death.  But her suitor prays to Venus for help, and the goddess grants him three golden apples with which to distract the fleet beauty.  Either showing off or foolishly distracted by a trinket, Atalanta doubles back three times to pick up the treasures; she thus is beaten, and trades her warrior status for that of passionate wife, though not for very long.  For Hippomenes forgets to honour the goddess in thanks, and angered, Venus decides to punish his arrogance. One night the newly-weds, wandering in the woods, decide to sleep in a cave shrine ‘built long since for Cybele, Mother of the Gods/Whose face is a black meteorite’ (316-17).  Venus intervenes, inciting Hippomenes to ‘a fit of lust’ that desecrates the shrine.  The furious Cybele turns the offending couple into lions, realising the curse.  And as the Ancient Greeks thought that lions could only mate with leopards, Hippomenes and Atalanta are thus doomed to never enjoy each other sexually again.  

Atalanta and Camilla, then, are both related to Cybele and Artemis/Diana, as well as, in Powers’s view, the ‘mystical, egalitarian’ and aesthetic religion of the Cretan Mistress of Wild Things (49).  In contrast Powers links the Calydonian men to the practical and hierarchical Mycenaean patriarchal practices that eventually overran ancient Minoan culture (49).  In their own competitive relationships with men, however, as Virgil makes explicit, both Camilla and Atalanta also resemble the infamous Amazons of Greek legend.  Though these one-breasted, horse-riding separatists were not linked with Crete, Larousse associates them with Artemis of Ephesus, a multi-breasted fertility goddess of what is now Turkey (‘Artemis’).  Larousse states this Artemis is unrelated to the Hellenic huntress; Gimbutas, however, views the two as different facets of the same goddess (157).  At any rate, Ancient Greek historians believed the Amazons came from the Caucasus Mountains to Turkey, founding an all-women state along the southern coast of the Black Sea, west of Armenia.  Visiting neighbours once a year to mate, they kept only the female offspring produced, training them for warfare.  Though Hippocrates believed that the Amazons cauterised one breast (mazos) of their daughters in order that ‘all the strength and size of it go into the right arm and shoulder instead’(163), Larousse speculates that the Artemisian cult of Ephesus suggests that the prefix ‘a-’, rather than meaning ‘no’, ‘has an augmentative value’(‘Artemis’).  Still, it is interesting to note that the Greeks considered the breast to have the strength of a well-pumped bicep.  

While their Larousse entry is short, the Amazons were of considerable interest to classical writers and artists, appearing in many vase paintings and friezes, as well as in Hesiod (7th C BC), Hippocrates and Herodotus (5th C BC), Diodorus of Sicily and Pompeius Trogus (1st C BC), Strabo (1st C AD), Plutarch, Arrian and Appian (2nd C AD), and Procopius (6th C AD).  It is in Homer (8th C BC), however, that they make their literary debut, being destroyed by Bellerophon in The Iliad (111), and also, in one of the early manuscripts, at the very end of the poem with the words ‘Such were the funeral games of Hector.  And now there came an Amazon, the great-hearted daughter of man-slaying Ares’ (‘Penthesilea’).  That Penthesilea, whose name means ‘forcing men to mourn’, had a cliff-hanging role in the epic cycle of Troy demonstrates again that the classical form was not originally restricted to male warriors.  For the story of her heroic death is told in the lost epic Aetheopis, attributed to Arctinos of Miletus, a poem that unfortunately survives only in fragments and summaries.  
As is to be expected with a tale that was undoubtedly oral in provenance, the ancient writers disagree over the details of Penthesilea’s story.  In most of their accounts, however, Penthesilea arrives with her own army to aid the Trojans, and in all her part in the battle is brief but brutal.  Quintus Smyrnaeus claims that having killed Hippolyte, her sister, in a hunting accident, Penthesilea was ‘haunted by the Furies of the slain woman’ and came to Troy to do penance (Apollodorus 211n).  Dictys of Crete claims instead that the Amazon was so upset by the death of Hector she almost refused to fight, only to be ‘prevailed upon’ to stay by Alexander’s gift of ‘much gold and silver’(Frazer 87).  According to Dares the Phrygian, for several days she ‘proved her own prowess again and again’, until she wounded Neoptolemus and the Greek ‘cut her down’ (Frazer 161-2).  A lost poem of Stesichorus has it that she herself killed Hector (‘Penthesilea’), however most accounts agree with Apollodorus, who states:    

Penthesilea, daughter of Oretes and Ares, accidentally killed

Hippolyta and was purified by Priam.  In battle she slew many,

and amongst them Machaon, and was afterwards herself killed

by Achilles, who fell in love with the Amazon after her death

and slew Theristes for jeering at him. (Book III, Epitome, V.1, 211).

This account was perhaps based on the Aetheopis, for according to Gregory Nagy’s translation of the Proclus summary of the poem:

The Amazon Penthesileia, daughter of Ares and Thracian by birth,

                    comes to Troy as an ally of the Trojans.                                          In the middle of her aristeia [moment of excellence] Achilles kills her                            

and the Trojans arrange for her funeral.                               

Thersites, reviling and reproaching Achilles by saying that he 

                     loved Penthesileia, is killed by Achilles. (lines 1-4)

Dictys, however, gives another variation on the story, insisting that Achilles wounded Penthesilea with a well-hurled spear then pulled her off her horse by her hair (88).  The Greeks, the Cretan tells us, then argue about how to punish the Amazon for having ‘transgressed the bounds of nature and her sex’ (88).  Though Achilles favours allowing her to die of her injury, his men favour throwing her to the dogs, and eventually vote to dump her in the Scamander river to drown.  ‘It goes without saying’, comments Dictys, ‘that this was a very cruel and barbarous act’ (88).  
Discord over the details of Achilles role in Penthesilea’s death has continued down the millennia.  Controversially, the 12th century Byzantine scholar Eustathius of Thessalonica insisted that Achilles was not so much enamoured of the Amazon as so determined to insult her that he sexually violated her corpse (‘Penthesilea’). And Graves draws on a medieval source, Rawlinson Excidium Troie, to insinuate that the Greek hero’s attraction to the Amazon was indeed of a perverse sexual nature:
          When later he called for volunteers to bury Penthesilea, Thersites … the ugliest Greek in Troy, who had gouged out her eyes with his spear as she lay dying, jeeringly accused Achilles of filthy and unnatural lust.  Achilles turned and struck Thersites so hard that he broke every tooth in his head and sent his ghost scurrying down to Tartarus.

This caused high indignation among the Greeks, and Diomedes, who was a cousin of Thersites and wished to show his disdain for Achilles, dragged Penthesilea’s body along by the foot and threw it into the Scamander; whence, however, it was rescued and buried on the banks with great honour – some say by Achilles; others, by the Trojans (610).  

The Greeks themselves do not accuse Achilles of necrophilia, however, and indeed, Pausanius (2nd C AD) describes a painting in which the warrior is ‘supporting’ Penthesilea as she ‘gives up the ghost’ (V.xi.6).  Despite Grave’s authoritative tone, therefore, Thersites’s exceptionally vicious sport with the Amazon’s body and lascivious impugnation of Achilles’s motives were not necessarily part of the Aetheopis, but may well have been much later additions, after the classical epic had been draped in its conventionally masculine hide. Certainly Achilles appears protective of Penthesilea in many of the ancient accounts, and the story’s theme of a tragic love between enemies has survived the centuries, being the subject of Kleist’s play Penthesilea, and more recently, Hélène Cixous’s philosophical meditations on the transgressive femininity of Achilles (Renshaw 118-124).  
Sexually, the Amazons offer a useful point of contrast with Camilla and Atalanta.  For while unmarried, they were not virgins.  In addition to the legend of their dalliances with their neighbours, there are stories of Antiope (seemingly an early victim of Patty Hearst syndrome) fighting with her abductor and lover Theseus against her sisters, who were trying to rescue her (Graves 327), and disputed historical accounts of Thalestris inviting Alexander the Great to father a child with her during his Caucasian campaign (Newark 27).  But while apparently sexually free, respected foes, and autonomous to the point of separation, like Camilla and Atalanta, the Amazons are rarely winners in the Greek accounts, for they are nearly always either killed or defeated.  This, Lefkowitz argues, is because the Amazons functioned in Greek myth purely as inversions of a desirable life – as ‘negative illustrations of what might happen if warrior women were allowed to be in control’ (5).  Lefkowitz also looks askance at feminists who have claimed historical veracity for the Amazons.  Myths of matriarchy, she states, are didactic rather than historical, object lessons in what social practices to avoid, while ancient historians were themselves not accurate in the standards we hold today, but made ample use of their imaginations (7).  But though by the time of Diodorus and Pompeius the Amazons were considered monstrous—a government of women warlords who enslaved, humiliated and mutilated their menfolk (Newark 16)—earlier, and even some later accounts, are not so clearly simply misogynist projections.  

Herodotus, for example, describes a group of Amazons, beaten in battle, who attacked their Greek captors at sea and were driven ashore in Scythia (273-4).  Here they seized a herd of horses and fought the local young men until their gender was discovered and marital desires overcame martial instincts on both sides (274).  Rather than stay in Scythia, where the women did not ‘shoot the bow, throw the javelin and ride on horseback’, the Amazons convinced their new husbands to cross the river Tanais and settle in new lands (275).  Their descendants, Herodotus tells us, became the ‘Sauromateans’ of the Caucasian steppes.  Sauromatean women, he informs the reader, were bought up to ride and hunt, and had to kill an enemy before they could marry (276).  Hippocrates locates these women near the Sea of Azov, adds the juicy detail of breast burning, and ups the marriage bounty to three men, after which he says the wives gave up riding except in case of war (162-163).  Now, these accounts may be enlivened by sensationalist conjecture, but as Tim Newark describes, in general they are amply corroborated by archaeological evidence.  For in the lands of ancient Scythia and Sarmatia, the Caucasian steppes—and in one case on the North-West coast of the Sea of Azov—several significant burials of Sarmatian female warriors have been found, all dating from the 4th and 3rd centuries BCE (19).  Buried alone or with an attendant, surrounded by jewellery, mirrors, and armouries including iron shafts, quivers, arrows, swords, and suits of mail, these were undoubtedly women of military skill and high social rank.  Newark also observes that other Sarmatian graves, in which men and women are found buried together, or lone women are buried with low stone tables thought to be religious altars, all suggest a general culture of monogamy and relatively egalitarian power-sharing very different from that of the polygamous and patriarchal Scythians, whose men could bequeath their wives to their sons (20).  

If Herodotus was even slightly accurate, his account might explain why the warrior women were buried alone: perhaps they chose to remain unmarried (though not necessarily virgins) in order to pursue military and political prestige.  Again according to Herodotus, Cyrus of Persia was beheaded by one such woman, Tomyris, Queen of the Massagetae (cited by Newark 22), and as it is known that on occasion the Sarmatians rode to war with their sometime-enemies the Scythians, it is certainly plausible to suppose that similarly well-armed women participated in these campaigns. As Newark observes, this would explain why, after the west-bound campaigns of the fifth century, Amazons on Greek vases began to be portrayed in Scythian attire (13). If eye-witness reports of these ‘mythical’ creatures had increased, it makes sense that their depiction would become more historically accurate.2  

Additional literary accounts of these women warriors comes from the Nart Sagas, stories of the Caucasus steppes still told in the various Circassian republics of today, and generally agreed to preserve traces of Sarmatian, Scythian and Iranian myths.  Saga 26, ‘Lady Nart Sana’, reports that:

In that long-ago age women decorated themselves and sat on their horses.  They would instantly saddle their horses, grab their lances and daggers, and ride forth with their menfolk to meet the enemy in battle.  The women of that time not only comforted their loving men with their hands, but could stand by their sides as well and cut out an enemy’s heart with their swift, sharp swords.  Still, they were able to harbour great love in their hearts.  They were also able to counter the poison of the striking serpent.  (Colarusso 129)

Lady Nart Sana, one of these women, mistakenly kills her own lover, and when her passionate kisses cannot revive him, kills herself with the same sword.  From the place of their deaths, a medicinal spring flows forth, capable of restoring the broken-hearted to emotional, spiritual and physical health (130).  Lady Nart Sana, then, is clearly a figure of some authority.  John Colarusso explains that she is also known as ‘Lady January … ‘Lovely Golden Knees’ … and the Forest Mother, Circ. / a-maz(ə)-áh-na …the last being the source of the Greek Amazon’ (130).   Colarusso also indicates that the Circassian formulation, ‘a-maaza-áh-na’ means moon-woman (130), corroborating Newark’s speculation that the Greek word is ‘derived from an Armenian word meaning ‘moon women’ and refers to Asian princesses, south of the Caucasian mountains, who worshipped a moon-goddess.’ (12).   The sonic similarity to the Greek word for ‘no-breast’ (or multi-breast, if you follow Larousse), both men reason, may have led early commentators to conflate both the Sarmatian warriors and more southerly priestesses, with their mythic separatists, and would explain why Greek accounts of the Amazons’ homeland are confused and contradictory. 

Lefkowitz, however, is so side-tracked by the issue of matriarchy that she dismisses in a sentence the Sarmatian burial finds.  These, she sniffs, ‘may indicate that there were women warriors, but not that these women were independent of men, like the Amazons, or indeed matriarchal’ (8).  But just because the Sarmatian warriors were not one-breasted separatists, does not mean that their lives bear no relevance whatsoever to classical accounts of the Amazons.  For all its populist illustrations, Boy’s Own focus on battles, and lack of footnotes (though not bibliography), Tim Newark’s analysis of the Amazons is tenacious and perspicacious in its tracking of the complex relationship between archaeology, literature, myth and history.  His account of Sarmatian grave goods finds echoes in Lucy Goodison’s theories about the bronze ‘frying pan’ mirrors found in the tombs of Minoan women – could these be symbols, she asks, not of a woman’s vanity, but of regeneration, the sun and the womb (94)?  His evidence also chimes with the ample evidence of women warriors in the Nart Sagas, as well as Gimbutas’s Kurgan Hypothesis, her controversial theory that Proto-Indo-European (PIE) language and culture originated in the steppes and spread to India and Europe in the 4th Millennium BC (Gimbutas xv-xvi).  By ignoring these possible connections, instead valorizing Greek female poets and philosophers, Lefkowitz demonstrates that her own accusation that feminist scholars read history through ideology is true of herself as well: she is clearly mainly interested in women intellectuals like herself, and has little interest in nomads who left no written evidence of their lives.  

As I have discussed, in my view, people inevitably read history in light of their own concerns.  It is thus always essential to examine one’s own prejudices and take full account of perspectives that challenge them.  I have learned a great deal about historical ancient women from Lefkowitz’s research.  Nevertheless, her arguments often amount to a serious apologia for sexism, seriously misrepresenting and minimizing the strength of the patriarchal structure of Ancient Greece and its at times severe repression of women.  She cites, for example, Apollo’s declaration that ‘the real parent of the child is the father, while the mother is just a vehicle for carrying the seed from which the child grows’, and argues that it would be ridiculous to claim this was a literal belief (177).  Powers counters, however, that the Greek belief was a convenient justification for the worst of the Solonic law reforms, which confined women to their homes and prohibited them from taking care or custody of their own children: boys in particular were separated from their mothers by the age of seven while young girls could be sold by their fathers for premarital sex and married off at the age of fourteen (91-95).  When later on conditions improved somewhat, Lefkowitz claims that if educated upper-class women ‘did not voice dissatisfaction’ they must have seen ‘certain advantages in the status quo, such as protection and mutual trust’ (13).  And yet, if the punishment for complaining was to lose one’s home and children, how can we take women’s silence as agreement?   Indeed, how can we know that they didn’t privately complain bitterly about their lives?  

Of course classical literature has given us some great, if circumscribed, heroines, and what I must conclude is that as a transitional historical stage between Goddess-honouring cultures and the radical Goddess-negation of Judeo-Christian beliefs, the period is not surprisingly contradictory at times in its treatment of women—including the warrior woman.  As James Hillman notes, though Homer’s Zeus pulls Aphrodite off the battlefield with the admonishment ‘Not to you child have been given the works of war’ (144), nevertheless, in little-known ways the Greeks and Romans did recognise a militant aspect to the goddess of love. Sometimes associated with the terrifying Hecate and the Erinyes, as Hillman relates (144), Aphrodite was also variously sculpted with a beard, emerging from a scrotal sac, worshipped as a warrior in Sparta and Corinth, and known as androphones (killer of men), anosia (the unholy) and tymborchyos (digger of graves).  Julius Caesar claimed to be her grandson, and conquered Pompey in the name of Venus victrix, making battle offerings to both Venus and Mars3.  Unlike later Gnostic cults of the Black Virgin, worship of Black or Bearded Aphrodite invoked not what Peter Redgrove thoughtfully explores as the mystic blindness of true wisdom, and ‘the goddess of the vision of the night, the dream’ (136), but the driving, aggressive forces of cruelty and rage.  And yet these two icons of dark femininity are undoubtedly related: both evolved from the pre-classical myths of the androgynous Sphinx, the demon Lilith, and, more powerful than either, Inanna, the original Venus, Sumerian goddess of the Morning and Evening Star, and the subject of Chapter Four. 
Notes

1Deborah Lyons explores the extensive role of women in Greek cult ritual, arguing that both as devotees and subjects of worship they exerted considerable social power (42-51). 
2Pausanius gives the following account of another early Greek painting: ‘Above Sarpedon and Memnon is Paris, beardless as yet: he is clapping his hands just as a churl might do; you would say he is calling Penthesilea to himself by the noise.  Penthesilea is there also, looking at him; but by the toss of her head she seems to disdain him and hold him of no account.  She is depicted as a maiden armed with a bow of the Scythian sort, and with a leopard’s skin on her shoulders’ (X.xxxi. 8). 
3It is also little known that Mars himself had a female companion – the warrior goddess Bellona, who according to the Hermes House Encyclopaedia of Mythology, was variously identified as his wife, sister or daughter, and appeared with him on the battlefield (62).  Larousse offers only the tantalizing information that Bellona ‘had a celebrated temple in Rome … [in front of which]… rose the ‘war column’ which the fetialis struck with his lance when war was declared.  The priests of Bellona were chosen from the gladiators’ (‘Mars’).   
Chapter Four
Inanna and the Lyric Epic
Throughout this thesis we have caught glimpses of ancient cultures in which women had far more physical freedom and political power than their Athenian and Roman sisters.  The Minoans left no written literature, but visual evidence in friezes and shrines of women bull-jumpers, priestesses and deities, as well as later law codes, strongly supports the perception that theirs was an egalitarian and perhaps matrilineal society, echoes of which can still be heard in the myths of Artemis, Atalanta, Penelope and Camilla. The Circassian Nart Sagas, studded as they are with canny wives, the divine Lady Setenaya and Amazonian heroines like Gunda, who wrestles her suitors to the ground, suggest that women in this region were once viewed as ‘pillars of authority and wisdom’.  And Ancient Celtic mythology and epic narratives are rife with militant females and powerful queens.  Because the Nart Sagas are prose, and The Táin prosimetric, I will not discuss them in detail, but am glad to have introduced them as stepping stones back into the deeper past, and the first known written epic poetry: the myths of Inanna.   
In four of the earliest epics known to humanity—The Huluppu Tree, Inanna and the God of Wisdom, The Courtship of Inanna and Dumuzi and The Descent of Inanna—the Sumerians celebrate Inanna’s courage in battle, wisdom, social authority and sexual allure.  In so doing they provided not only the first known literary example of the warrior woman archetype, but also narratives and characters fundamental to Greek, Roman and Judeo-Christian traditions.  While the later cultures dismembered the archetype in accordance with their dualist religious beliefs, the Sumerian myths present a gender-balanced concept of leadership, one that is echoed in their very form.  For while in the West the epic has come to be considered a masculine discourse, Inanna’s heroic narratives are deeply imbued with the ‘Lunar Feminine’ qualities of the lyric voice: sensual, evocative imagery, and the emotional expressiveness of song.  In this chapter I will discuss Inanna and her fusion of the lyric and the epic in relation to the ‘dark feminine’ as conceived by Zainab Bahrani and Diane Wolkstein; then explore a range of my own poetry influenced directly or indirectly by the Sumerian myths.
Recorded on cuneiform tablets dating from 1750 BCE, but undoubtedly in circulation for centuries before that date, the epics of Inanna are among the world’s first written literature, while the Hymns to Inanna by Enheduanna, High Priestess of Ur, are the world’s first authored poems (Meador 37).  First discovered between 1889 and 1900 in Nippur, the spiritual and cultural centre of Ancient Sumer, with additional tablets and fragments discovered in 1951 and 1963 (Kramer and Wolkstein 127-135), the epics have been painstakingly pieced together and translated by a variety of international scholars to produce the equivalent of a literary Khajuraho: a world heritage site of culturally specific beauty, and our shared humanity.  For Inanna not only fed the Babylonian Ishtar and her Near Eastern descendents Astarte, Anat and Esther, she is also the great-grandmother of the Greek Persephone and Demeter, the Roman Kore and Ceres, Caesar’s Venus Victrix, and the Judeo-Christian Lilith, Esther, Adam and Eve.  The goddess is also a close cousin of the Indian Kali, and great-grandmother of the fierce Irish Queens of The Táin; the fearsome anti-heroines of Greek mythology and Grendel’s mother in Beowulf. Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, Diane Wolkstein and Samuel Kramer’s collaborative rendering of her myths and their historical context, should be on the reading list of every student of Indo-European and indeed, World, literature.  

Yet Inanna is still little known or understood in the West, and a brief summary of Sumerian history is therefore in order here.  As Kramer writes, at its height, Ancient Sumer covered an area of 10,000 square miles in Southern Iraq.  First settled in the fifth millennium BCE by the Ubaidians (from ubaid meaning tell, or mound), the country was later infiltrated by Semitic nomads from Syria and Arabia.  By 3500 BCE the cities of Ur, Nippur, Kish and Lagash, among others, had risen from Ubaidian villages, and the agglutinative language of Sumerian had emerged, possibly arriving with immigrants from S. Central Asia via Iran.  This cultural fusion spurred a major growth spurt in education and architecture, giving rise to cuneiform script and the ziggurat temple. Politically, conflicts between city governors led to the dynastic domination of a lugal, or king – literally ‘big man’ – in charge of a regular army and chariots.  By 3000 BCE bards were composing the epic lays of Gilgamesh, Dumuzi and other heroes.  Though kings fought and changed, the Sumerian language thrived, and the Lagash dynasty of 2350-2250BC was known for its archivists and men of letters.  Lagash ruler Urukagina is also remembered for his legal reforms and the first known law code, in which slaves enjoyed certain economic rights, and women, though still vulnerable to divorce on light grounds or, if childless, being supplanted by a second wife, could hold property, engage in business, and bear witness at trials.  With the rise of Sargon, ruler of Akked/Agade (c2390 BCE), however, the Semitic tongue and culture began a slow ascendency in the region.  By 1750 BCE, Sumer, now riddled with injustice, violence and ecological calamities, had fallen, defeated by Hammurabi, King of Babylon (115-126).  


This date marks the end of the Sumerian Empire.  But while Mesopotamian literature was now increasingly written in Akkadian—a broad term referring to various Assyrian and Babylonian dialects—it was still derived from Sumerian stories and beliefs (125).  These are available to us on cuneiform tablets dating from 2000-1750 BCE, comprising twenty myths, nine epic tales, and over two hundred hymns, laments, dirges, legendary historiographies and diverse “wisdom’ texts including essays, disputations, proverbs, precepts and fables’ (125), most of which are written in poetic form.  A lifetime’s study of these tablets led Kramer to conclude that, at their best, ‘Sumerians cherished goodness and truth, law and order, freedom and justice, mercy and compassion’ (123).  Nevertheless, the Gods had created evil and suffering, and human beings, tragic figures ‘fashioned from clay’ in order to serve the Gods’, needed to pray for deliverance and redemption (123).  The family tree of Sumerian gods is an incestuous rhyzomic structure of overlapping natural affiliations, neither gender exclusively associated with the sky, earth, water or moon. Thus the rape of the Air Goddess Ninlil by the Air God Enlil, son of the Sky God An and the Earth Goddess Ki, produces the Moon God Nanna.  Nanna’s loving relationship with the Moon Goddess Ningil subsequently produces the Sun God Utu and Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth, Goddess of Love and Goddess of the Morning and Evening Star (141).  
The Assyrians and Babylonians adopted Inanna as Ishtar.  The two goddesses share many characteristics and stories, in particular their descent to the underworld to visit their sister, Ereshkigal, leading many commentators to conflate the two.  But while they may have been contemporaneous for a time, it is important to note the difference between Inanna and her later incarnation: something that, in my limited knowledge of the scholarship, I believe is not always done.  Zainab Bahrani, for example, who writes at length about Ishtar, acknowledges that ‘the history of the syncretism of the two goddesses is indeed complex’, yet her own semiotic account of Ishtar’s rhetorical position in Mesopotamian culture does not, in my view, adequately parse this relationship (143).
Bahrani explains how early Assyriologists, influenced by Orientalist fin-de-siècle conceptions of exotic Eastern temptresses, have viewed Ishtar’s supposedly contradictory ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ traits of beauty and battle-thirsty blood lust, as evidence of the goddess’s androgyny, hermaphroditism or bisexuality (146).  For Bahrani, though, these are contemporary categories of gender, mapped back on to a past that may not have viewed sexuality in such terms.  Rather, she argues, ‘the dangerous and violent aspects of [Ishtar’s] character are not incompatible with her femininity or sexuality’: instead they are part of her power as a femme fatale.  For her sexual allure is capable of destroying men, turning them into animals or women, and robbing them of their masculinity (154). All told, Bahrani argues, ‘Inanna/Ishtar not only stood for the uncivilised, chaos, irrationality, and excess, but simultaneously served as a sign for destruction or the threat of death for Mesopotamian society’ (155). As such she was a necessary evil, for against her volatility patriarchal Mesopotamian society was able to define itself as culture, order and rationality (160).  
I do not argue with Bahrani’s conclusions about Ishtar.   But I question her conflation of the later goddess with Inanna, for as I will show in my discussion of the Sumerian myths, Inanna, while clearly often a violent warrior and jealous lover, is also acknowledged as a stateswoman and a hero, and thus cannot be easily exiled beyond the limits of cultural acceptability.  In Ancient Sumer, it appears, ‘Woman’ as a category had not yet become a sign of all that is ‘Other’ to civilised discourse.  But such discussions are best illustrated by the epics themselves, and thus it now time to unveil Inanna in all her morning and evening glory.
Diane Wolkstein orders her translations of Inanna’s myths to form an overarching narrative of the goddess’s epic voyage from innocence to maturity, death and rebirth. All the originals are poems, written in distinct poetic lines, composed in ‘intricate patterns of similar and alternating sounds of vowels and consonants and … verb and noun endings [giving] the language a musical resonance’ (137).  While this aural richness was impossible to translate, and Wolkstein was initially tempted to render these strongly narrative myths in prose, she eventually came to feel that ‘there was some invisible, irreducible essence buried in each Sumerian line’, and that it was vital to retain them (xvii).   Though not translated in regular metrical patterns, her poetic lines inevitably create a sense of rhythm, varying from the urgency of the shorter two or three stress lines, to the regal fluidity of lines one can read in hexameter.  While she eschewed the anachronistic use of rhyme, Wolkstein also strove to bring music to her versions by the careful orchestration of parallel clauses to convey the ‘dynamic, contrapuntal rhythms of the structure’ (140).  Structurally, she was also highly conscious of the epics’ extreme use of ‘slow, studied, almost hypnotic repetition’ (136). While in concession to the modern reader she sometimes indicates these by the use of ellipses (xviii), one can imagine that in full performance, perhaps with music or drumming, this predominant stylistic feature of Sumerian epic would indeed have the effect she ascribes to it, that of ‘transporting the reader into another realm—the timeless realm of the gods, the souls and the origin of life’ (136).  This effect, I will suggest, is part of the strongly lyric quality of the Sumerian epic.  

Inanna makes her first appearance in The Huluppu Tree (3-10), an obvious source of the Biblical story of Eden.  After a great flood the young goddess finds herself living in a garden by a date palm inhabited by a serpent, the Anzu bird and the ‘dark maid Lilith’ (in Sumerian Lilītu – but translated as her later Judaic name, that of Adam’s first wife-cum-demon).  Inanna is unhappy with these guests, but they refuse to leave until Gilgamesh, the hero of Uruk, arrives.  He strikes at the tree with his axe, uprooting it and killing the serpent.  The Anzu bird flies off to the mountains, and Lilith is incited to ‘smash her home’ and flee to the ‘wild uninhabited places’, much as she does later in the Hebraic tradition (9).  Lilith here embodies the qualities of violence and cultural otherness Bahrani ascribes to Ishtar.  Inanna, however, is installed right at the heart of the reigning order.  For Gilgamesh constructs a throne and bed for her from the tree trunk, and from its roots and crown she makes a pukku and mikku for him [possibly emblems of kingship (143n)]. 
But while the goddess evinces coyness in this short myth, waiting helplessly for her hero to come and initiate her, once instated in her new furniture, Inanna soon begins to embody the legendary cunning, independence and passionate sexuality of the tree’s previous inhabitants. Thus Inanna and the God of Wisdom (11-28) begins:

             Inanna placed the shugarra, the crown of the steppe, on her head.

She went to the sheepfold, to the shepherd.

She leaned back against the apple tree.

When she leaned against the apple tree her vulva was wondrous 
to behold.

Rejoicing at her wondrous vulva, the young woman Inanna 
applauded herself.

She said:


‘I, the Queen of Heaven, shall visit the God of Wisdom. (12)

So Inanna visits her father, Enki, in heaven.  They drink beer together until, in a moment of boozy celebration, he offers her all the powers of Godship: the holy me.  She accepts, acknowledging a list of seventy gifts that ought to be as well known as the Lord’s Prayer.  A selective quotation here will, I hope, encourage newcomers to the myth to seek out Wolkstein’s full version:

     
He gave me the high priesthood.


He gave me godship.


He gave me the noble enduring crown.


He gave me the throne of kingship.

            …………………………………..

He gave me truth.


He gave me descent into the underworld.


He gave me ascent from the underworld.

            ………………………………………..


He gave me the art of lovemaking.


He gave me the kissing of the phallus.


He gave me the art of prostitution. 


He gave me the art of speeding.  (16-18)

And so on, in a list that includes the fine arts, craft, eloquence, rhetoric, emotion, intelligence and guile.  Inanna gathers them all and sails away on the Boat of Heaven.  But as soon as Enki sobers up he regrets his drunken generosity and sends his servant Isimud after her to demand the return of his powers.  Inanna, incensed at her father’s violation of his word, calls on her own warrior, Ninshubur, former Queen of the East, to come to her side.  Though Enki and Isimud send wild-haired enkum creatures, uru-giants and lahama-sea monsters after the Boat of Heaven, Ninshubur repels them all with her sword, and at last Inanna enters the Nigulla Gate of Uruk.  Here she unloads the me —more even than Enki has given her—and finally the god relents and gives his blessing to his daughter and her rulership of Uruk (21-27). 
Though the myth is relatively short, it amply fulfils the criteria of epic, being an account of a heroic quest that transforms both its heroine and her society.  For on Inanna’s triumphant return, Uruk becomes allied to Enki’s land of Eridu, bringing earth and heaven in harmony, and benefiting all. The narrative is propelled by headlong bursts of dramatic dialogue, beery humour and battle cries, all recognisable qualities of what has come down to us as the masculine epic form.  Yet the myth incontrovertibly conveys the belief that a woman, by virtue of her own audacity, courage and ability, is as capable of leadership as her father.  That Inanna is given the me does not diminish her eventual authority—she is only in the fortunate position to be granted them because she has celebrated herself and set off on a journey.  Like Prometheus, Sisyphus and Eve, she is a heroic, crafty thief of a jealous god’s powers.  Inanna, however, gets away with her ‘crime’—perhaps because in her culture the father is not blindly revered, and it is clear to all that Enki has sinned in breaking his word to her.  That he does so while drunk, and then eventually admits defeat, suggests that the Sumerians did not perceive male leaders as infallible scions of rationality.   Gender categories here seems to be malleable, not yet easily shoehorned into a binary discourse of ‘Rational Male Subject’ vs. ‘Chaotic Female Other’. Rather than a vampish icon of the outer limits of culturally acceptable behaviour, Inanna here is the bringer of civilization to her people. 

In the litany of me we glimpse the values of a civilisation in which great leadership is defined not just by military might, wisdom, and intelligence, but also compassion, vulnerability, sensuality, and the ability to admit one has made a mistake.  Mars and Venus, as we have come to understand them, are here both thematically and formally joined at the hip and the head.  For the list of me punctuates the headlong epic narrative with a series of fresh, startling lyric moments we might call feminine in their tone and content.  From a scribe’s account of kingly titles and possessions the litany rapidly develops into a vibrant catalogue of emotions, skills, voyages and belongings, many of which are imagistic allusions to the sensuality and brevity of life. ‘The black garment’ and ‘the colourful garment’ evoke mourning and celebration (16); ‘the loosening’ and ‘the binding of the hair’ intimacy and formality (16).  ‘The kindling of fire’ and the ‘putting out of fire’ suggest not only birth and death, but also perhaps – juxtaposed with ‘the bitter-toothed lion; and ‘the assembled family’—the life span of conjugal desire (18).  The ‘list poem’ is of course a staple of lyric poetry workshops for its potential ability to conjure universal themes from the particular and mundane.  But while beginning poets are normally urged to avoid abstract nouns like a plague on all their houses, the Sumerian bard is an Audenesque master (or mistress) of the marriage of the concrete and the lofty.  After ‘He gave me deceit. / He gave me the rebellious land’, ‘He gave me kindness’ acquires a hard-won scope and poignancy it would not convey without the implied struggle with a whole people (17).  These particular three lines beautifully encapsulate the list’s subtle fusion of epic deeds and lyric intimacy, while the chant-like repetitions throughout help sustain its creative tension between scribe’s account and song. 
The next myth in Wolkstein’s ordering, The Courtship of Innana and Dumuzi (29-50), relates the story of the goddess’s marriage to the humble shepherd Dumuzi.  Like The Táin, the myth begins with a lover’s quarrel, yet astutely it is noted:

The word they had spoken

was a word of desire.

From the starting of the quarrel

came the lovers’ desire.  (34)

Their marriage is celebrated in language as erotic and expressive as that of The Song of Solomon.  The Biblical hymn to sensual love is for Peter Redgrove a visionary Gnostic homage to Sapientia, the Black Goddess of sexual initiation and ‘the eternally pre-existing companion of Christ’ (135).  Reading Inanna’s song to Dumuzi on their wedding night, it is not hard to imagine that both Hebraic mythology and erotic poetry had their roots in Sumerian verse: 
My eager impetuous caresser of the navel,

My caresser of the soft thighs,

He is the one my womb loves best.

He is lettuce planted by the waters. (38)
Dumuzi replies in kind, and Inanna’s generative, active womb, capable like the goddess herself of making its own decisions, brings forth its grain for him and for the land.  This is a marriage of epic proportions, the milk and cream of the shepherd feeding not only Inanna but her people. And yet while the sacred intimacy of the newly weds is heightened by the enormous implications of their union, the myth does not loses sight of the political dimension of their alliance.  In the morning Inanna declares to her husband her vision of partnership: her own authority is not to be questioned, and yet will also be lovingly placed in service of his own powers: 

In battle I am your leader,

In combat I am your armour-bearer,

In the assembly I am your advocate,

On the campaign I am your inspiration.  (45)

This vision, though, is doomed to be cruelly disappointed in the last of Wolkstein’s translations, The Descent of Inanna (51-89), forerunner of the myths of Persephone and Demeter, Osiris and Isis, and Christ, and in itself the most widely known of all the stories of Inanna.  


Part One of the myth, ‘From the Great Above to the Great Below’ (52-73), begins with the image of Inanna opening her ear to the ‘Great Below’. Wolkstein explains that the Sumerian word for ear and wisdom are the same (xvii): thus the goddess’s voyage is undertaken in the full awareness of its dangers and rewards.  Abandoning her temples, offices and lands, she instructs Ninshubar that if she should not return, to go to the gods Enlil, Nanna, and Enki to plead with them to save her. Then she announces herself to Neti, the Gatekeeper of the underworld, demanding to be allowed to witness the funeral rites of Gugalanna, her sister Ereshkigal’s husband.  Neti, on instruction from Ereshkigal, allows Inanna entrance through the seven gates of the underworld on condition that at each one she remove each of her remaining garments and adornments: the shugarra, crown of the steppes; her necklace of small lapis beads; her breast-strand of beads; her breastplate; gold ring; lapis measuring rod and line; and royal robe.  In relation to Ishtar, Bahrani points out that this disrobing had nothing to do with degrading the goddess: ‘there is no indication of shame or disgrace associated with Ishtar’s naked body either in Mesopotamian literature or in the visual imagery’ (157).  Rather, as Wolkstein explains, Inanna’s accessories are symbols of her powers as queen, high priestess and woman. (158)  For jewellery is often worn by the otherwise nude female figures in Mesopotamian erotic art, and by removing it Inanna is deprived of her—to Bahrani, dangerous—sexual allure.  

At last Inanna enters her sister’s throne room, naked and bowing low.  But the judges of the underworld condemn her, and as a result:
      Ereshkigal fastened on Inanna the eye of death.

She spoke against her the word of wrath.

She uttered against her the cry of guilt.

She struck her.

Inanna was turned into a corpse.

A piece of rotting meat.

And was hung from a hook on the wall.  (60)

When Inanna does not return, Ninshubar raises the alarm.  But Enlil and Ninna will not help her, replying that Inanna had ‘craved the Great Below’ and should have known that ‘She who goes to the Dark City stays there’ (62).  Enki however, creates from the dirt of his fingernails a kurgurra and galatur: two creatures ‘neither male nor female’.  He sends them to the underworld armed with the food and water of life.  There, as Enki has predicted, they find Ereshkigal lying naked and moaning as if about to give birth.  As instructed by the god they empathise with her pain, repeating her cries of ‘Oh! Oh! My inside!’ and ‘Oh! Oh! My outside’, until, comforted, she offers them a gift.  They ask for the Inanna’s rotting corpse and sprinkle it with the food and water of life (61-67).  

Inanna arises.  But she is not permitted to leave the underworld unless she can find someone to replace her.  Accompanied by galla demons she returns to the Great Above to seek her substitute.  The first person she meets is Ninshubar: but she refuses to give her loyal warrior to the galla.  Next her two sons throw themselves in the dust at her feet.  She cannot give her loving sons to the galla and walks on into Uruk.  Here, by the apple tree, she sees Dumuzi.  But her husband does not come to greet her; does not leave his throne.  Furious, she orders the galla to take him to the underworld.  The galla beat Dumuzi, but he appeals to the god Utu, who turns Dumuzi into a snake and enables him to escape (67-73).  
In ‘The Dream of Dumuzi’ (74-84), his heart ‘filled with tears’ (74), Dumuzi stumbles onto the steppe and lies down to rest.  Awakening from a terrifying dream, he summons his sister, Geshtinanna:

My tablet-knowing scribe,

My singer who knows many songs,

My sister who knows the meanings of words.

My wise woman who knows the meanings of dreams. (75)
Geshtinanna interprets the dream as a catastrophic prophecy, that the galla will find Dumuzi and leave her and their mother, Sirtur, to grieve.  The galla on their way, Dumuzi hides in the grass. Though the galla tear her clothes and pour pitch into her vulva Geshtinanna keeps his secret; one of Dumuzi’s friends, however, betrays him.  Utu comes to his rescue once more, changing him into a gazelle, but the galla catch up with him, strip him, and take him away (76-84).


In ‘The Return’ (85-89), Inanna, Sirtur, Geshtinanna and the inhabitants of Uruk all lament for Dumuzi.  When Inanna sees Geshtinanna’s tears she takes pity on her sister-in-law.  In an Aesopian moment, the goddess grants a fly the right to frequent beer-houses and taverns; in return it tells the women that Dumuzi is still weeping on the edges of the steppe.  Here, at last, Inanna relents.  She offers to allow brother and sister to spend half a year each in the underworld.  Thus she places her husband in the hands of the eternal, crying:

Holy Ereshkigal! Great is your renown!

Holy Ereshkigal! I sing your praises!  (89)




This striking ending has several interpretations.  Does it mean that ultimately, as Bahrani suggests, Inanna allies herself with the forces of death and cruelty?  One can certainly understand such an interpretation of ‘The Descent of Ishtar’ which, as translated by Stephanie Dalley from Akkadian tablets, is much shorter and more violent, with no compassion shown by any character (154-162).  And if one focuses on Inanna’s vengeful fury and punishment of both her husband and his sister, one might indeed conclude that her own descent has little but dire consequences for herself and all around her.  But this is a superficial reading of the myth.  
In Wolkstein’s complex Jungian analysis of the entire epic cycle, both Lilith and Ereshkigal represent Inanna’s shadow: both are sexually insatiable, lonely, jealous; banished to a dry place without love or children (158); both represent the instinctual, wounded, frightened parts’ of the goddess, that she must face and accept in order to attain true maturity (160). In consciously seeking and honouring Ereshkigal, however, Inanna does not become savage and cruel, nor does she surrender her personal autonomy and social authority. In forearming Ninshubar to come to her aid she demonstrates prudence, foresight and respect for her male relatives; unlike Ishtar, she takes symbols of Kingship—a lapis rod and measuring line —into the Underworld with her, and retrieves them from the Gatekeeper on her return; in allowing Geshtinanna to take Dumuzi’s place she herself becomes a Solomonic judge.  For as the list of me illustrates, ‘The Sumerians extolled the king who was wise and compassionate as well as powerful.  They extolled the king who cared for the weak, the poor, the wronged, the widowed’ (162).  By sending the arrogant Dumuzi to the Great Below, Inanna triggers his own journey to face loneliness, bitterness and regret, and thus emerge with greater empathy for his subjects (163).  Like the later Demeter, Inanna here is a facilitator of rebirth not only for herself but for her loved ones and the land. Unlike the later Ishtar, Inanna does not represent blind, irascible chaos, violence and death, but rather the deep need we all have to integrate these fundamental aspects of life into our sense of self.  
‘The Descent of Inanna’ is the longest of the myths Wolkstein translates: thirty-eight pages including plates of Sumerian art.  With its frequent sections of long lines, extended periods of dialogue, and muscular narrative pace it at times reads as fluidly and simply as prose—one understands why Wolkstein was tempted to render it as such, just as translators of Homer have done with his epics.  In its formal use of repetition, imagery and line-breaks, however, ‘The Descent’ is clearly a poem, again one that fuses epic and lyric qualities.  Consider, for example, Inanna’s cries at the Gates to the Underworld:

Oh Father Enlil, do not let your daughter

Be put to death in the underworld.

Do not let your bright silver

Be covered with the dust of the underworld.

Do not let your precious lapis

Be broken into stone for the stoneworker.

Do not let your fragrant boxwood

Be cut into wood for the woodworker.  (54)

Rendered in these short, repetitive, resonant lines, Inanna’s urgent requests have the brevity and exquisite beauty of classic lyric verse. But the references to silver, lapis and boxwood are not simply metaphors for the treasure a daughter is to her father. They also invoke the materials used to create the cultic statues of Inanna, symbols of the ‘light of heaven, the permanence of earth, and the impermanence and decay of the underworld’ (157).   And as Dalley notes, the myth of Inanna’s descent could have been a ritual aspect of the actual statue’s annual journey from the goddess’s ‘home-town’ of Uruk to Kutha, ‘seat of Underworld deities’ – an epic voyage involving many citizens, in which, possibly, this long poem played a fundamental role (154). 
In my discussion of the Sumerian epic I do not mean to imply that it is historically alone in its captivating blend of subtle imagery, intimate confession and driving narrative.  All narrative poetry has to, in some measure, employ a range of poetic devices; ‘epic’ and ‘lyric’ are in some ways simply convenient hooks on which to hang, like Inanna’s naked corpse, an infinite variety of poetic forms. But while it is dangerous to hypothesise about the transcultural and translinguistic evolution of form—and clearly Enheduanna’s hymns to Inanna demonstrate that the praise song was already a distinct Sumerian form—nevertheless it is tempting to view the myths of Inanna as a kind of literary cauldron from which emerged, like tendrils of steam, Greek drama, Homeric epic and hymns, Biblical stories and songs, Finnish and Anglo-Saxon epics and the prosimetric Old Irish epics.  For the myths of Inanna represent an intense fusion of not only storytelling, lyric expression and song, but also drama and incantation. The Descent of Inanna, for example, features intensely theatrical dramatic monologues and episodes of call and response.  Perhaps a collective performance of the poem occurred during the long march from Uruk to Kutha; one can certainly imagine a chorus accompanying the poet in the recitation of the poems’ many repetitive sections.  

I also wonder if the poem had yet another function, one that perhaps we have no proper name for, but that might which be described as a kind of collective ritual visualisation.  I am only speculating, of course, my reflections in part sparked by this call of Dumuzi for Geshtinanna: 

Bring … bring her … bring my sister.


Bring my Geshtinanna, my little sister,


My tablet-knowing scribe,


My singer who knows many songs,


My sister who knows the meaning of words,


My wise woman who knows the meaning of dreams.


I must speak to her.


I must tell her my dream.  (75)

Quite apart from its clear indication that Sumerian women could be literate and hold positions of scholarly and spiritual influence, this verse highlights the importance of both songs and dreams to their culture. As I will argue in Chapter Five, goddess religions tend to be earth-based and in earth-based religious practices, music and dreams are closely related: shamanic voyaging into the dreamworld is always done to the accompaniment of drumming.  The wise woman and poet Geshtinanna might not only have been an interpreter but a purveyor of dreams.  For it is my intuitive suspicion that performances of the Inanna myths were not in the nature of mead hall entertainments, but were collective ceremonies to honour the goddess and partake as individuals in her journey.  
Consider the extreme use of repetition by the poet, which Wolkstein has called ‘almost hypnotic’ (136). I venture to suggest that the extended repetition did indeed function as a method of inducing trance in the audience, who may not have been clapping from their seats or even watching a trained chorus accompany the poet, but lying in a circle on the floor, eyes closed and receptive to a state of lucid dreaming.  The poet and/or priestess—for Enheduanna may not have been exceptional in exercising her sacral duties in the realm of literature—would have functioned as guide to a state of truly collective unconscious in which all participants would have experienced the descent of Inanna, and her eventual rebirth. 
Such a concept is almost completely alien to us.  Our modern imaginations are private places: when it comes to reading we speak often of having our own vision of a book’s characters or settings that seeing a film, for example, might ‘spoil’.  Contemporary poetry readings, or even storytelling sessions, are largely conducted in a format of active listening, followed by discussion of the readers’ merits and shortcomings.  And in all group shamanic work I have done participants go on their own individual voyages and then report back at the end of the session.  But equally, we are very eager to watch television or films with other people — it is almost seen as a bit sad to do so on one’s own — and perhaps the dominance of these media in contemporary culture has its roots in an ancient propensity to collectively and visually experience a cathartic emotional journey.  While I regret that my hypothesis has come too late in the process of the PhD to include an account of such an experience in my thesis, writing this chapter has inspired me to offer to conduct a shamanic reading of The Descent of Inanna.  Such a reading would be a profound development of my interest in Inanna, which began in 1991 shortly after the first Gulf War.  To conclude this chapter I will discuss the evolution of my work about Inanna in the context of other contemporary renderings of her stories, and the lyric epic. 




I will begin this critical reflection on my own work with some brief comments about ‘Anemone Restless’ and ‘Witwalking’, two prose-poem sequences I have worked on during this PhD, but due to the limitations of space, have submitted only extracts of (26-29).  I originally wanted to include a chapter in this thesis about the prose-poem and its relationship to écriture féminine, but sadly must restrict myself to the observation that the use of these forms by twentieth-century writers of the epic, including Monique Wittig (Les Guéillères), Alice Notley (The Descent of Alette), James Joyce (Ulysses) and Hope Mirrlees (‘Paris’), is not, as might be supposed, radically ‘modern’, but has deep roots in the lyric epic myths of Inanna—interestingly perhaps supporting the French feminist view that such liminal verbal expression is somehow ‘prior’ to patriarchal language.  In my own work I chose the prose-poem for Anemone Restless not only for the pragmatic reason that it was based on diary entries of my travels in Greece during the first Gulf War, but also because it enabled me to fuse memory, anecdotes, sensual descriptions, character studies, ancient myths and contemporary news stories in a swiftly onward flowing narrative.  For ‘Witwalking’, my reasons were more complex, as the resultant form, the concrete prose-poem reflects.  I wanted to write about my mother, but for reasons I still don’t like to commit to publication, I don’t like writing about the rest of my family.  I had simultaneously too much material for lyric compression, and not enough for a prose memoir.  I needed a form that would both reflect the kaleidoscopic nature of memory, emotion and personal drama – constantly shifting patterns, in which the narratives of past, present and future are always intermixed —and allow me to subtly interweave references to the wider social background of a mother-daughter relationship that takes place in three continents against a backdrop of the father’s socialist politics.  The visual element came last, inspired by poem ten, which in its original form looked like a fat wax candle it described.  Some of the other shapes I devised —a cat, a pregnant belly—seemed at first corny, and others—a Hong Kong junk—too obscure, but I eventually came to see them all as evocations of childhood, Fuzzy Felt pieces or Play Box biscuit icing stencils, and am now very attached to them.  Some readers complained the shapes made the work difficult to read, but I perversely didn’t mind.1  For one thing, the experiences I relate were difficult to live through; for another, part of me suspects my own motives in writing a ‘misery memoir’, and if it remains obscure I will be spared the feeling I have exploited my own family for the sake of literary fame.  
I started ‘Anemone Restless’ in early 1991; later that year I wrote my first poem about Inanna and Ishtar, ‘After the Fact’ (58-62).  This is an old piece of work, but as it is directly relevant to the themes of this chapter, I will not discuss briefly here.  I knew very little at the time about Inanna or Ishtar, whom I clearly thought of in tandem, and it is embarrassing to realise that I seriously erred in my prose-poem in identifying them both with the moon, not Venus.  But while I don’t remember where I learned of the goddesses, I must have read at least an outline of Ishtar’s Descent, as my final line refers to Babylon.   And somehow the story had sunk into my unconscious for ‘After the Fact’ is based on a vivid dream I had about Inanna/Ishtar and an Iraqi poet in exile I had met in the spring of 1991 in Germany.  Heavily influenced by Kathy Acker and William Burroughs, I wrote the dream up into a poetic-prose rant against Western interference in the Middle East, culminating in an act of homosexual abuse perpetrated by an American soldier on a young village boy.  Witnesses appeal to Inanna/Ishtar, who saves the boy, and blinds the solider before being herself impaled on Ereshkigal’s stake and begging ‘Enki the Prick’ for a place in the new world order.  I did not know it at the time, but I was not the only Western poet who turned to Inanna to respond to the devastating conflict in the Middle East: Mother Of Battles by Michael Hulse, is a short lyric sequence set in Iraq during the first Gulf War.  Because both pieces use Inanna and Ishtar almost interchangeably it is worth looking at them in light of the arguments I have now made about the crucial differences between the goddesses.  
Nancy Sandars notes that Hulse’s ‘heroine, as he admits, has more of Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, than of Inanna, a lady of ‘infinite variety’ (Introduction); however Hulse uses the name Inanna throughout, recasting the goddess first as a series of 20th century vamps and an anally raped landscape (Book I); then as a sassy, self-absorbed, sexually curious young American female solider (II).  On her descent to the underworld she is stripped of weapons, boots, ‘Italian bodystocking’ until finally her tampon is pulled out of her vagina (III.i-vii).  Once ‘naked and defenceless’ she does not meet her sister, but ‘my judges’, entities of unspecified gender who accuse her of war crimes then torture her sexually (IV.i-ii).  When told she must send he ‘who is my cypress and my cedar/my lily and my thorn my love and war/ to take my place in the pit’ (IV.ii), she chooses not Saddam Hussein, Storming Norman, her fellow soldiers or lover back home, but an anonymous Iraqi herdsman she has glimpsed that morning, sheltering his goat beneath his robes (IV.iii).  

In his afterword, Hulse states:

The herdsman is not a messianic redeemer.  There are no redeemers … there are only the herdsmen and the hunters.  The essential moment, the moment of beauty and grief, is the moment of horror and tenderness in the face of innocent death, and that is a moment which belongs equally to everyday reality and myth (Afterword, IX).  

Ultimately, then, he appears to wish his work to bear witness to the devastation wrought by a war between two civilisations, one the Western powers are, in so many ways, still waging. But while this is a laudable intention, and certainly one I share in my own political poetry, I find Hulse’s sequence problematic in two ways.  First, I am disturbed by its graphic details of sexual violence against women.  Perhaps this is justifiable: women are commonly viewed as the spoils of war.  And my own poem contains an image of a US general wearing a uniform with gold buttons made from the nipples of Iraqi women (59).  As I discussed in relation to Blake Morrison, writers dealing with rape and murder must make difficult decisions about tone and content, and if they choose to employ satire or explicit detail cannot be sure of not offending someone.  But if my own piece crossed any boundaries of good taste, at least it made it clear that both men and women are sexually violated by war—something clearly borne out by the experiences of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib in the second Gulf War (‘Abu Ghraib’).  What I object to in Hulse’s sequence is the way it singles out the female body for abuse, and in so doing reduces the myth of Inanna’s descent to a story of rape and self-preservation.  The transformative qualities of his poem are limited to the possible birth of empathy in the abused female soldier, who emerges not as a wise and compassionate leader, but the chastened pawn of a patriarchal war machine.

One may counter that in the Sumerian myth Geshtinanna is tortured sexually; that Hulse is clearly drawing more on the myth of Ishtar than Inanna; or that the case of Lynndie England, convicted of torturing Iraqi soldiers in Abu Ghraib (‘Woman Soldier’), makes of his poem a kind of prophecy.  Geshtinanna, however, heroically does not hand over her brother to the galla.  And in his attraction to Ishtar over Inanna, Hulse does not have my own excuse of ignorance: the Introduction and Afterword make it clear he was acquainted with both myths.  For reasons known only to himself, he stripped Inanna of her sovereign, Solomonic authority, and cloaked her in images of woman as screen siren, raped landscape, and promiscuous victim of sexual violence.  In contrast, though I too conflated Inanna and Ishtar, I acknowledged the goddess’s cultural authority, both in the image of her ceramic gate, and her powerful intervention to save the child Khalid.   It concerns me that yet another educated commentator on the myth appears unable to recognise the goddess in her original role as autonomous leader of her people. And finally, though one might contend that Hulse’s identification of Inanna with a brash American solider was an ironic comment on cultural imperialism, I worry that such a depiction only, at best, critically reflects such imperialism when it is, in fact, vital to resist it.   

Which brings me to my second difficulty with The Mother of Battles: its representation of Iraqi suffering in the person of the herdsman.  It is true that in sacrificing the herdsman the female soldier implicitly asserts that he is worth more than all the other men she has thus far loved and admired.  However, no matter how much she may lament him—in fact, the concluding lament is only three lines long (V)—the herdsman is not someone with whom the solider, or Hulse, has had any kind of relationship.  He is just a symbol, a nameless, romanticised cultural Other upon whom to hang Western liberal guilt about the war. This is a representation that again seems to more reflect than challenge the global domination of the Western gaze. 
Of course, I can imagine that Hulse might feel hurt or angry to be accused of exploiting Iraqi suffering when he no doubt intended to protest against it, but the question of how to write about other cultures, especially those oppressed by one’s own, is a complex and volatile one, and it does not appear to me from his Afterword that he considered it carefully before he embarked on Mother of Battles.  I have myself worried about the question a great deal over my writing life, for I am intellectually a product of the eighties, coming of age at a time when many North American feminists and people of colour argued that, for example, white writers could not, and should not, write about black or Asian experience.  Even if they did so sympathetically, the argument went, by virtue of their cultural privilege they were depriving ethnic minority writers of the chance to be heard.  
But this radical injunction against cultural appropriation, placing political fences around the writer’s imagination, was not universally adopted on the left.  For in implying that all writers could or should write about was themselves and their own back yards, it hardly encouraged social comment, vision, or empathy.  And as more black and Asian writers have emerged in the West, it has appeared that they themselves do not want to be constrained—or protected—by any external limitations on a writer’s subject matter. Hanif Kureishi’s first novel The Buddha of Suburbia, for example, contains a cast of characters from the mixed race protagonist Karim Amir to upper class white students who pretend to be working class. By the time of its publication he had already scripted My Beautiful Laundrette, a film about the love affair between a British-Pakistani young man and a gay white skinhead, and supported himself writing pornography under the pseudonym Antonia French.   Once asked by a reader if he ‘gets sick of the label Asian writer’ Kureishi replied it didn’t bother him, but he thinks of himself primarily as a storyteller (‘Listen’). Currently it appears that in the case of novels, at least, white writers are crossing racial boundaries as much as they have always crossed those of gender.2   But while I agree with bell hooks when she says that ‘critical fictions emerge when the imagination is free to wander, explore, question, transgress’, I also take a cue from her challenging insistence that not all fictions are critical, and that ‘Thinking about the imagination in a subversive way, not seeing it as a pure, uncorrupted terrain, we can ask ourselves under what conditions and in what ways can the imagination be decolonised’ (55).  
Personally, I began my writing life very much with the view that I should never try to speak in the voice of a person from a politically oppressed group.  While ‘After the Fact’ may be accused of many things—it certainly treats the American characters as one-dimensional symbols of cruelty and unwarranted power—it does make it clear that Khalid is also a writer with his own tale to tell, and also explicitly acknowledges that the piece is ‘my dream’ and may ultimately say more about me than about him.  I now believe that no-one should be forbidden to write about people who move or inspire them, but nevertheless I still think all writers have a responsibility to take great care with culturally or politically sensitive material, and to question thoroughly their reasons for using it.3   Ideally, if one is writing from a materially comfortably position about others’ suffering, one should also act in some concrete way to alleviate that suffering.  But in all cases, research must be scrupulous; wherever possible human subjects should be named and always, of course, portrayed as individuals, not symbols or types; and journalists should acknowledge their own personal perspectives rather than pretend to objectivity.  And while novelists of necessity must make up their fictional characters, because lyric poetry is so steeped in the tradition of the poet’s ‘voice’, if I am writing such poetry about contemporary political events, I personally feel I should likewise clearly express my own cultural or personal experience of these events, however mediated, not that of an imagined or researched cultural other.  I would not at all necessarily deride poetry that ignored these parameters, but if the poet did not herself appear to have been deeply engaged with her subjects, I would question her motives for writing in the voice of people from a vastly different social background to herself.4  
These basic beliefs underpin the approach I took to my recent poems about the Middle East, which focus not on Mesopotamia, but the Arab-Israeli conflict.  The first of these chronologically, ‘Shaking the Bottle’ (35), was written in 2007, after hearing Sunny Singh read her story ‘The Tigress Hunts’, about a Tamil suicide bomber.  The story mentions the martyrdom poster of a young female Palestinian suicide bomber, a case I researched online (‘Zainab’).  In the resultant poem I used the voice of a young British woman who both emotionally identifies with and recognises the great gulf between her own pent-up frustrations, and the Arab girl’s rage and despair.  Some readers have thought this poem is autobiographical, and while the dates and use of contemporary youth slang indicate this is not the case, I did myself have a turbulent and self-destructive adolescence.  Perhaps as a result, I view tend to view suicide bombers not as the embodiment of evil, but as desperate people driven to self-annihilation by the extremity of their political circumstances.  That this despair is manipulated by hard-liners in a conflict is obvious to me: the poem’s reference to the use of Abu Salem’s martyrdom poster in a Hamas children’s magazine indicates the chilling extent to which suicide bombing has become part of the Palestinian culture of resistance to the occupation of their lands.5  To me this tragic situation is a result of a deeply flawed political process, in which the excessive force of the Israeli occupiers is routinely accepted in the West as ‘self-defence’, and Hamas, though democratically elected, is excluded from talks and negotiations.  I have come to realise that only by participating myself in that process can I hope it will change, and my poems about Gaza reflect my deepening involvement in the Palestine Solidarity Campaign.   

‘Shaking the Bottle’ was a runner-up in the Academi Cardiff International Poetry Prize, a laurel I was pleased to receive, as it seemed to confirm that my approach to writing political lyric poetry could be an effective way of communicating my reactions to global issues.  My next poem about the conflict in the Middle East, ‘[and 13 Israelis]’ (36), sprang from the desire to speak as a Western witness to the bombing of Gaza, broadcast every night from Dec 27th 2008 to its end on January 21st 2009.  During the assault I started going to PSC meetings and political demonstrations, and eventually participated in the international Gaza Freedom March in December 2009, which was held in Cairo when permission to travel to Gaza was denied by the Egyptian authorities. ‘Not A/Haibun’, ‘An Open Letter to Fred Voss’ and ‘We Are Coming to Gaza’ (36-42) stem from these experiences.  ‘Vashti’ (43), however, is based not primarily on current events, but the Biblical Book of Esther.  Esther, as I discovered, is generally acknowledged to be a Judeo-Christian descendent of Inanna/Ishtar (Cohen). But because I am not Jewish, I chose to write in the voice of her predecessor at the palace, Vashti.  Having grown up in a Quaker family, I culturally share the Old Testament as a founding text, and found it both empowering and fascinating to use the voice of one of the Bible’s strongest-willed, if much maligned, women to express a complex sisterhood with Esther whose festival, Purim, both celebrates the deliverance of her people from a pogrom, and has, at various times in history, served as an occasion for Jewish communities to theatrically or actually re-enact their own Biblical massacre of their enemies (Horowitz). 
My Gaza poems also reflect my study of Inanna.  In its use of repetition ‘[and 13 Israelis]’, shares her epics’ incantatory qualities, while ‘We Are Coming to Gaza’ invokes a collective journey on the anniversary of a tragic event, dimly echoing the annual voyage of Inanna’s devotees.  Finally, ‘Sisters of Mercy’ (30), a poem about an attraction between two young female travellers mediated by a shared love of Leonard Cohen, includes a reference to the mythic Sati, who, like Inanna, represents dismemberment and rebirth.  Sati was so furious at her father’s rejection of her lower caste lover Shiva, that she burned to death.  Shiva, in his own anger, strew her body parts over India, creating fifty sacred sites of goddess worship, as well as the tradition of sati, whereby a widow immolated herself on her husband’s funeral pyre, ‘purifying’ both their souls (Machacek and Wilcox 112).  Though I can imagine that a Hindu widow might believe that after this willing descent to hell she will become a goddess, it’s impossible for me to accept this now outlawed practice.  Instead, reversing gender terms, I use Sati’s rings to symbolize Cohen’s self-sacrifice in leaving his wealth and privilege to marry the two young backpackers – not as a sultan in a harem, but drawn into their orbit, and taking their names, as did Shiva when he marries Pampa.  The various references to Judaism in the poem—including the Kabbalah, the fiddler on the roof, the spelling of G-d, the Star of David, the wandering Jew and the mezuzah—suggest the richness of Jewish history and culture, against which the understated reference to Noa’s IDF conscription period stands as a possible reason for her unhappy sense of exile from Israel: the IDF here is the elephant in the empty stables, linking this poem to my Gaza sequence.  Indeed, concerned after discussions with my supervisor that the Gaza poems might appear anti-Semitic, I started this poem with the deliberate intention to write about an Israeli with love.  That the only Israeli I have ever been close to, however fleetingly, was a damaged child of war, only reinforces my views about the actions of her state.  But whatever its origins, the resulting poem, for me, is not a political point-scoring exercise.  Writing it reminded me of the power of the imagination, the nurturing qualities of memory, and the immense, cross-fertilizing wealth of Indo-European myth.  I have, however, both in the doctoral submission and The World Cup, placed it before my activist poems, as the experiences it relates predate the events in Gaza of 2008-2009. 
Finally, I have also been drawn to the myths of Inanna for what they have to teach me about being an individual in relationship with others.  ‘The Last Phone Call’, ‘Lilith Remembers the Good Times’ and ‘Resurrection’ (47-49), use natural and seasonal imagery to describe the emotional and physical journeys of the male and female partners in an intimate relationship that constantly threatens to drag them both down into an underworld of jealousy, anger and hurt.  These may seem perhaps quite general aims, not specifically related to ancient Mesopotamian literature.  And yet events in my life during the PhD at times were painfully close to those in The Descent of Inanna.  In August 2007 my brother-in-law in Canada was diagnosed with cancer of the oesophagus; he died in December of that year.  I visited my sister in the summers of 2007 and 2008, journeys which inevitably involved confrontations with ancient familial tensions. Without consciously thinking of Inanna, I wrote a short unpublished poem about how vulnerable I felt to these childhood energies, how undefended by all my own symbols of power, in particular the stacks of books I placed around my bed in my sister’s house. My first trip also triggered a huge conflict in my relationship with my partner, who was not as supportive as I needed him to be, a conflict which resulted in a lengthy separation.    

The parallels with Inanna, Dumuzi, and the widowed Ereshkigal were uncanny, the connection to The Descent of Inanna underscored in my second trip when I met Canadian poet and avant-garde singer Lia Pas and heard the CD of her musical interpretation of the myth.  I suppose if I was a different kind of poet I would have delved into all this material far more explicitly for my PhD poems.  But, as I have said, I have great reservations about writing about my family.  While anyone who gets romantically involved with me does so knowing I am a writer, my family did not choose to have a poet in their midst, and to write about my sometimes difficult relationships with them seems a gross invasion of their privacy, especially considering the tragic loss of my brother-in-law, father of my then three year old nephew.  My PhD Inanna poems, then, are akin to fragments of tablets retrieved from sands too hot to walk upon.   

In this they resemble the last poems of Canadian Diane Brebner, a sequence entitled The Ishtar Gate, written in the period just prior to her death from cancer in 1997.  Cerebral, written with immense clarity, and highly symmetrical in form, these are lyric meditations on the poet’s medical treatment, her fears, and her remaining pleasures in life, including music and intimate relationships.  There are few historical references in the poems, and one does not need to have read the Mesopotamian myths to understand them.  Nevertheless, anyone aware of The Descent of Inanna will appreciate the hinting glimpses they provide of the goddess’s journey to the underworld.  ‘Detonation/Notation’, for example, appears to speak in the voice of the Gatekeeper, who is also an inner voice:  
do not be alarmed this is not your 

concern everything is under control

there is a service concerned with

dismemberment & there is a great

cloud of knowing and unknowing

it rises from our ashes as we burn   (125)
Brebner’s calm tone throughout suggests an interesting reversal of Hulse’s blurring of the two Mesopotamian goddesses: while she names Ishtar, she appears to draw inspiration not from anger, but from the more psychologically nuanced nature of the Inanna story, in which the shadow of unknowing is held in balance with painful revelations, and where, finally, grief has the upper hand over anger.  Attempting my own such controlled and contemporary responses to the myth of Inanna has been an immensely valuable way of exploring and strengthening the one relationship I can change: that with myself.  In exploring all the faces of Inanna I have been able to accept the demonic fury and appetites of Lilith without letting them dominate me, as perhaps they have done in the past.  I have also been inspired to try to more frequently exercise the compassionate discernment of Inanna not only in my political activity and writing, but in all my personal and professional relationships. I may not always live up to my ideals, but I am glad to be on a path of growth with its source in the most sage and ancient conceptions of what it means to be a passionate and socially responsible human being.     
Notes

1Two of the poems have now been published in Poetry Wales, and another is due to appear in a coffee table anthology to be sold in aid of MacMillan Cancer Research, so I do feel that the visual format is not altogether too off-putting. 
2 Black Rock, by Amanda Smyth, more recently put the issue of cultural appropriation back in the British spotlight.  Smyth is a white Irish-Trinidadian; the heroine of her first novel is a young black Trinidadian girl called Celia.  Early in the writing process, Smyth was awarded Arts Council funding for mentorship, and was assigned a black mentor – a woman who had clearly thought from the submission that the writer would also be black.  The relationship soon disintegrated into mutual animosity.  The mentor demanded that Smyth not depict any of her black characters in a bad light, and Smyth, outraged and determined to portray her characters with all their human flaws, abandoned the sessions.  Having only heard the writer’s side of this conflict it is difficult to say if she was beyond reproach —certainly I found it strange that it had never occurred to her until she started the sessions that some people might find her use of a black voice and black characters problematic.  If it had, she might have found ways to defuse the mentor’s hostility and suspicion.  However she was vindicated later when the novel won an award from the National Society for the Advancement of Coloured People, demonstrating that black America currently considers that a white writer with sufficient empathy and intelligence may cross racial borders to positive effect.  
In a comment pertinent to my own use of Irish dialect in ‘Grace of the Gamblers’, an audience member with an Irish accent, while very supportive of the author’s decision, asked how much research she had done.  The answer was that she had desperately not wanted to make any factual mistakes, and had triple-checked every small detail of the character’s everyday lives. 

3I later lived in Seoul for two years, where I began a novel about, in part, the relationships between foreigners and South Koreans.  I based my Korean characters on people I knew fairly well, though for a long time I agonised over my North Korean character because I had never met anyone from the country.  Several readers of the first drafts, though, thought she was the most sympathetic character, and I was encouraged to develop her until she became one of the book’s central voices. Seoul Survivors, now with a London agent, later got a positive blurb from Korean-American writer Mia Yun, and caused me to significantly re-think my position on writing about other cultures. 
4So Carol Ann Duffy’s tremendous early poems about disaffected youths, for example, seem an aspect of her tireless work as an educator to bring poetry to high school students of all social classes.  And David Swann’s debut collection The Privilege of Rain, containing moving poems in the voices of life-term prisoners and highly self-probing and self-critical autobiographical poetry and prose, seems a natural and important outcome of his long residency at HMP Nottingham.  (Interestingly, Swann uses the ballad for many of his poems about the men, drawing on its impersonal quality to explore the myths of criminality they appeared to half-believe themselves).  But one wonders about the depth of Simon Armitage’s engagement with the prisoners he worked with on two Channel 4 documentaries, Feltham Sings (2002) and Songbirds (2005): as quoted by Ian Gregson, he spent a day each in the prisons, then disappeared with a minidisc player to write the poems two hundred miles away (presumably at a fee that could have paid Swann’s wages for six months) (‘Armitage’s Voices’ 30).  ‘I could have spent more time in the prison,’ Armitage states in Gig, ‘but I don’t think it would have helped. I’m the sort of writer who needs distance and dispassion to be able to tackle a subject. For me, writing is like dissecting a rat - something done with a clinical eye under laboratory-type conditions. To get more involved on a personal level might have meant donning my probation officer’s hat again, when the poet’s one has become so comfortable. I’ve already given up the job once - I don’t want to go back’ (53).  Among Armitage’s latest media appearances are an interview with Morrissey in The Guardian, in which the singer comments that ‘the Chinese are a subspecies, really’.  In a follow-up article, the poet downplayed the racism of what he called Morrissey’s ‘dramatic pronouncement’, saying ‘I'm not an apologist for that kind of remark, and couldn't ignore it. But clearly … In his view, if you treat an animal badly, you are less than human. I think that was his point’ (Topping).  The offensive point about the remark, however, was that it stereotyped and dehumanised an entire nation.  While Gregson rightly stresses Armitage’s examination of class politics and emerging concern for the environment, I wonder if the poet, a self-confessed ‘Rock-star fantasist’ who also plays in a band, The Scaremongers (Gig), sometimes finds it more emotionally and financially ‘comfortable’ to figure in and report on popular culture than to seriously attempt to change it.  
5Interestingly, the name Zainab is the Arab version of Zenobia, the third century warrior queen of Palmyria (now Syria) (Fraser 127).  Zenobia, renowned for her beauty, chastity, hardihood and courage, took the throne after the death of her husband; leading her armies into battle against the Romans, she successfully seized control of not only her own lands, but also Egypt.  Though eventually captured by Emperor Aurelian and paraded in Rome, Zenobia subsequently married a Roman nobleman and enjoyed a long life of luxury, albeit in exile from her homeland (119-142). 
Chapter Five
Boudica: The Warrior Woman and Empire
The warrior woman archetype, so powerfully preserved in the myths of Inanna and the Minoan friezes of the ‘Goddess of Wild Things’, was fragmented and repressed in Greek and Roman epic verse.  In the classical period Inanna splits into both the Greek corn goddess Demeter and her daughter Persephone, while her shadow, Ereshkigal, is replaced by a rapacious male deity.  But as we have seen throughout this thesis, in other ancient cultures the warrior woman archetype survived.  To suggest that the Nart Sagas, Minoan friezes and Old Irish myths reflect actual social conditions, and that some ancient women enjoyed positions of high political, military and spiritual status is not to hearken back to a lost matriarchal age.  Rather it is to feed contemporary debates about gender with the broadest possible awareness of the range of roles that women and men have played throughout history.1  It is in that spirit that I have conducted this research, and written my own poems for this doctorate.  In my at times speculative reflections on the broken tablets of Mesopotamia I came as close as is possible to the great chasm between written history and our deep, unknown Neolithic past.  To conclude this thesis I will to return to somewhat surer ground, and discuss the epic in relation to the comparatively better attested civilisation of the ancient Celts.  In particular, I will examine my own epic poem about Boudica, ‘Ter Death Lay o Boudiga, Last Chieftain o ter Ickneys’ in light of both historical and literary sources, and with particular emphasis on Boudica’s relationship to changing ideas of Britain, Empire and women. 
Boudica (36?-61? AD) was a chieftain of the Iceni, an Iron Age tribe of what is now North Norfolk.   To call her an Ancient Celt is not uncontroversial: academic debate currently rages over the use of the term to refer to people from a vast range of ancient tribes.  Nevertheless, I follow Raimund Karl when he asserts that, while the ‘Celts’ were certainly not a monolithic entity, the term usefully highlights the fact that diverse groups of early Europeans and Britons shared many cultural and linguistic practices (192).  The Iceni, for example, spoke a form of early Gaelic, known as p-Celtic, which later became Welsh, Cornish and Breton, whereas tribes in the north of Ancient Brython spoke q-Celtic, which evolved into the Gaelic languages spoken today in Ireland, Scotland and the Isle of Man (Haywood 15).  It can be surmised from Iceni coinage that the horse was important to the tribe (Hingley and Unwin16), and Richard Hingley and Christina Unwin in general give a comprehensive account of the archaeological evidence of their lives and customs.  None of their own accounts of themselves, however, have come down to us; the Iceni were, we can only assume, an oral culture.  For though ‘Celtic orality’ is also a contentious term, while ogham script was used for inscriptions, and some continental tribes kept practical records in Greek and Latin, to our knowledge no ancient Celtic society created its own written literature. 

Instead the Celts valued the memories of men and women who trained for twenty years to become an elite caste of poet-prophets, lawmakers and singers.  As discussed in Chapter One, his tri-partite structure was a common feature of Gallic and early Irish societies.  Julius Caesar reported that many European Druids were sent to Ancient Britain to study (VI.14), and we can thus imagine that Bards and Vates were also held in high esteem in Brythonic cultures as well.  From what has survived of early Irish and Welsh poetry (Williams; Conran), it would not be controversial to suggest that the Iceni were entertained and educated by singers and poets who paid homage to their leaders by composing praise-songs, battle songs and elegies in their honour.  

Neither would it be outlandish to suggest that in her role as chieftain, Boudica was not an exceptional Celtic woman.  She was a contemporary and neighbour of Cartimandua, Queen of the Brigantes, who famously fought her own husband, married her liegeman, and sold the rebel Caratacus to the Romans (Dillon and Chadwick 25).  And if we allow for potential similarities between Celtic societies, we may also take as evidence the Ulster Cycles, Old Irish myths and epics transcribed by monks in the eighth century, in which women hold roles of great social prominence.  In The Táin alone appear the ferocious tri-partite deity The Mórrigan, drill sergeants Scatach and Aoife, the banfili Fedelm and, of course, the infamous Queen Medb who wages war on her own husband over a bull (Carson).  Though of course it can be argued that a myth bears no direct relation to actual social circumstances, what is known of Old Irish law corroborates the idea that Celtic women could, and did, function in these roles.   
The earliest Brehon law texts, which date from the seventh and eighth century but reflect customs long in use, in general do not grant women equal rights with men, and prohibit female inheritance except in the case of women with no brothers; in regard to care of the ill, however, they made special provisions for ‘…a woman who turns back the stream of war, a hostage ruler, one who is abundant in miracles, a female satirist, a female wright, a woman revered by the territory, a woman-physician …’, and elsewhere make mention of the banfili (Kelly 351, 49).  Such a list suggests a culture in which particular women could wield considerable social, and possibly military, power.  For ‘hostage ruler’ suggests a role of strategic importance, and over in Gaul Roman soldiers recorded encountering fearsome Celtic women, who were far more frightening than their husbands.  It could, of course, be argued that these accounts were exaggerations, and Celtic women on the battlefield only exhorted their men to greater effort, or tended to the wounded; but even so, under such circumstances, it would be foolish not to pick up a weapon and use it if necessary.  And it is pertinent to note that St Adamnán [AD-a-nawn] (627/8-704), in a stated effort to protect women, instigated legal reforms that ‘put an end to the bearing of arms by women in war’ (de Paor 109).   
But as no Iceni verses or tales have survived into a literate age, the bare bones of Boudica’s story come down to us in short, at times conflicting, reports from Tacitus and Cassius Dio, Roman historians who were ostensibly her enemies; had never visited Britain; and wrote, respectively, fifty and one hundred and fifty years after she had died.  Though it is assumed that both men drew on writings now lost to us, nevertheless, these histories cannot be considered strictly fair or reliable, as illustrated by the various points at which they diverge, not least the spelling of her name. 

Tacitus spelled her name Boudicca, a practice poet Jane Holland is not alone in following today, though Hingley and Unwin cite recent scholarship of the Celtic languages to report that Dio was correct in his use of only one ‘c’ (41).  This early confusion was compounded by a copyist in the Middle Ages, who mis-transcribed ‘Boudicca’ as ‘Boadicea’, a mistake that went uncorrected until recent times.   The meaning of her name is more certain—like ‘bouda’ in Gaelic and ‘buddug’ in Welsh, ‘Boudica’ means ‘victory’ (Hingley and Unwin xviii).  It is therefore possible, to consider the name, like ‘Dido’, a title earned by the queen, leaving her actual name as much a mystery as many of the other crucial facts about her. 
The spelling of Boudica’s name is a relatively minor point, but the Roman accounts also diverge in more significant ways.  Tactius himself wrote two slightly differing accounts of her life, once in his Annals, and once in Agricola, his biography of his father-in-law, the governor of Britannia at the time of the revolt.   In Agricola Tacitus tells us that Boudica was the leader of the Brigantes, a tribe in the North of England, and that the whole island rose up under her leadership (82, 66). In the Annals, though, she is clearly identified as the wife of ‘Prasutagos, king of the Iceni’ in East Anglia, a man who had cooperated with the Romans hoping ‘that with such subservience the kingdom and his own property would remain inviolate’ (316).  For the Iceni, like many of the Southern nations, had capitulated to Roman rule soon after the Claudian invasion of 43AD, no doubt a difficult decision even for those tribal leaders who directly benefited from Roman largesse—wine, villas, loans of gold.  In 47AD, in response to Roman demands that all indigenous warriors disarm, the Iceni revolted—an uprising that was quickly put down.  Perhaps Prasutagos rose to power in the aftermath, promoting himself as a more co-operative leader of his people.  However, when he died in 60AD he revealed either his true mettle or naïveté by leaving his kingdom half to Nero and half to his two young daughters.  Female inheritance was prohibited in Roman law, and Tacitus relates that the governor responded by claiming all of the land and ordering his soldiers to flog Boudica and rape the two girls (316).  Outraged, Boudica forged a coalition with a neighbouring tribe, the Trinovantes, and went on a killing rampage that saw what are now Colchester, London and St Albans burnt to the ground.  
Dio mentions the sacking of only two cities.  If he is to be believed, however, thousands of Roman soldiers and civilians were murdered and mutilated:
The worst and most bestial atrocity committed … was the following: They hung up naked the noblest and most distinguished women and then cut off their breasts and sewed them to their mouths, in order to make the victims appear to be eating them; afterwards they impaled the women on sharp skewers run lengthwise through the entire body.  All this they did to the accompaniment of sacrifices, banquets and wanton behavior, not only all their other sacred places but particularly in the grove of Andate.  This was their name for Victory, and they regarded her with most exceptional reverence. (95) 

Roman descriptions of the savagery of the barbarians must be weighed against the possible desire of the historians to propagandise for the Empire.  However, many Celtic nations were known for head-hunting in particular, and there is compelling evidence for human sacrifices during this period, including ‘the defleshed skull of a teenage boy which had been displayed on a pole and then interred in a pit in the vicinity of a Romano-British temple in the second century AD at Folly Lane, St. Albans’ (Green 108).  It also appears clear that Boudica frightened the legions.  Tacitus describes her it driving around the battlefield ‘in a chariot, her daughters with her’ (318).  Dio, who does not mention the abuse of her and her daughters, and altogether paints a less sympathetic portrait than Tacitus, claims she was ‘very tall, in appearance most terrifying, in the glance of her eye most fierce, and her voice was harsh; a great mass of the tawniest hair fell to her hips; around her neck was a large golden necklace…’ (85). With her vivid mane of hair, and ability to scare the enemy simply by her physical presence, she must have seemed a beacon to her warriors. Dio also credits her with planning and executing the uprising, stating that ‘the person who was chiefly instrumental in rousing the natives and persuading them to fight the Romans, the person who was thought worthy to be their leader and who directed the conduct of the entire war, was Buduica, a Briton woman of the royal family, and possessed of greater intelligence than often belongs to women’ (83-85).   Intelligent of course she must have been, but it is also possible that there might have been an element of religious worship in the tribes’ readiness to follow a female leader into battle.  Dio also claims, for example, that, invoking Andate, Boudica set a hare free from under her cloak before one battle as an omen of victory (97).  But whatever the exact dynamics of her power over her people, to this day there exists beneath Colchester, London and St Albans a layer of red ash that underlines Boudica’s military achievements (Collingridge 1). 

Though a recent news report suggests that Boudica is buried beneath a MacDonald’s in Birmingham (‘Is Boudica’), the site of her final battle is still unknown.  Had she triumphed there, she may well have won the war and how British history would have then unfolded we can only guess.  Instead, however, she suffered a crushing defeat that forced an end to her campaign.  Tacitus claims that her over-confident warriors arranged a ‘ring of wagons’ at the back of the battlefield on which spectators could stand and cheer (319).  When the Romans, outmanned but with superior weaponry, discipline and tactics, managed to push the tribes backwards, the Britons were trapped by their own makeshift wall, and killed in vast numbers. Tacitus asserts that Boudicca took poison after her defeat (319).  In another divergence of opinion, Dio claims she retreated, then died of an illness and was given a ‘costly burial’ by her people, who then, ‘feeling they were really defeated … scattered to their homes (105).  
After the fall of the Roman Empire the works of the classical historians were lost or neglected until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.  When rediscovered and made widely available, Tacitus and Dio’s contrasting depictions of Boudica’s life and character formed the basis of many historical and literary accounts of her life, from the plays and pamphlets of the Elizabethan period to the novels and television programs of today.  In their comprehensive survey of Boudican literature, Hingley and Unwin argue that the many writings about the chieftain over the centuries express not so much a growing consensus about the past, as an evolving set of ideas about gender and Empire (216).  From the beginning, depictions of Boudica have tended to veer between two camps: heroic mother of her people, or transgressive, monstrous woman.  Tacitus, for example, in the Annals gives Boudicca a speech that emphasises her identity as ‘an ordinary woman, fighting for her lost freedom, her bruised body, and the outraged virginity of her daughters’ (317).  Here, she is heroic and worthy of respect until, like all ‘barbarians’ she allows Rome to regain the moral upper hand.  Dio emphasizes instead her sexual charisma, outrageous excesses in war, and masculine size and strength; in the fictional speeches he ascribes to her, Boudica insultingly calls Nero a woman, reflecting the historian’s own contempt for what he viewed as the growing effeminacy of the Empire and its leaders (86).  
In Elizabethan writing Boudica is usually portrayed as a courageous and patriotic leader with an impressive command of oratory (Hingley and Unwin 118-123).  These writings not only drew positive comparisons between Boudica and Queen Elizabeth, they also reflected the sixteenth century association of Roman imperialism with ‘the pope, Catholicism, oppression and tyranny’.  Occasionally, though, in order not to disturb this flattering portrait of an early female monarch with troubling accounts of cruelty and military defeat, accounts of her deeds are divided between two women.  In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with a woman no longer on the throne, and women’s economic and social power restricted by new ideas of femininity, it became politic to disseminate the belief that only men were capable of taking leadership in battle. In these writings Boudica is more critically assessed, and what facts there are about her more often disregarded.  While a pamphlet by Esther Sowernam and a petition by the Levellers still defend her as an example of female liberation, more often, and in the most popular writings, including the plays Bundica by John Fletcher (1609) and Boadicea by Richard Glover (1753) she is displayed as rash and bloodthirsty, lacking in both modesty and military acumen. By the mid-eighteenth century, even positive portrayals of Boudica deny her any prowess on the battlefield, and instead present her in terms of what were considered the feminine virtues of ‘love, charm, chastity and honour’ (113-145).

From the late eighteenth century throughout the Victorian era, portrayals of Boudica began to reflect the fact that on the world stage, Britain was now confidently expanding its empire.  From being suspiciously viewed by the Elizabethans, gradually the Roman Empire had begun to be seen as a blueprint of future British greatness.  Fletcher’s play, written at the time of the first British colonies in America, even dared to express admiration for the efficiency of the Romans.  By the end of the eighteenth century, when the British Empire began to reach its height, Boudica was reinvented yet again, as a heroic warrior and emblem of British patriotism.  In William Cowper’s epic poem ‘Boadacia’ her defeat is seen as a noble sacrifice that will ultimately enable the British Empire to far surpass that of the Romans.  By 1815 this prophecy appeared to be borne out by British expansion into India, Africa, Canada and Australia.   Not surprisingly, considering the meaning of her name, an image of Boudica as warrior, mother and icon of British courage was finally institutionalised during the reign of Queen Victoria.  It was during this period that Thomas Thornycroft’s statue of her and her daughters in a war chariot was erected on the banks of the Thames, in front of the House of Commons.  While on stage Boudica’s fierce speeches were still too overtly challenging to standard expectations of women’s behaviour, theatrical representations of her lessened and instead a plethora of novels, books and poems appeared.   Not all were uncritical — Lord Tennyson’s poem stressed her supposedly sexual torture of Roman citizens — but all in some way upheld this new view of her as an imperial icon (130-162). 

Though the British Empire slipped into decline from the beginning of the twentieth century, Boudica has remained a popular figure in the national imagination.  Gradually her official status in the Victorian period as a powerful, though tragic leader of a nascent Empire has been inverted to install her as an anti-establishment rebel, a generally positive image enhanced by new perspectives brought to bear by female historians and writers (173).  In addition, archaeological evidence, such as coin hoards, settlements, and the graves of Romans and Britons has helped establish certain facts beyond doubt, including the burning of Camulodunum and Londinium.  Even so, as the recent work of Manda Scott and Jane Holland demonstrates, Boudica remains an ambiguous figure, and a potent vehicle for exploring contemporary concerns about gender and Empire. 

Manda Scott’s popular series of meticulously researched Boudica novels and Jane Holland’s sequence of taut lyric poems in her book Boudicca and Co. present strikingly different views of the Iceni leader.  Scott uses the conventions of both classical and fantasy literature to establish a positive vision of Boudica as a powerful, courageous and morally upstanding leader, engaged in a lifelong battle with slavers and colonial aggressors.  Holland uses modern, colloquial language to present Boudicca as a woman struggling and failing to achieve change in a world largely defined by the desires and conflicts of men.  Her protagonist is an abused woman consumed by the desire for vengeance, at first empowered by her rage, but ultimately in danger of losing her humanity in a descending spiral of violence.  Both writers, however, implicitly reflect on the choices modern British women face in a global culture still defined by imperialist agendas. 
Scott’s great achievement is her lavish imagining of tribal life, in particular its earth-based, shamanistic spiritual practices.  The tribe she calls the Ecini are depicted as a matrilineal, war-like and honourable people.  Their Royal line descends through the mother, and the grandmothers are the spokespeople of the gods.  Skilled in smith-work and animal husbandry, they live in agrarian settlements, sleep together in roundhouses, farm, breed horses and hounds, hunt and defend themselves from their neighbours.  Both male and female children attain adulthood by ‘sitting their long nights’, rites of passage that involve dreaming a personal animal guide, and passing tests to confirm ones status as either a warrior, a singer, or a dreamer – a kind of druid who functions as oracle, judge and healer.  In this society a person’s word is her honour, and oaths sworn to the gods are held to be binding on pain of being condemned to wander alone in a lost land after death.  While the various tribes fight amongst each other, they are sufficiently co-operative to send their best warriors and dreamers to train and worship for ten years on Mona—now Anglesey— the holy island off the coast of North Wales that was infamously cleared of Druids by the Romans in the year of Boudica’s revolt.   Here on Mona a red-haired adolescent warrior called Breaca becomes ‘The Boudica’ and vows to rid her land of the Romans enslaving her people (Dreaming the Eagle).  
Scott’s egalitarian ancient world of lesbian priestesses and bisexual warriors might seem utopian but Breaca’s willingness to sacrifice herself for the greater good, and her dedication to her goals to the point of spiritual burn-out (Dreaming the Bull), create a convincing portrait of a leader struggling against the profit-driven values that still dominate our contemporary corporate and political world.  And though Scott underplays the known extent of Icenian collaboration with the Romans, she successfully evokes the sense of a ‘hidden history’ of Britain, a forgotten way of life based on gender equality, respect for political opponents, and a deep appreciation of animals and the natural environment—an eco-vision lent credence both by Scott’s professional training as a veterinarian and her new role as practitioner and teacher of the ‘Dreaming’, a shamanistic meditation practice common to indigenous cultures ranging from living Native American societies to the Ancient Celts, a subject to which I will return in my conclusion. 
Scott’s Breaca is clearly an insurgent fighting occupation by a foreign power.  Holland, however, as she relates in a podcast on her publisher’s website, views the conflict in Ancient Britain as a civil war, and chose to write about it as a response to the war in Bosnia in the nineties. I will shortly question Holland’s political analysis of these conflicts, but in any event, politics and history form just a broadly painted backdrop to her blunt, sparse lyric poems which, though they occasionally moot ideas of nationhood and randomly evoke historical vistas with anachronistic references to bullets and rifle butts, overwhelmingly focus on Boudicca as an individual.  Lover, mother, widow, here she is a woman thrust deep into the anger, grief and carnage of tribal warfare, whose story plots a complex and uncomfortable relationship between female sexuality and rage.  Of a powerful physicality, accustomed to defending herself, in ‘The Pleasures of Castration’ this Boudicca reacts to the threat of being flogged by backhanding a Roman solider, teaching him ‘I don’t wear rings because they’re pretty’ (64).  
Boudicca’s rage,‘…calm/like water. The pressure of it/frozen…’ (65), ensures the respect of her warriors, and she proves herself in battle by leading the first assault (66). But rather than a confident leader strongly integrated into a kinship society, Holland’s Boudicca increasingly reads as an abused and isolated woman in danger of losing her humanity and compassion in a descending spiral of violence.  Her daughters, or any relatives at all, are absent from the poems, other men appear briefly as sexual partners or enemies, other women as war spoils.  For in a tribal world thrown into violent turmoil by the arrival of the Romans, where Boudicca owes her leadership position to her symbolic value as ‘sister… goddess … queen’, this warrior woman deified by her men has no ability or desire to control their excesses in victory (65).  ‘A Handful of Bones’, for example, ends: 
That night I rode some man
until he fled, muttering

something about bite marks.

So I sulked in the dark instead

listening to the rape

of one of the Roman women.

Later, her body was strewn

across my door

like a red carpet, a love token.

Going out, I trod down hard

on her buckled spine.

Found a handful of bones

            they’d left unbroken. (68)
Sexually voracious, Boudicca herself begins to get an erotic kick out of slaying Romans, and as her campaign builds momentum, the poems uncomfortably expose the extent to which senseless aggression dehumanises its perpetrators.  In ‘Headless Woman’, she drolly tells us ‘It all got mildly out of hand/after Camulodunum’, and after slipping ‘on a brain/ in the road’ can’t help laughing at the ‘comical’ sight of its decapitated owner (73).  In Holland’s hands, Boudicca’s legendary heroic reputation is quickly muddied by the realities of guerrilla warfare, her descent into perpetual violence triggering uneasy concerns about the distinction between a ‘freedom fighter’ and a ‘terrorist’.  The sequence exposes socially unacceptable feelings of female rage and lust, at times so effectively they almost seem to suggest that women are too driven by their sexuality and emotions to be effective leaders.  But Holland, an ex-snooker player, is a self-identified feminist and in her role as editor of Horizon magazine was active in promoting women’s poetry; one can hardly imagine this is her intent.  Rather her poems explore how the brutality and trauma of the battlefield can make hardened killing machines of both men and women; how, as the Goddess Andraste, Boudicca’s ‘Doppelganger’, whispers from a moon river reflection, ‘… ‘War itself/is the enemy’’ (80).
Some readers may find Holland’s graphic imagery difficult to swallow, but her book, published as it was the month I started my PhD, initially caused me some consternation of an entirely other sort.   The original title for my thesis was ‘Boudica’s Daughters’, and writing an epic poem about Boudica was one of its main aims; while obviously creative writers will always have a unique approach to the same material, a doctoral topic is intended to break new ground, and what I had felt was an original idea was suddenly looking as routine as a ploughed field.  However, after reading and in many ways admiring Holland’s poems I felt reassured that there was still ample room for my own project.  To start with I was committed to the epic form, which Holland’s lyric sequence was not.   
Returning to Holman’s definition, though Holland’s poems touch on significant episodes in the Boudican uprising, they do not develop in any great detail any other characters apart from the hero.  Though she had chosen epic material, in her exclusive choice of interior monologue from a single viewpoint, and her critical stance against war, it seemed to me that Holland had, in a sense, written an ‘anti-epic’.   Personally I wonder if this was related to her perception of the Boudican uprising as a civil war, a definition which gives the impression that both sides are of equal power, and the violence between them is morally ambiguous.   In an facebook message to me, for example, Holland argued that the Romans had been in Britain for a generation, and had won over many tribes to their way of life.  However, to capitulate to a heavily-armed invader is not the same thing as welcoming a new neighbour, and in the twenty-one years after the Claudian invasion the Romans only made their determination to dominate the indigenous population more obvious, first by demanding Iceni disarmament, then by rejecting Prasutagos’s will.  To me, the Boudican conflict was not a messy civil war, but a justified uprising against an occupying force.   As a historical resistance struggle, in which people sacrificed their lives in an effort to gain political freedom, it was eminently suited to the conventional epic form.  And though I could have written lyric poems from multiple perspectives, the epic narrative would also require me to develop the cast of characters necessary to do justice to Boudica’s own sense of self.  For from what I had learned about the kinship-based nature of Ancient Celtic tribal life, I felt I could only tell her story in the context of her relationship with her community.

Here, in my desire to strive, as much as possible, for historical accuracy in my depiction of the Iceni and their way of life, I also differed from Holland.   It might be said that this early decision of mine stemmed from a misplaced desire for ‘authenticity’.  But I acknowledge that authenticity is a problematic term in any kind of writing about the past.  As is clear from centuries of Boudican writings, even historians inevitably interpret the limited facts about the Iceni leader in a way that reflects their own cultural and political concerns.   And when it comes to poetry and fiction, an original and personal interpretation of historical material is in fact demanded of the writer.   It would therefore be ludicrous to complain that Holland’s poems, with their bullets and grenades, are ‘inauthentic’.   For in pursuing her authentic creative goal of creating a Boudica who speaks to modern conflicts, Holland of necessity displays, at times, a flagrant and impressive disregard for historical verisimilitude.  Even Manda Scott, whose extensive research into the period is attested by her bibliographies and afterwords, states very clearly, in Dreaming the Eagle, her foremost commitment to the imagination: 


Concerning [Boudica’s] early life there is no written record and thus

            everything contained in these pages — the people, their life and their

            dreaming — is a fiction.  As far as is possible, I have woven my imaginings

            within a framework of contemporary archaeological theory but it must

            be stressed that this interpretation of the jigsaw of pottery fragments

            midden debris, experimental archaeology and numismatic theory is

            entirely my own.   (695)
At the same time, however, history is a discipline with its own rules of engagement, and when a creative writer deeply engages with its insights, the results can reap not only literary dividends.  So, for example, Scott’s treatment of the classical sources and historical evidence ranges from the adroit and convincing use of known data in service of a literary whole; to the manipulation of dates and facts to suit her creative and ideological agenda; to the ability to offer new and credible interpretations of events.    For though Scott at times takes huge imaginative leaps in service of her ideological vision of the Ecini, thanks to her meticulous research, she has also, in my view, made at least one substantial contribution to current historical thinking about Boudica.
In the Afterword to Dreaming the Hound, Scott argues that the flogging of Boudica and the rape of her daughters were not simply acts intended to humiliate the disenfranchised women but ‘the planned prelude to a judicial execution of a family caught in the act of rebellion’ (714).   Her hypothesis is that the Romans planned to crucify the three women, and the rapes of the daughters were necessary to circumvent prohibitions on executing virgins, while a flogging was a well-documented pre-execution treatment of insurgents.  The execution of a royal family, however, was a serious matter.  Even to violate tribal leaders—the aristocrats of their societies, after all—was shocking and threatening to senior Romans, and Scott suggests that a senior officer caught wind of the plan and stepped in to prevent it.   Why else, she argues, did ‘a group of armed men with nothing whatsoever to lose choose not to rape the wife as well but paused in their blood-frenzy for long enough to organise a flogging – hardly the most spontaneous of events – and then neither raped the Boudica nor slaughtered the entire family afterwards’ (713).  This explanation, implying that the Boudican insurgency had been brewing for some time, perhaps even before the death of Prasutagos, sounds plausible to me. 
  I may or may not be able to create such a productive dialogue with my own historical sources.  My own commitment to historical accuracy in my depiction of Boudica and the Iceni is driven by another ambition: simply to be able to present, without being charged with utopianism, all the compelling evidence that ancient Celtic women were respected as political and spiritual leaders.  When it came to the language and form of my poem, however, my commitment to accuracy encountered the pressure of my equally powerful desire to honour what was unknown, and could never be known, about Boudica.   As a lyric poet, one confronts or embraces the past in all its fluid incarnations as fallible memory or ephemeral dream; as an epic poet one must acknowledge that as much as history can reveal hidden dimensions of our shared humanity, it also is the opaque, recalcitrant repository of our collective losses and mutations of memory.  If I wished to find the Boudica who lurked in the forest of my own mind, and coax her on to my page, I had to find a language that would somehow bridge – though could never efface - the vast, ragged gulfs of time and culture between us.  

Like Inanna, I put my ear to the ground.  I heard traces of a language that echoed the sounds of animals, the night wind, the fatal crack of a twig underfoot.  It contained words that had no translation in English, nouns that referred to tools I’d never seen or handled, but without which children would go hungry, the dead remain untombed.  It had vulgar and yet sacred verbs for having sex, for eating, for praying that conjured states of mind, emotion and sensation I may perhaps have experienced but was not able to instantly describe.  It was rhythmical too, as a hot day’s work in the spelt fields, a week’s journey by horse, or a long march enlivened by jostling, swearing and laughing.  It was earthy, ribald, playful, and above all, not Latinate.  
Returning from my reverie to my researches, one option was to plunge myself into learning Welsh.  I had, after all used Irish dialect in ‘Grace of the Gamblers’, and I could have employed Welsh words in a similar manner in my Boudica epic.  However, I had political sensitivities about learning an embattled language expressly for my own creative purposes, even – or especially - if I was employing it in an anti-colonialist narrative.   I had had similar qualms in the case of my ballad but I overcame them partly because my grandmother was half Scottish and half-Irish, and research into Irish Gaelic terms felt like an exploration of my own heritage.  In addition, I have been long involved in friendships with Irish poets, writers and musicians, whom I involved in the editing and performance of the poem.  The resulting process came to feel like a dialogue with one of my ancestral cultures, but even if I had no genetic connection with Ireland, I would hope that my use of the dialect would be seen as an act of homage to my current relationship with the country.   Had I been living in Wales, with Welsh-speaking friends to workshop the poem with, perhaps I would felt similarly emboldened to use Welsh in my Boudica poem.  However, I was not.  And I also had two powerful reasons to use, instead, Norfolk dialect. 

First, it seemed sensible to use a language rooted in the landscape Boudica was born in and died defending.  And while Norfolk dialect was as a foreign a tongue to me as Welsh, my father is from Norfolk, and from my regular trips to Ashwellthorpe, near Norwich, to see my aunt, Mary Griffiths, I had myself deepened my connection to the county I visited often as a child.   On one epiphanic day in 2008, my aunt, a dedicated family historian and enthusiastic local guide, took me to the Norfolk village of Quidenham, purportedly the site of Boudica’s burial—something she knew because her cousin Jane was born there, and grew up idolising the Iceni leader.  We parked near the colourful village signpost, which depicted Boudica in her chariot, and crossed the road to wander through a small copse and climb the unexcavated mound, which was sprouting its own thicket of trees.  That afternoon we were looking at swimsuits in John Lewis in Norwich when a woman with long, thick strawberry blonde hair warmly greeted Mary.  This was Jane, out shopping with her adult identical twin daughters, also graced with cascading falls of red-gold hair.  Sitting with them over coffee, as we all marvelled over the coincidence of our meeting, I felt I must surely have a tribal duty to write my Boudica poem.  Also during this period I visited Norfolk Records Office and Norwich Waterstones with my aunt, and seeing the range of local publications for sale, became aware of the pride Norfolk takes in its dialect.  

I began to realise my poem could not only celebrate a powerful woman leader, but also help Norfolk celebrate its unique identity, in which both Boudica and the regional dialect still play a strong role.   Norwich Museum maintains a comprehensive Boudica Room, with an engaging audiovisual presentation featuring a red-haired actress in Celtic garb sitting at a fire and telling tales of the rebellion, while out in the rural areas one may take the Boudica Walk, and visit a reconstruction of an Icenian village.  Boudica is also a symbol of strength for modern Norfolk women: the Ipswich Iceni Project, which helps prostitutes cope with substance addictions and get off the streets, came to national prominence after the murders of five street prostitutes in the city in 2007.  And the county’s love of its own linguistic heritage is evidenced by Friends Of Norfolk Dialect (FOND), a regional society which, chaired by the eminent linguist Peter Trudgill, publishes a quarterly newsletter The Merry Mawkin and hosts annual pantomimes and celebrations of the dialect (‘F.O.N.D.’).   
Several Norfolk dialect dictionaries are available, the most popular collated by local historian and comedian Keith Skipper, who was signing books the day I visited Norwich Waterstones, and became another guide on my poetic path.  The dialect is largely Anglo-Saxon, and indeed some of its words describe natural features that postdate Boudica—the Broads for example.  However, my niggling desire for historical accuracy was assuaged by the discovery that some of the words may date from earlier periods, and I was utterly tickled by the discovery that the word ‘Ickney’, meaning ‘troublesome person’, is thought to derive from Iceni and reflect the unruly character of the small, rebellious nation. I was also delighted when my aunt gave me a copy of The Song o’ Sorlomun, a pamphlet-length translation by a nineteenth century vicar of ‘The Song of Solomon’ into Norfolk dialect, published by a thriving local press.  This lovely little book gave me confidence that even if the vocabulary of my poem might seem to some readers ‘difficult’, and in consequence severely limit its readership, some people would be glad that I had made a contribution to the survival and celebration of a unique regional dialect.  Though at the same time, I do not want my poem to be just for the initiated.  Like David Morley in his ample use of Romani, I will supply a glossary and hope that, as in Russell Hoban’s Riddley Walker, which used an invented language, or Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting, written in an Edinburgh dialect, the use of an unfamiliar diction will help convey the intriguing and compelling feelings of cultural otherness and attraction with which I approached Boudica’s story.    
Having decided on my language, I now had to contend with questions of form and narrative structure.  I was writing an epic poem, for which there is ample and yet diverse precedent.  Especially now that I was going to use a regional dialect, I was drawn to Heaney’s Beowulf as a model, and even had the perhaps wicked thought that I could persuade readers that my poem was also a translation of a long overlooked Iron Age epic poem.  I imagined asking a linguist and calligrapher to pen at least a page of the ‘original’, and a literary historian to play along and write a hoax introduction, explaining that the original was transcribed by a thirteenth century Canoness of Walsingham, only to float between private collections for centuries until it was finally donated to the British Library in 1873.  Here I had chanced upon it in the course of my studies, along with a literal translation produced in 1934 by a certain Reverend William Willowby (1892-1943) of King’s Lynn.  Working from this sub-Swinburnian, and somewhat coy rendition, I was able to translate the poem into a local, rural dialect that packed a dense flavour of the land and customs the poem described.   Of course I have had to abandon this mischievous idea in order to present my poem at conferences, and for this thesis, but it has been a spur for writing the poem in a way that is historically accurate in form as well as content. 
As I have explained, I began thinking about my poem with the understanding that heroism in early Celtic cultures stemmed not so much from a desire to achieve individual recognition, as from a profound identification with kin and, by extension, nation.  I therefore decided that the narrator of the poem should be not be Boudica, but one of her daughters, and made her, Sorcha, a trained ‘Teller’, or bard, steeped in the oral history of the Iceni.  As I have mentioned, Iron and Bronze Age female bards and priestesses are well-attested in myth, historical accounts and burials.  There is even an instance of a Welsh prince who was also a poet, and so I knew my choice of narrator was not outlandish.  I liked the idea of making the mother-daughter relationship central to my narrative.   One of the roles of the early European poet was to eulogize his or her master, and having Boudica’s daughter as a narrator meant I could echo this form in her own tribute to her mother.  I had a strong image of Sorcha at a fire, coming out of hiding to tell the epic tale of her mother’s campaign to a group of surviving Iceni, a poem that would start with the death of Prasutagos, and end with the funeral of Boudiga. 
Wanting to also acknowledge the Welsh connection in the form of my poem, I initially decided to use cynghanedd in the poem, a Welsh syllabic verse form using complex patterns of alliteration and rhyme, thought to relate to earlier oral traditions.  In one such pattern the poetic line is divided in two and the consonants that appear in the first half must be repeated in exactly the same order in the second half (Hopwood  32) .  In another, the line is divided into three sections.  The first two must rhyme and the consonant at the beginning of the second section has to the same as that at the beginning of the third section.  This is much easier to achieve in Welsh than in English as these examples from ‘Yr Wylan’  (‘The Seagull’) by Dafydd ap Gwilym, demonstrate:
Yr wylan deg  |  ar lanw dioer          
  r      l   n d        r l  n    d                     

Dilwch | yw dy degwch  |  di              

 d    wch             d    wch    d               

Truly, fair seagull on the tide

t    l                    l            t    

your |  beauty is without  |  blemish
  (or)    b                (ow)     b             (13-14)

At this point, finally ready to start writing, I discovered that my Norfolk dictionaries were of limited use: as they invariably were only one way – listing only the Norfolk words in alphabetical order —  I had to read and reread each book in order to find a word I needed.  I therefore now created my own dictionary, collating all my sources in a document that organised the dialect alphabetically by theme: food, movement, weather, and so on.  I printed this document out, and referred to it constantly during composition, scanning the group lists for words I needed either for meaning or sound.   But trying to write in cynghanedd in English, I soon realised the result could end up sounding very jingle-jangly, and severely limit word choice.  

This stumped me for a little while, but a study trip to a conference on oral literature in Canada helped me to adapt my initial idea in a way that still satisfied my desire for historical accuracy.  From research I conducted in the library at the Saskatchewan Indian Federated College, I learned that Native American poetic forms are often based on traditional weaving methods (Radar), while a seminar on Beowulf led me the discovery that that early Indo-European poets also used craft-based metaphors to describe their own ‘interlaced’ compositions (Leyerle 131).  Upon my return I decided to write my epic in three parts, shaped like three gold torcs, one each for Boudica and her daughters.  The highly decorated finials would be in cynghanedd, employed in various traditional forms of the Welsh englyn, or quatrain while the long central sections would be in interweaving narrative strands of alliterative hexameter, with the occasional use of rhyme, both internal and end rhyme. 

So, for example, I decided to make the opening verse of  Ter Death Lay o Boudiga, Last Chieftain o ter Ickneys, an example of Englyn Unodl Union, the form of which Hopwood renders thus (with ‘a’ and ‘G’ being rhymes): 

……………………. a…. G   (10 syllables)

…………..G…a                     (6)

…………………a                  (7)

…………………a                  (7)                   (63)                                                        

Making allowances for the near impossibility of writing exact cynghanedd in English, I eventually managed the following as an opening verse: 
Hammered fire, her hair.  Iron flame, her pyre.         (flame / pyre)
 h  m             r    h  r h  r     r          m   h r      r
A forge o’ fear, ar home.                                            (fear / home)
    f r          f   r    r     
Smoring trew ter cooms we come,                              (come)
   m  r      tr      t r  c   m        c   m
we Ickneys, smurred wi’ shame.                                 (shame)
 w                 sm  r     w    sh m
In the central narrative strands, my use of alliteration acknowledges the influence of Beowulf, while the hexameter reflects my understanding that Ancient Greek stemmed from an early Indo-European language that has also left its traces in Celtic tongues and cultural practices (Hopwood 15).  The interlace structure allows me to entwine mythological, historical and character-driven narratives.  It also suggests the eventual interweaving of Roman and early Brythonic culture.   For much as I want to explore the differences between these two cultures, I also want to avoid romanticising the Iceni: my poem will acknowledge the violence of their sacrificial practices, and the hierarchical and commercial nature of their social structure.  I am also aware that the Roman army was not a monolithic oppressor, but racially and culturally diverse, and the Iceni may have encountered, for example, North African or Gaulish soldiers, themselves recently conquered, who may have secretly sympathised with their plight.  Out of such identifications, intimacies and alliances could be born.  So, without apologizing for colonialism, and while fully sympathizing with the desire to defend one’s culture from invaders, I wanted the ultimate choices of the two daughters to include the pragmatic options of inter-marriage and co-existence with the Romans: peace and survival bought at a price.   

This price was heavy, and heavily gendered.  The rise of the Roman and then Christian Empires not only robbed women of their masculinity, but also restricted men from expressing their femininity.  It is little known, or commented upon, that ancient male heroes like Gilgamesh and Odysseus often openly display grief and vulnerability, or homoerotic attraction to their companions3, while the Green Man is as much entwined with nature and the body as any Mother Goddess.  Like Manda Scott, I ultimately wanted to write Boudica’s lost epic as a provocative way of countering the restrictive, reductive and dualist gender politics that still inform the popular view of ancient cultures.  Ter Death Lay o’ Boudiga will be a verse novel, perhaps ultimately of the length of Beowulf.  I would like to spend at least six months in Norfolk while writing it, and to eventually record a version for CD.  I can also imagine performing it in Celtic dress, perhaps at reconstruction weekends.  For these, though subject to much mockery, indicate the extent to which English people love their own history, and it would be fascinating to discover if this passion extended to indigenous poetry and language.  
As did my studies of Granuaile and the ballad, my interest in the epic has taken me to heart of the oral tradition, and sparked a desire to take poetry to new audiences and new collective experiences.  As I suggested in Chapters Two and Four, I would also like to find ways to lead workshops combining my work with poetry, the Heavenly Bodies Matrix and shamanic voyaging, a practice I have learned in various settings over the last ten years, including Manda Scott’s Dreaming workshops.  For while I began this thesis with an intellectual and creative interest in gender and narrative verse, for me, the warrior woman has become a guardian of the sacred threshold between ancient and new visions, the lost and rediscovered past, the homeland of collective knowledge and the individual creative path.  I end my doctoral work with a powerful sense of being on a journey that in many ways is just beginning. 
Notes
1Antonia Fraser, for example, cites Nabia Abbott’s research into nearly two dozen pre-Islamic female leaders ranging from the tenth century BCE Queen of Sheba to the seventh century AD Hind Al-Hunūd, of legendary battle lust, all of whom demonstrate what Abbott terms ‘the exercise of the right of independent queenship among the ancient Arabs’ (qtd. in Fraser 110).  Had I had the space, I would have liked to draw on these researches for the thesis; as it is I hope to find ways to write creatively about these historical women.  
2Throughout her novels, Scott evokes in detail the day-to-day sights, smells and experiences of both the Romans and the Britons, and credibly breathes life into historical figures ranging from Caratactus, the British tribal leader who is the basis for her character Caradoc, and Marcus Scapula, the son of the governor of Britannica, to Longinus Spdeze, a Thracian cavalry officer whose tombstone depicting a mounted Roman towering over a naked Briton, was once thought to have been defaced and toppled by the rioting Iceni (Dreaming the Hound 714).  Here Scott even pulls a scholarly in-joke.  She presents the tombstone as a ruse, a cheeky commission that depicts the indigenous man with an erect phallus, its own erection in a cemetery enabling Longinus —still very much vertical—to desert the Roman army in favour of his male Ecini lover (587-590)   In the service of narrative flow Scott dates her tombstone ten later than the actual artefact.  Elsewhere, her anachronistic dating springs from a desire to evoke a tribal way of life that is morally superior to Roman culture.  So, for example, in Dreaming the Hound the Ecini finally succumb to Rome’s dominance and issue coins from around 50AD; in fact, the Iceni issued coins from around 65 BCE and stopped doing so at the time of the first Roman invasion in 43AD, possibly because they then became a client kingdom of Rome (Hingley and Unwin 27).  
3Book VIII of Gilgamesh, the hero’s long lament for his friend the wild man Enkidu, contains, in Stephen Mitchell’s new translation, the lines:

my beloved brother is dead, I will mourn

as long as I breathe, I will sob for him

like a woman who has lost her only child. (152-153) 

Tears here are gendered feminine, but Gilgamesh is proud to own his grief.  
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