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For all the men who didn’t make me cum.




Introduction: Lie Back and Think of England

In the past, women didn’t enjoy sex, right? Before modern-day feminism, women were expected to lie back and think of England, or whatever their country of origin might be, right? Women talking about sex and demanding their pleasure is new … right? Well, no. Not a bit of it. Like so much when it comes to women and pleasure, that story has been faked. Women have been valiantly fighting for their right to sexual pleasure since we first crawled out of the primordial sludge, looked about and asked the male of the species, ‘Is that it?’ This is the story of that fight, of those who went in to do battle, how the victories were won and of the brave souls whose sacrifices paved the way for women’s right to sexual gratification today.

The phrase ‘lie back and think of England’ is often attributed to Lady Alice Marion Mills Hillingdon, who in 1912 wrote in her journal: ‘When I hear his steps outside my door I lie down on my bed, close my eyes, open my legs, and think of England.’1 Lady Hillingdon was fifty-five years old and referring to her then fifty-seven-year-old husband, Charles William Mills, the 2nd Baron Hillingdon, who, she lamented, was still making twice-weekly visits to her bedroom. The phrase has since come to perfectly encapsulate how we think of women having (or rather putting up with) heterosexual sex throughout the whole of human history, despite Lady Alice having said it rather recently. But, alas, this well-worn phrase is also a falsehood. If Lady Hillingdon did keep a journal it hasn’t survived, so we have no way of knowing if she did write these words, let alone what she was really thinking about when she lay back and opened her legs. In all likelihood, the real Lady Hillingdon has become confused with a fictional Lady Hillingham, to whom Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy attributed the famous phrase in his The Rise and Fall of the British Nanny (1972). Other prominent Victorian ladies who have been falsely fingered as the source of ‘lying back and thinking of England’ include Lucy Baldwin, the wife of Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, and of course Queen Victoria herself. Not a scrap of evidence exists to support either claim, and anyway, as we shall soon see, Victorian women were not ones to take bad sex lying down.

The phrase itself is historic(ish) and dates to at least the 1940s, but it was, and always has been, a joke. It is a wry comment on marriage, conjugal obligations and, of course, the assumed frigidity of women who must endure, rather than enjoy, sex. The joke also turns up in 1955 in The Notebooks of Major Thompson by Pierre Daninos, where a mother prepares her daughter for what to expect on her wedding night. ‘“I know, my dear, it’s disgusting. But do as I did with Edward: just close your eyes and think of England!” Like her mother and her mother’s mother before her, Ursula closed her eyes. She thought of the future of England.’2 It’s a gag that’s still in currency today, in heterosexual encounters at least. Fumbling lovers, premature ejaculation, the ‘orgasm gap’ and a clitoris that is impossible to find are all familiar and, as it turns out, old narratives that continue to play on established scripts that tell us if you’re a woman (cis, trans or otherwise), you don’t get to enjoy sex as much as men do.

The impetus behind my writing this book was my intense and ongoing frustration at the idea that men are ‘naturally’ more highly sexed than women are, that they enjoy sex more or are somehow more entitled to sexual pleasure than women are. This is a message that is still all around us, and you don’t even have to turn to an incel forum to find it. Have you ever heard this one? ‘Women give sex to get love. Men give love to get sex.’ How about ‘Men have needs’? Or, ‘Boys will be boys’? Perhaps you recall someone telling you that ‘Men think about sex every seven seconds’, or that women just aren’t as ‘visual’ as men when it comes to sex?

Despite the fabulous and ongoing work by feminists and sex activists, there is still a pervasive assumption that women have a weaker and more sensitive sex drive than men. A man’s sex drive is viewed as natural and constant; a woman’s is thought of as changeable and dependent on context. A woman needs love to have sex, a man just needs a place, right? This social script is so entrenched within our culture, we rarely question it, but why not?

Instead of accepting the premise that women just don’t enjoy sex as much as men do, or that they lack the capacity to orgasm as quickly, why don’t we question the quality of sex they are experiencing? I won’t pull my punches here as this is a pivotal theme of this book: the script for most heterosexual sex is terrible! No wonder women aren’t enjoying it as much as they should. As a culture we are obsessed with sex acts that centre on penile pleasure. What if it’s not that a woman needs to feel love in order to have sex, but rather she needs to love the sex she’s having? I put it to you that it’s not that women have a weaker sex drive or less passion than men, but that society gives permission and space for men to explore and enjoy sex in a way women are still denied.

This is the reason women are still having crap sex. Well, not all women. Research has shown that lesbians have more orgasms and are significantly more satisfied with their sex lives than heterosexual and bisexual women. Lesbians, or women who have sex with women, report that they orgasm 86 per cent of the time. Gay men, or men who have sex with men, are clocking in at an impressive 89 per cent; bisexual men are also riding high at 88 per cent. But it is straight men who are having the most orgasms of all, getting their rocks off an enviable 96 per cent of the time when they have sex. In study after study, it’s heterosexual women who are bringing up the rear with a pitiful orgasm rate of just 65 per cent.3 Bisexual women are just ahead of the straights with 66 per cent, which researchers believe is because sex with men is pulling their orgasm frequency down.4 Clearly, it’s not that women can’t orgasm. They manage it just fine when they have sex with each other, and almost 100 per cent of women who masturbate can get themselves there.

There is clearly a problem here, but we cannot address it, or even grasp it, if we do not understand just how long and entrenched in our culture the denial of women’s pleasure truly is. Women demanding better sex did not arrive with modern-day feminism, Sex and the City or the Rampant Rabbit. It has been a very long fight indeed.

FLICK is a history of women’s sexual pleasure – how it’s been conceived, controlled and, most importantly, enjoyed. There is a great deal of sadness and cruelty to cover, but there is also joy, resistance and passion. This is not an easy history to uncover. Finding women’s voices and wrangling historical sources free from the male gaze is notoriously tricky. It’s much easier to tell the history of what men have thought sexy and pleasurable, because the evidence for that survives. Women’s sexual history is so frequently defined by an absence of evidence.

But it is a history worth telling because women enjoying sex remains a troubled issue today, and it’s not just the orgasm gap. Slut shaming, issues around consent, access to reliable contraceptives and safe abortion, or simply knowing the right words for our own anatomy are but a handful of the very real and ongoing barriers to fully enjoying sexual pleasure. The misguided and misogynistic idea that women just don’t enjoy sex as much as men has been repeatedly challenged but has yet to be fully vanquished.

It is true that women’s sexual pleasure has been heavily repressed, and even denied at various points throughout history, but it has also been celebrated, venerated and thoroughly enjoyed. But if we are finally to kill the myth that women ever lay back and thought of wherever, we need to understand where these scripts came from and learn about the courageous activists who have fought for sexual rights throughout history. This isn’t dead history. It’s our history, and it’s happening all around us right now.

This book is an attempt to try to understand how we have ended up where we are, where our own ideas around sex and pleasure came from and what purpose they serve, and most importantly how we can change them – and we can change them. This is a history of women enjoying sex: sex with themselves, sex with each other and occasionally sex with men as well. In a world where sexual violence against women is alarmingly common (globally, one in three women will experience it), fighting for equality in pleasure can seem something of a distraction.5 We clearly have bigger issues to deal with than the orgasm. But for me, the issue of pleasure is a vital one in the battle for sex equality. It gets to the heart of dismantling patriarchal notions of sexual and gendered entitlement.

The guilt, the shame, the myths and misconceptions are as old as sex itself, and this has got to stop. Sexual pleasure is an act of social revolution. Think of the countless women who came before you (or didn’t in this case), the women who suffered terribly because they were told they weren’t supposed to enjoy sex, or those who very much did enjoy it and paid a huge price for that.

This is the history of women enjoying sex.




1

Sex Goddesses: Divine and Dirty Deities

Where do you begin a book on the history of women and sexual pleasure? There is no obvious starting point for the simple reason that as long as there have been women, there has been sex. How far back can you even trace the act of sex itself anyway? Well, quite a long way indeed. The first act of sexual intercourse took place between two Scottish fish some 385 million years ago. As if that wasn’t extraordinary enough, the species in question was a placoderm called microbrachius dicki. I promise you that’s true: the fish was named after the man who discovered it, the nineteenth-century Scottish geologist Robert Dick.1 Unfortunately, the microbrachius dicki did not think to leave us much in the way of written evidence or material goods with which to interpret their experience of sexual pleasure, if indeed they experienced pleasure at all. So, no, we will not start this book by looking at the bottom of a Scottish loch but instead will lift our eyelines towards the heavens themselves. We will look to the gods.

Some of the earliest cultural evidence we have with which to try to understand the history of sex and pleasure are religious mythologies, in particular the goddesses who presided over the dominion of sex itself. There is a long history of religions with highly permissive attitudes to sex, especially when compared to the attitudes held by more mainstream faiths today. The influence of the Abrahamic religions (Christianity, Islam and Judaism) upon the modern world has been profound. According to the Pew Research Center over half of all the human beings currently walking about on this planet practise one of the Abrahamic faiths.2 These religions have been formative influences on our collective sense of morality, culture and ideas of nationhood, and certainly on our attitudes to sex. They have shaped societies the world over, even if you don’t believe in any of them, and not always for the better. Our sense of sexual shame, for example, is deeply rooted in the Abrahamic faiths, as is our sense of modesty. While there is nothing wrong with either modesty or chastity, the belief that women must conform to both has been used to control and suppress their behaviour for thousands of years.

It’s hard to make the case that these faiths are particularly sex positive, though many have tried. There are some wonderful modern scholars arguing for queer readings of various holy texts, while others skilfully highlight various feminist themes contained within.3 Certainly there is an argument to be made that the holy texts are positive around sex in heterosexual marriage; after all, one of the central tenets of Judaism is to ‘go forth and multiply’. But this has always been about making babies, not about enjoying sex. There is no biblical decree for women to ‘go forth and get thy rocks off’.

These are faiths that traditionally venerate virginity, monogamy and sexual modesty in women. But this is far from universal. There are many other faiths that adopt a much more ‘yes, we jolly well shall’ attitude towards sex and pleasure. For many cultures throughout history, the idea of using religion to condemn sex would have been quite baffling. Sex was something to be enjoyed, and so important that it often required its own deity to keep an eye on everything. Those deities were often women, supremely powerful goddesses who presided over the realms of sex and desire, whose own sex lives were the stuff of legend and wonder. These were goddesses who were revered, feared and worshipped. Not only do their stories offer a counterpoint to contemporary religious teachings that are frequently used to shame women for having sex, they also show us that female sexual pleasure was once something gods encouraged rather than condemned.

One of the earliest recorded female deities was also one of the most powerful: Inanna, or sometimes Inana, the Sumerian goddess of war and sex. So influential was Inanna that she gave rise to an entire pantheon of sex goddesses. The Sumer civilization was situated in southern Mesopotamia, now modern-day Iraq. It was here that the world’s oldest known writing, cuneiform, emerged during the Uruk period (4000–3000 BCE). Doubtless there were many gods and goddesses before this, but because the Sumerian people were the first to write about theirs on clay and stone tablets, the legend of Inanna has survived.4

Inanna is a goddess who presents contradictions for the modern audience. While she was enormously powerful within the Sumerian pantheon, with numerous temples dedicated to her, she is often portrayed in the surviving stories as a sulky and petulant teenager. She presides over the seemingly disparate worlds of sex and war, and though she commanded unwavering respect, there are also sources that tell us she would sell sex to anyone with a few silver shekels. In the ancient Sumerian hymn ‘A Balbale to Inana’, the goddess declares that ‘my bending over is one and a half giĝ’. A giĝ was a shekel, and one and a half shekels was around 14 grams of silver, so not cheap, but far from a considerable sum.5 As you might imagine, there has been much scholarly debate over just how we should interpret this magnificent goddess and what she can tell us about the sex lives of the mortals who worshipped her.

[image: A relief depicts Innana standing naked atop a two-headed lion. She has her arms lifted, with a pair of wings on her back. She wears an elaborate headdress and is flanked by two owls.]
Figure 1: Queen of the Night, otherwise known as the Burney Relief, dates to around 2000 BCE and is thought to be one of the few surviving depictions of Inanna.

Inanna started life as a goddess of the storehouse, married to Dumuzi (also Dumuzid), a god of shepherds and agriculture, but over thousands of years she slowly evolved into a powerful and dominating deity who guided men both into battle and into bed. A slight bashfulness on the part of scholars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries led to Inanna sometimes being described as a goddess of love or fertility, but it is more accurate to say she was much more about sex and pleasure than she was about making babies.

When we look at the surviving literature around Inanna it becomes clear her sexuality and sensuality were central to her veneration, and that she was a goddess of considerable appetites. Her desires are given full expression in the surviving Sumerian bridal verses, so called because they focus on the consummation of Inanna’s wedding to Dumuzi – and she wasn’t shy about it. ‘Do not dig a canal, let me be your canal. Do not plough a field, let me be your field,’ she tells him. ‘Farmer, do not search for a wet place, my precious sweet, let this be your wet place. [ … ], let this be your furrow. [ … ], let this be your desire!’6 My personal favourite is the highly suggestive verse known as ‘The Song of the Lettuce’, which dates to the third and early second millennia BCE. Inanna is whispering sweet nothings to Dumuzi. They talk of her ‘well-watered lettuce’, the ‘shaded garden of the desert, richly flourishing’, ‘beautiful thighs, raised arms’ and the ‘honey man of a goddess’.7 Elsewhere, Inanna rhapsodizes, ‘My “wool” being lettuce he will water it, / It being box-(grown) lettuce he will water it / and touch the dubdub bird in its hole!’ Both wool and lettuce are used as metaphors for pubic hair, and possibly the vulva itself. Danish historian and expert in Sumerian literature Thorkild Jacobsen has suggested that the ‘dubdub bird’ is likely to be a ‘sobriquet of the clitoris’.8 I shall never call mine anything else.

These songs offer us an image of a culture where women’s sexuality was not hushed up or hidden away. In fact, it was shouted from the heavens. The emphasis is not on reproduction, but on pleasure and sensuality. Inanna wants her lettuce watered, damn it! Of course, this doesn’t mean that your everyday Sumerian woman was free to behave in the same way; the gods were always allowed to be exceptional in a way humans were obliged to admire rather than replicate. We simply do not have sufficient records from this time to tell us accurately what Sumerian sex lives were like. However, the prevalence of erotic discourse within Sumerian mythology creates a space for women’s sexual pleasure to be discussed, even if that is done vicariously through the legend of a goddess.

The Akkadians, whose empire succeeded the civilization of Sumer, had a very similar goddess who went by the name of Ishtar. In fact, the two goddesses are so similar that scholars are unsure if they were separate deities who fused over several thousand years, or if Ishtar is simply Inanna with a new name. Both were supremely powerful goddesses of war and sex who were associated with the planet Venus and symbolized by the Morning Star, the dove and the lion. Both were referred to as the ‘Queen of Heaven’. Ishtar was equally ferocious, and also depicted as winged and bearing weapons, just as Inanna was. And when it came to sex, Ishtar retained the petulant and demanding ways of her older sister. In fact, if anything, she got worse.

The Epic of Gilgamesh is a poem that was transcribed in Babylonia some time between 2200 and 1800 BCE, and Ishtar is one of its standout stars. When Ishtar takes a fancy to the eponymous King Gilgamesh, she offers him fabulous wealth and prosperity if he grants her his ‘fruits’. Gilgamesh is all too aware of Ishtar’s reputation as both vengeful and volatile and refuses her. Ishtar demands to know why, and Gilgamesh proceeds to list the sad fates of her various lovers to justify his decision. He calls her ‘a shoe that bites the foot of its owner’ and asks her, ‘Must you love me also and [deal with me] likewise?’9 Furious, Ishtar runs to her father Anu who gently points out that everything Gilgamesh said is perfectly true. Fuming now, Ishtar demands her father set the fearsome Bull of Heaven upon Gilgamesh and threatens to release the dead back into the world of the living if she doesn’t get her way. In this mythology, if the dead are returned to the world of the living, the universe will be unmade. So, Ishtar is threatening nothing less than bringing about the end of the world. What irritated Ishtar so much was not just Gilgamesh’s rejection of her but the sheer audacity of a stupid little human twerp to criticize her behaviour, no matter how on the money he might have been.

Gilgamesh had good cause to refuse Ishtar’s advances: not only did she have a hell of a temper, but it’s unlikely he would have been able to keep up with her. If you were in any doubt about her sexual rapaciousness, another story tells of how Ishtar was asked to be the protector of the city of Uruk but only agreed if she could have sex with every man who lived there. The men of the city agreed, but they all tired long before she did. A manuscript from the city of Nippur, dating to between 1850 and 1500 BCE, tells the tale:


Since I’m ready to give you all you want,

Get all the young men of your city together,

Let’s go to the shade of a wall!

Seven for her midriff, seven for her loins,

Sixty then sixty satisfy themselves in turn upon her nakedness.

Young men have tired [sexually], Ishtar will not tire.10



These stories did not exist for the purpose of diminishing Ishtar’s power. In fact, the goddess’s insatiable libido seems to be part of her appeal to both men and women.

We have limited evidence of male worshippers of Inanna/Ishtar, but what we do have suggests they were understood within the context of gender variance. The followers of Inanna who had been assigned male at birth were the Gala. The word gala in Sumerian script is ‘GIS.DUR’, which is made up of the words for penis and anus, and the Gala took female names and performed as women in various ceremonies. The surviving evidence we have of them hints that they had sex with men, with the Gala doing the bottoming. One Sumerian proverb reads, ‘When the gala wiped off his ass [he said], “I must not excite that which belongs to my lady [i.e. Inanna].”’ One reading of this is that the Gala is wiping semen from his backside and taking care not to get an erection, because his penis belongs to Inanna. We can never be certain of precisely how the Gala identified or how they were culturally understood, but there are parallels here to male followers of other powerful female deities who must renounce their masculine identity in order to serve. In the most extreme instances of this gender variance, male followers of a goddess will castrate themselves in order to show their devotion.

The most famous castration cult of the ancient world was that of Cybele, a mother goddess who originated in Anatolia, now modern-day Turkey, in the sixth century BCE. Her cult spread across the Greco-Roman world, and her followers, the Galli, castrated themselves during a festival called Dies Sanguinis, or the ‘Day of Blood’, which took place on 24 March (if you want to mark that on your calendars). Supposedly they did this to honour Cybele’s consort Attis, who had died after going mad and slicing his penis off. The Galli were renowned for wearing flamboyant clothing, make-up and jewellery. They danced in the street, shouted loudly and sang bawdy songs. Their gender fluidity and rejection of masculinity appalled early Christian apologists such as Julius Firmicus Maternus, who wrote:


They wear effeminately nursed hair and dress in soft clothes. They can barely hold their heads up on their limp necks. They have made themselves alien to masculinity, swept up by playing flutes, they call their Goddess to fill them with an unholy spirit so as to seemingly predict the future to idle men. What sort of monstrous and unnatural thing is this?11



It’s unknown if the Galli themselves identified as women, or as a third gender like the Hijras of India do. The Hijras are an ancient community who traditionally castrate themselves to serve the goddess of chastity and fertility, Bahuchara Mata. They present as women, but it is wrong to call them transgender as they identify as a third gender. There are an estimated three million Hijras living in India today, many facing horrendous poverty and abuse. Their continued existence, however, represents the enduring and widespread impact these female deities continue to have.

The cult of Ishtar spread across the whole of Mesopotamia, morphing into countless iterations of the fiery, sensual deity. In Syria and Asia Minor she became associated with the Semitic goddesses of sex and war Astarte and her sister Anath (both of whom were also symbolized by the Morning Star and the lion). Over time, the sisters became fused into one being. Astarte became a huntress and much more war-focused than Ishtar but still presided over the dominion of sex. In fact, the original meaning of the name Astarte was ‘womb’ or ‘that which issues from the womb’.12

Astarte was also revered as the ‘Lady of Heaven’ from the first millennium BCE across the Mediterranean and into Egypt. There are no surviving records to tell us exactly how Astarte was worshipped, but whatever was going on, she proved to be a very popular goddess. She appears in religious texts, the remains of temples and fragments of art, often naked and in the company of lions. She even turns up in the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) where worship of her is repeatedly condemned. In Judges, for example, the Israelites get a real telling-off for serving ‘Ashtaroth’.13 King Solomon himself is criticized three times for allowing the cult of Ashtaroth into Jerusalem.14 The change of name from Astarte to Ashtaroth is thought to be a deliberate merging of the Greek name Astarte and the Hebrew word boshet, which means ‘shame’. It’s a studied insult and one that illustrates just how contemptible this goddess was to the ancient Hebrews.

The Old Testament actually contains an awful lot of sex, but there is a clear emphasis on the sexual shame of women. Take Ezekiel 23:20, written some time between 593 and 565 BCE, for example. The prophet tells us about two harlot sisters (Oholah and Oholibah) who lusted after men ‘whose genitals were like those of donkeys and whose emission was like that of horses’. That’s not a line you would expect to find in the Bible, but there it is. Of course, this isn’t a sex positive story and God puts an end to their escapades by ordering, ‘bring a mob against them and give them over to terror and plunder’.15 It’s not hard to see why the Israelites and early Christians felt so at odds with a Babylonian goddess who could take on every man in the city of Uruk without tiring. Having said that, the fact that Ashtaroth warrants repeated condemnation in the Bible suggests that she still held a lot of appeal, and it’s no wonder. She seems a lot more fun to have around than a God who kills women just because they were hoping for a lover who’s well hung.

Her appeal continued to spread from Syria to Cyprus where Astarte influenced the character and development of the Greek goddess of love, Aphrodite. As early as the fifth century BCE, the Greek author Herodotus (c. 484 to c. 425 BCE) claimed that the temple of ‘Heavenly Aphrodite’ in Cyprus was originally ‘founded by Phoenicians from this same land of Syria’ in order to worship Astarte, the ‘Great Goddess’.16 So that means Aphrodite, and later Venus, were also descendants of our much-beloved divas Inanna and Ishtar. Both also symbolized by the Morning Star and the dove, they even share legends. Aphrodite was said to have fallen in love with the beautiful mortal Adonis whom she rescues from the underworld for several months of the year. This is a much nicer version of the Sumerian myth The Descent of Inanna, where the goddess gets trapped in the underworld and orders demons to find her husband Dumuzi and force him to take her place because he doesn’t seem sad enough about her absence. Poor old Dumuzi manages to strike a deal with Ereshkigal, the Queen of the Underworld, which allows him to return to earth for six months a year, bringing the seasons with him.

It is easy to think of Aphrodite and Venus as rather soft, opulent figures, draped across a plush couch with cherubs serving them wine, but they too were once fearsome figures. Aphrodite in her earliest expressions was associated with war as well as sex. In fact, she was revered by the Spartans as ‘Aphrodite Areia’, meaning ‘Aphrodite the Warlike’, and if anyone knew a thing or two about warfare it was the Spartans.

Venus too was frequently depicted in Roman art bearing weapons. Julius Caesar himself claimed to be a descendant of her son, Aeneas. Wanting to keep it in the family, Caesar declared himself a patron of Venus, calling her ‘Venus Victrix’, meaning ‘Venus, She Who Conquers’. He even built a temple to honour her and wore a ring with an image of Venus on his finger each time he rode into battle. ‘Venus Barbata’, meaning ‘bearded Venus’, is an epithet given to the goddess by the Romans when they depict her with a full beard. This doesn’t happen very often, but that it happened at all is interesting. I like to think of her as a goddess in perimenopause, pissed off and refusing to pluck those irritating chin hairs, but that is certainly not what the Romans were doing. For them, there was a clear mingling of the masculine and feminine within this goddess. This isn’t the sumptuous goddess we are used to seeing pouting at the viewer in Victorian art. This isn’t the deity Botticelli depicted demurely emerging from the sea in a shell. Oh no, the goddess Caesar worshipped kicked ass, and may have had a beard. And yet, Venus continued to be reduced and reduced, until her name was used not to inspire battle but to sell pink razors to women. It’s hard to imagine ‘She Who Conquers’ giving even the tiniest fuck about an unshaved armpit, especially if she was rocking her own chin whiskers, but there we go.

[image: ]

Trying to understand how any of these ancient goddesses were understood in their own times can be challenging, in no small part because sex and war seem so at odds with one another. How could such opposing ideas be brought together under the same deity? We wouldn’t expect Marilyn Monroe to oversee bombing missions along the Ho Chi Minh trail, any more than we could want Winston Churchill to headline at the Moulin Rouge. But, when you really think about it, sex and war share a lot of common ground. While it’s probably true that a blowjob has never led to a trial at The Hague there is a fine line between love and hate, as our ancestors knew only too well. Both are characterized by intense emotion and an urge to make physical contact. Even our modern-day language around sex is violent in nature: ‘I banged her’, ‘She fucked my brains out’, ‘He ruined me’, etc.

Then there is the act of penetration. On the battlefield, bodies are penetrated by arrows, swords and daggers, whereas in the bedroom it’s fingers, tongues and penises. Both sex and war spill bodily fluids, though for very different reasons. In many ways they are two sides of the same coin; war ends life and sex can create it. Little wonder that people in the ancient world needed a goddess to cover both. It is testament to the sheer power of these deities that they preside over the most intimate acts of life and death.

It wasn’t just the Sumerians who saw sense in doubling up; there are many other goddesses of sex and war all around the world. One thinks immediately of the awesome Kali, the Hindu goddess of death, violence, sex, motherly love and of time itself. Kali emerges from ancient east Indian belief systems that date from the first millennium BCE, making her a contemporary of Inanna and Ishtar. Just like the earliest rendering of Inanna, Kali is a ferocious being for mortals to behold. Hindu art shows her as a warrior, wearing a necklace of heads and a skirt of severed arms, and brandishing a knife covered with blood. She is also highly sexual and frequently depicted semi-nude and straddling the god Shiva. Unlike Inanna and her sisters, Kali is still revered today, primarily in Bengal, eastern India, and throughout south-east Asia.

[image: A lithograph depicts the Indian goddess Kali with a garland of human head on her naked body, a protruding tongue, four outstretched arms with a human head in one, and a sickle in another, long, loose hair, standing atop Shiva who lies on the ground in the avatar of a sage. She is surrounded by a halo, clouds, demonic figures and human body parts strewn on the ground.]
Figure 2: The goddess Kali, West Bengal (c. 1880).

Moving further east, Jiutian Xuannü (玄女) is a historical Chinese deity whose name translates to the ‘Dark Lady’. She was worshipped as far back as the Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) as a goddess of sex and war. Texts preserved from the Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE) recount how Xuannü aided Huang Di, the Yellow Emperor, by giving him a divine handbook of warfare which guaranteed his victory against his enemies. However, in much earlier texts, Xuannü is the mistress of the Yellow Emperor and instructs him in the art of sex rather than war.17 This association survived for several centuries. According to the Han scholar Pien Jang, who died around 200 CE, ‘the Yellow Emperor learned the Art of the Bedchamber from the Dark Girl. It consists of suppressing emissions, absorbing the woman’s fluid, and making semen return to strengthen the brain, thereby to obtain longevity.’18 (We’ll learn more about all this absorbing of sexual energies and living for ever in chapter five.)

Then there was Freyja, one of the pre-eminent goddesses in Norse mythology, who presided over sex, beauty, sorcery, war and death. Freyja ruled over Fólkvangr (‘field of the host’, or ‘army field’), where half of all those who died in battle went. According to the Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241), ‘There is a place called Folkvang, where Freyja oversees allotting seats in the hall. Half the slain she chooses each day, and half has Odin.’19 So Freyja actually got to choose which warriors stayed with her and who went to Odin’s hall, Valhalla. Freyja’s hall is called Sessrúmnir, which Sturluson describes as ‘large and beautiful’.20 No one is quite sure why Norse mythology has two possible destinations for dead warriors, but there isn’t a sense that one is less preferable than the other. It may be that Freyja would choose those who worshipped her in life, or that Viking warriors were sworn to either Freyja or Odin, but no one knows for sure. According to some legends, women who died a noble death were allowed into Fólkvangr, but it wasn’t exclusively for women. In both afterlives, the fallen get to fight all day and feast all night, but as Valhalla is hosted by a man, that’s the one everyone has heard of. Freyja must be fuming.

As well as leading warriors into battle, Freyja’s mythology is full of all kinds of sordid shenanigans in her capacity as goddess of sex. Like the time she got it on with ‘four dwarves (named Dvalinn, Alfrik, Berling and Grer)’ to pay for a necklace she wanted.21 In her defence, it was a really nice necklace.

There is evidence in the sagas that women came together to practise magic, or seiðr, in ceremonies that excluded men because ‘in promoting this sorcery, lack of manliness followed so much that men seemed not without shame in dealing in it’. No one is quite sure what went on here, but whatever they were up to was considered so emasculating that only ‘the priestesses [völva] were therefore taught this craft’.22 Freyja was the archetypal völva who practised seiðr, so the women who performed this were doing so in her image. There are undeniably sexual undertones to seiðr, but the details are lacking. The specific word used for this type of magic was ergi, a word that meant unmanliness and sexual perversion. It has been suggested that it is a term that denoted the passive partner in homosexual sex. The adjective of ergi is argr, which was considered so insulting that Viking law allowed any man who was called argr to kill the person who said it. What on earth were these women doing in these secret ceremonies to so emasculate men? If you’re anything like me your first thought will be lesbian shamanic sex parties, but we simply don’t have the evidence to confirm that, more’s the pity. Whatever they were up to, it was understood to be deeply powerful, sexual and dangerous to men.
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We know so much more about the mythologies of these goddesses than we do the women who worshipped them. It’s demonstrably true that these deities were known to enjoy acrobatic bouts of sex, but that reveals very little about the lived human experience of their followers. I would love to tell you here that any woman who devoted herself to the service of a sex goddess was granted the freedom to indulge her own desires in whatever way she pleased, but we just don’t have the evidence. The world of women has always been very secretive, or rather, it wasn’t of enough interest to male writers to bother recording it. When the ancient writers do have a think about how women might worship a sex goddess, they frequently come to the conclusion that they must all be a bunch of trollops who have sex for money. The veneration of Inanna, Ishtar, Astarte and Aphrodite has long been linked to so-called ‘sacred prostitution’ where the goddess is worshipped through paid sex. The historical evidence for this is slight and the surviving accounts that document it are really just exercises in propaganda that demonize various cultures, not to mention women, as perverse.

The Greek historian Herodotus worked himself up into a complete state describing ‘the foulest Babylonian custom … which compels every woman of the land to sit in the temple of Aphrodite and have intercourse with some stranger at least once in her life’.23 It’s quite likely that Herodotus never went anywhere near Babylon and that his account is more about slandering the Babylonians as lustful degenerates and enemies of Greece than it is about accurately recording what was going on. But, as the old adage says, a lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is still putting on its shoes, and Herodotus’s frenzied fantasy proved highly influential.

There is some evidence that Greek women did come together to worship Aphrodite in festivals like the Adonia, which was held annually to mourn the loss of the goddess’s lover Adonis, but this was a strictly man-free affair. As far as we know, no one was being paid for sex, although we do know that sex workers celebrated this festival as well. According to Matthew Dillon, a professor of classics and ancient history, ‘prostitutes were participants in the Adonia, obviously because they saw Aphrodite as their especial patron’.24 But it was a festival open to all women, and they weren’t having sex, they were potting plants. As Dillon tells us, ‘Women in Athens met once a year in groups and bewailed Adonis’ death, commemorating it by carrying pots of sprouted seeds up onto the rooftops of their houses, just as he had been laid in a bed of lettuce by Aphrodite while he lay dying.’25

We don’t have any evidence to support Herodotus’s claims that women sold sex to honour Aphrodite beyond his own writing. His account speaks more to the anxious imaginations of the Greeks, who saw Babylon as an effeminate and overly sensual place. Elsewhere he wrote of Babylonian maidens being sold at a marriage market each year and claimed that Babylonian husbands could only have sex with their wives if the room was filled with incense.26 It’s very unlikely any of this is true, but the idea of women worshipping a Babylonian sex goddess by going on the game proved irresistible to gossipy historians, and we see it cropping up in other accounts all over the place.

The Greek historian Strabo (64 BCE–21 CE), for example, claimed that citizens of Acilisene in Armenia honoured the Persian goddess Anaitis by instructing their daughters to sell sex in her temple before they were married.27 Lucian of Samosata (125–180 CE) wrote that young women in Syria had sex with strangers as an offering of worship to Aphrodite.28 The Augustan historian Pompeius Trogus observed: ‘There was a custom among Cyprians to send their virgins to the sea-shore before marriage on fixed days, for employment in order to get dowry-money, and to make a first-fruit offering to Aphrodite, a dedication to preserve their virtue in the future.’29

These accounts are almost certainly variants of Herodotus’s version of events, but their prevalence reveals a latent fear that female followers of these goddesses might abandon their wifely duties and devote themselves to sexual pleasure. It’s all complete bollocks. The truth, as far as we can ascertain it, is far more interesting. When ancient Mesopotamian cuneiform tablets were finally deciphered, giving us the various stories of Inanna and Ishtar, the word that was most commonly translated to mean ‘prostitute’ or ‘whore’ was kar.kid, or harimtu. For decades this seemed to give some support to the idea of sacred sex work in the ancient world because not only were women who worshipped the goddesses called kar.kid/harimtu, but Inanna/Ishtar was frequently called that too. One such surviving line reads, ‘When I sit in the entrance of the tavern, I, Ishtar, am a loving harimtu.’30 It was also written that Ishtar looked after the harimtu and that they would steal away husbands together. This led numerous scholars to suggest that Inanna/Ishtar may have been a patron of sex work, or that she was worshipped through transactional sex.

However, American scholar Julia Assante offered a serious challenge to that interpretation in her 1998 article ‘The Kar.Kid/Harimtu, Prostitute or Single Woman? A Reconsideration of the Evidence’. Here, Assante carefully examined the use of the words kar.kid and harimtu and concluded that they did not mean a sex worker, but rather a single woman who lived independently. She argued that it meant a woman whose sexuality was not regulated by a man (her father or her husband).


When a woman, sal in Sumerian (also mi or munus) or sinnistu in Akkadian, came of age in Mesopotamia, there were two routes she could take: she could either marry and become the ‘wife of a man’, dam munus lú/assat awili, or remain single. If she did not marry, she either stayed at home with her father as the ‘daughter of a man’, dumu munus lú/mårat awili, or left home to become the kar.kid/harimtu, or in modern parlance ‘the single woman’.31



Assante went through the surviving legal documents and pointed out that harimtu is most frequently juxtaposed with the word for wife. There are wills that show a father contemplating his daughters’ fates as either wives or harimtu, for example. Now, it is not impossible that to the Mesopotamian mind the only option for a woman who wasn’t a wife was to sell sex, but it seems far more likely that the alternative was simply not being married. Perhaps the most convincing evidence for this is that women classified as kar.kid and harimtu actually have documented jobs. There are bartenders and landladies who are called kar.kid and harimtu. It may have been that these ladies had a lucrative side hustle, but it seems more likely that kar.kid and harimtu are indeed a legal classification of single women.

There was a close link between Inanna/Ishtar and the harimtu but this is because they shared a single status and a sexual freedom that was denied to a married woman. It is entirely possible that Inanna/Ishtar was actually the patron of single horny women who didn’t want to live with a man. We don’t know how the harimtu worshipped Inanna/Ishtar, but just because they were independent of male authority doesn’t mean they must have been selling sex to men, Herodotus.
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In the late fourth century CE, Theodosius I issued a decree banning pagan worship throughout the Roman Empire, marking a significant turning point in the history of religion in the region. This proclamation accelerated the decline of polytheistic beliefs and practices, though it would take several centuries for the old pagan customs to fully peter out. By the fifth century, Christianity had firmly established itself as the dominant faith in Rome and most of Europe. The conversion of Rome to Christianity brought about profound societal and cultural changes, as Christian values and teachings began to shape the moral fabric of the empire. The ‘one true God’ swept away entire pantheons of deities who had been worshipped for thousands of years, and with his arrival, a new attitude to sexuality rolled into town.

At the same time, in approximately 570 CE, the Prophet Muhammad was born in Mecca, setting in motion the rapid spread of Islam across the Arabian Peninsula and beyond. By the end of Muhammad’s lifetime, the Muslim faith had expanded across the Byzantine Empire and the Persian Empire and was eventually adopted across North Africa, Europe and Central Asia. Islamic rulers promoted the spread of the faith through political and military means, while Muslim scholars and theologians engaged in dialogues with adherents of other religions to promote understanding and conversion.

The rise of Christianity in Rome and Islam in the Arabian Peninsula reshaped the religious landscape of the ancient world, ushering in new eras of faith and cultural exchange. The Abrahamic faiths are fairly unique in world religion because their God does not have sex, nor do his angels or saints. The lusty gods of old were supplanted by virgins, eunuch martyrs and chastity. Temples were replaced with churches, monasteries and mosques, and Christian and Islamic clergy began to wield significant influence in both spiritual and secular matters. Inanna and her sisters became little more than fairy stories from a bygone time.

Conservative interpretations of the Abrahamic faiths do not allow much room for a goddess who would demand to be pleasured by every man in the city of Uruk, or a woman who would exchange a quick gangbang for a nice necklace. There is no call for magical ceremonies that emasculate men, or for gender-fluid priests and priestesses. But for thousands of years, worship of powerful goddesses of sex and pleasure was commonplace. They were every bit as real and revered as any God today.

Today, religion and sexual freedom seem to be perpetually at odds with one another. You might be longing for the return of a pantheon of sexually vibrant gods, but echoes of them remain with us still. When Christianity became the dominant religion across Europe, it merged and mingled with the old faiths it sought to convert. Monotheism was a hard sell to polytheists. It had to adapt and merge with existing traditions if it was to appeal to those it wanted to convert. That’s why we see so much pagan influence in our celebration of Christmas. The holly and the ivy, mistletoe
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