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			About the TLS

			The Times Literary Supplement was born in January 1902. Its first ever front page bashfully stated that ‘during the Parliamentary session Literary Supplements to “The Times” will appear as often as may be necessary in order to keep abreast with the more important publications of the day’. Fortunately, the question of necessity was not left in the hands of literary journalists (who, we can imagine, might occasionally push for a holiday or two), and the title became a weekly one. A few years later, the TLS split entirely from The Times.

			Since then, we have prided ourselves on being the world’s leading magazine for culture and ideas. Our guiding principle for the selection of pieces remains the same as it ever has been: is it interesting; and is it beautifully written? Over the years, our contributors have included the very best writers and thinkers in the world: from Virginia Woolf to Seamus Heaney, Sylvia Plath to Susan Sontag, Milan Kundera to Christopher Hitchens, Patricia Highsmith to Martin Scorsese.

			The book you are holding is part of a brand-new imprint, TLS Books, by which we are striving to bring more beautiful writing to a wider public. We hope you enjoy it. If you want to read more from us, you’ll find a special trial subscription offer to the TLS at the back of this book.

			In an ever-quickening culture of flipness and facility, fake news and Facebook, the TLS is determined to be part of the counter-culture of quality. We believe in expertise, breadth and depth. We believe in the importance of ideas, and the transformative power of art. And we believe that, in reading the TLS – in whatever form, be it in a magazine, online or in a book – you are supporting a set of values that we have been proud to uphold for more than a hundred years. So thank you for that.

			Stig Abell, 11th Editor of the TLS

			London, 2020
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			Dedication

			For Sam Ward,

			greatest of Catherine’s descendants.

		

		
			ONE

			Unexpected Visitors

			Here’s a list of women:

			Livia Drusilla, the wife of a Roman emperor

			Eleanor of Aquitaine

			Mary Queen of Scots

			Catherine de Medici

			Roxelana, the wife of Suleiman the Magnificent

			Empress Cixi of China

			Look them up – these women – and before you find out much else about them, you’ll be informed that they were poisoners, murderers, adulterers. More often than not, historically renowned women seem to be bad women. Because power in women is allied with villainy.

			I was thinking about this at my desk in a quiet corner of a Venetian palazzo, surrounded by many books of different kinds, some histories, others biographies or heavily annotated scholarly tracts. Outside, the lagoon was spread thickly with fog, and occasionally I heard a boat’s siren sounding across the plain of water. My mind was weary. I had spent the day struggling with these weighty tomes. I lowered my copy of Michel Foucault’s History of Sexuality and decided to find something more amusing to read.

			I chanced on a slight volume bound in faded red cloth among a pile sent from a library. I must have ordered it, though I did not recall doing so. It was The Book of the City of Ladies, by Christine de Pisan and, like many other works nowadays, it is said to be written in praise of women. Scarcely had I begun to read when my daughter called me from the kitchen, asking what was for dinner. I put the book to one side, resolving to go back to it the following day.

			The next day, I went to the dry cleaner and the supermarket, cleaned the kitchen, did the laundry and swept the courtyard. Finally, seated once more at my desk, I returned to the book. On the first page, Christine asks ‘why on earth it was that so many men … have said and continued to say and write such awful, damning things about women and their ways?’ Describing these writers, she continues: ‘All seem to speak with one voice and are unanimous in their view that female nature is wholly given up to vice’. Women are routinely accused of being little more than defective men, she says, intellectually and physically inadequate, creeping, whingeing, covetous creatures, who when they are not deceiving their husbands, secretly enjoy being raped. She suggests that the sources of such misogyny are ignorance, spite, envy, fear and impotence. And so Christine resolves to build a city in words, an impregnable fortress in which women ‘worthy of praise’ will be admitted. Woman may well be lacking in muscular strength, she concedes, but nature has more than compensated her with brains. With her mortar mixed in her inkpot and great swingeing strokes of her pen, Christine sets out to construct a bastion of biographies to show by example that value is predicated on virtue, not gender. The year is 1405.

			Christine de Pisan is Europe’s earliest known professional female writer. Born in Venice in 1364, she moved to France as a small child, where her father Thomas had received an appointment as physician at the court of Charles V. Married at fifteen, the plague made Christine a widow ten years later, leaving her with an elderly mother and three young children to support. Though women authors were not entirely unknown in the period, Christine, unlike for example Hildegard of Bingen, 260-odd years earlier, did not publish from the security of the cloister. She was a sophisticated, secular woman, enormously well-read and familiar with the most exclusive echelon of French society in a time of impressive cultural development. In a pre-print culture, Christine first found work as a manuscript copyist before beginning to produce her own poetry and tracts. She waded confidently and prominently into one of the primary intellectual debates of the day, siding with Jean Gerson, the Chancellor of the University of Paris, against Pierre Col, the canon of Notre-Dame, on the inadequacies of the bestselling poem Le Roman de la rose. Some years before she published City, Christine had written Epistre au Dieu d’amours (A Letter to the God of Love) in which she criticized the author of the Roman de la rose, Jean de Meun, for what she considered a despicably silly portrayal of women. In the City, Christine expands her argument, pitting herself proudly and wittily against male writers past and present.

			I confess, when I picked up The City of Ladies I had read more about Christine than I had read by her. She is considered a canonical feminist writer, if not (outside academia) a particularly famous one. Le Livre de la cité des dames, as it was first published, was, Simone de Beauvoir noted, ‘the first time that we see a woman take up her pen in defence of her sex’. The book takes the form of a series of dialogues between the author and three allegorical figures: Reason, Justice and Rectitude. We meet the author in 1405 as she is in the familiar process of retiring to bed, exhausted after work and childcare. Christine is a character in her own text, an ingénue who innocently repeats the misogynist arguments her reading has thrown up, and she initially portrays herself as despairing over women’s lack of virtue. But the allegories wake her, berate her for sloth and set about challenging her on her views about women. They explain that she is ignorant and misinformed by the prejudiced accounts she has read. And they summon a cast of historical characters to reinforce their arguments and recount the exemplary lives of the women who should be the first residents of an allegorical city, where they will be recognized and protected. These include queens of classical history such as Penthesilea and Antiope, numerous female saints and less famous figures, such as a Roman woman who breastfed her own mother in prison. Reason argues – reasonably enough – that negative stereotypes are maintained through women’s exclusion from the writing of history; only by examining women’s history from a woman’s perspective can female virtue be recognized and celebrated. This project Christine undertook. The work was translated into English in 1521, with no new translation attempted until 1982. Within this period, the revolution in women’s status sought by Reason took place. Partly.

			Nearly every article and commentary I have read on Christine – from the critique of her ‘conservative’ political theory by Sheila Delany in the 1970s to Tai Shani’s 2019 Turner Prize winning installation DC: Semiramis – seems nonetheless to see her status as a female author as inherently compromised or problematic. The techniques Christine adopts in City include the allegorical ‘dream vision’, which simultaneously relates and glosses the author’s journey. This was a highly typical medieval form, familiar from, say, Dante or Boccaccio. (It is traceable to the fifth-century Roman writer Macrobius’s commentary on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio; and in the sixth century came Boethius’s The Consolations of Philosophy, which features ‘Philosophy’ personified as a woman.) Christine also draws on the exemplary biography genre, established in classical antiquity. Or, more specifically, the exemplary female biography, previously attempted by Ovid in Heroides and by Chaucer in The Legend of Good Women. Both men critiqued misogyny’s effect on history, though admittedly in a rather more lackadaisical fashion. But while these writers have been praised more or less uncomplicatedly for their interventions, Christine has been second-guessed, her efforts undercut by a persistent focus on her own place, or role, in the work.

			Because her character-self
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