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Praise for Raising the Skirt

‘A serious and well-researched look at how attitudes and information have changed over the centuries. It is completely fascinating’

Jeanette Winterson

‘Reveals the ancient and newfound powers of the vagina … if we only knew what we had under our skirts. Learn the story – read this book’

Eve Ensler, author of The Vagina Monologues

‘A persuasive and exhaustive study of the history, culture and reproductive power of female genitalia … the author is a phenomenal researcher and movingly enthusiastic about her special subject’

Guardian

‘A meticulous guide not only to the vagina but to changing perceptions of womanhood’

Observer

‘Sings of the triumphant vagina that may have its detractors in the West but elsewhere – and in nature – is heroic, honoured and revered … The West gets it wrong’

TLS

‘Her quest moves from the mythic to the scientific, presented in a lively, accessible style – well-researched, convincingly argued – an empowering and enlightening book’

Irish Times
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Ella habla por en medio en las piernas.
She speaks from between her legs.


FOREWORD TO THE 2020 EDITION

There is a moment every person born with a vagina shares. It is a moment that changes and shapes female lives irrevocably. It is the moment when you realise there is something about you that means you are valued and treated differently to a specific group of people around you – those that have a penis.

This moment of understanding typically comes early in a girl’s life. My moment happened while I was at primary school. I have two sisters and two brothers: my brothers had bikes but I wasn’t allowed to (it was considered unsafe for girls), and they got away with doing far less work around the house and still received the same amount of pocket money as my sisters and I.

These facts angered and puzzled me. As far as I could see, my vagina was the only difference between my brothers and myself. Did vagina equal bad and penis good? Without anyone telling me otherwise, it was an easy conclusion to reach. I don’t think I am alone in this – placing my negative feelings about being female on my vagina; believing I was worth less because I have a vagina.

Having made the correlation vagina equals bad, how difficult is it for girls or women to feel fully appreciative about possessing female genitalia? How can we ever enjoy our vaginas to their greatest extent if, deep down, unconsciously, we sense our vagina is the root of pain and inequality in our life? How to heal that vaginal wound?

Now imagine a world where every parent, guardian, grandparent, aunt, uncle or friend tells their children radically different stories about what it means to have a vagina. Stories fostering a sense of pride and potency in being female. Stories valuing female genitalia, valuing girls and women. Stories revealing the vagina to be the ultimate symbol of female power. These stories exist: they are ‘raising the skirt’ stories. Every female should know them.

Accounts of how mighty the vagina is – raising the skirt stories – are astonishingly common and long-standing: look at the history, folklore or mythology of any country or culture and you’ll soon find them. Vaginas, the raising the skirt stories all say, are so powerful that if a woman lifts her skirt to reveal her genitalia she can make a vast array of extraordinary actions happen.

Displaying the vagina in this way gives women the power to control the elements: calming the sea to protect sea-faring spouses, subduing storms, and quieting and dispelling whirlwinds, hailstorms and lightning. Raising the skirt is also an apotropaic act – capable of averting evil: vaginal display scares away attacking bears or lions, exorcises demons and drives out the devil.

In Gaelic and Greek mythology, groups of women raised their skirts en masse to defeat Irish sun god Cúchulain and Greek hero Bellerophon, respectively. Ancient and modern history relate how women deploy the raising the skirt gesture in protest and as a military tactic. In 551 BCE, collective vulval display changed the outcome of war between the forces of Media and Persia; in nineteenth-century China, rows of older women would stand on the top of the city wall and expose their genitals to frighten off enemies.

This is raising the skirt to shock and bring opponents to their senses. It is women saying with one vulval voice: ‘Enough. Think again. Your actions are outrageous and wrong.’ Just over sixty years ago, in 1958, seven thousand women in west Cameroon, Africa raised their skirts in an incredible display of vaginal power to protest against government regulations changing for the worse the way the women farmed their land. The women won.

But the raising the skirt gesture is about far more than women and girls vanquishing attackers and protecting their families and communities from harm, it is about conferring fertility too. Fertility of the people, fertility of the land, fertility of livestock and fertility of crops. In Egypt and Greece, raising the skirt to display the vagina was part of ritual celebrations: enhancing the potency of the Apis bull in Memphis, and promoting fecundity at the Egyptian festival of Bubastis and Greek festivities including the Thesmophoria and the Floralia.

Up until the twentieth century, it was the custom for women in many western countries to go into the fields and raise their skirts to the growing crops, saying: ‘Please grow as high as my genitals are now.’ This tradition stretches back, at least, to ancient Egypt, where raising the skirt was an integral part of religious beliefs. Historian and eye-witness Herodotus (circa 484-425 BCE) gave the gesture a name – ana-suromai or anasyrma – which means, literally, ‘to raise one’s clothes’.

Egyptian, Greek and Japanese mythology all highlight how the act of ana-suromai can be used as a catalyst to break a sombre mood or static state and restore harmony and fertility to the world. Hathor, goddess of joy, love and sexuality exposes her genitalia to her father, sun god Ra, to mollify him and cause the wheels of government to turn again.

When fertility goddess Demeter wanders the earth refusing food and drink as she mourns the loss of her daughter Persephone (who is imprisoned in the underworld after being abducted by Hades), the land loses its energy source, crops shrivel and famine ensues. It’s only when older woman Baubo lifts her gown and points out her naked vagina to the goddess that Demeter finally laughs and accepts sustenance and the world becomes fecund once more. Japan tells a remarkably similar myth of how vaginal display restores fertility to the earth after angered sun goddess Amaterasu-o-mi-Kame has withdrawn from the world.

The wealth of historical and mythological accounts of women raising their skirts are mirrored in the art of ana-suromai. Terracotta statues from Alexandria, Egypt (2-3 CE) depict women standing proud in full-length gowns, heads adorned with decorated and detailed headdresses. Facing forwards, eyes direct, they gracefully raise their fancy frocks to reveal their naked vaginas to all.

Cylinder seals from Syria feature some of the oldest skirt-lifting images (1400 BCE); fast forward across millennia and continents and an eighteenth-century statue of Shinto-Buddhist goddess Kannon raising her skirt is still venerated today. Worshippers come to the Kanshoji temple at Tatebayashi to touch the goddess’ sacred yoni, anoint it with red ochre, and receive her fertile blessing.

The twelfth-century skirt-lifter in Milan, Italy has other aims in mind. Sculpted from stone, she lifts her gown with her left hand and with her right holds a dagger above her pubic mound. This impressive sculpture originally stood above the medieval Porta Tosa gateway – a key entranceway to the city – positioned to protect the city from attack.

These tales of vaginal derring-do from years ago are just one variety of ‘raising the skirt’ tales to tell your daughters, nieces, grand-daughters and friends. Twenty-first century accounts of how mighty the vagina actually is stem from biology, genetics and reproductive science, and are just as potent and empowering. They too reveal the power of the feminine, just as anasyrma actions do.

The idea of the vagina as a passive vessel, a simple sheath to surround the penis, is one of science’s greatest misconceptions. What science is now revealing is that female genitalia are all about control – active control – and that the internally-fertilising female is a supremely successful sexual and reproductive strategist.

The vagina, we should shout from the roof tops, is a muscular marvel of engineering – sensitive and strong, fluid and flexible. Every girl should know the exquisitely-sensitive clitoris is a genital guardian angel: preparing a female’s genitalia, via sexual arousal, to accept the presence of a penis, without internal damage. (Likewise, a male’s clitoris ensures the penis can gain safe access to a female’s interior.)

Courtesy of the queenly clitoris, incredible, internal musculature and miraculous mucosal secretions, sex is a fluid, flexible, sensory affair. The mind-blowing potential of female orgasm – women are far more orgasmic than men – is a direct result of the extreme sensitivity of the female clitoris and robust and complex pelvic muscles. Childbirth is only possible thanks to impressive uterine muscle strength and virtuoso vaginal flexibility. There is so much to be proud of between our legs.

What studies of other species are uncovering about the vagina is even more awe-inspiring. Internally-fertilising females control copulation, conception, and determine paternity and birth of offspring. Because sex, insemination and fertilisation all take place within the female’s body, it is the female’s sexual biology and behaviour that set the ground rules for successful sexual reproduction. In this game of life, females are always playing ‘at home’; it is the female’s big, brooding body and her enormous egg against a mass of miniscule sperm.

It’s now appreciated that the vagina is very far from being a simple conduit for the safe passage of sperm in one direction and offspring in the other. Instead, female genitalia are remarkably efficient and precise sperm-sorting machines, capable of acting as both sperm bodyguard and bouncer, able to route, store, nourish and destroy sperm, and ultimately controlling which sperm get a chance to be chosen by the egg.

Twenty-first century science’s ‘raising the skirt’ story is that the true function of female genitalia is to enable females to sample and select the sperm of many males in order to find the sperm that is most compatible with them. The vagina is the arena where males are forced to reveal their fitness to be fathers. In this way, the vagina enshrines the most important job in life – ensuring the optimum health of offspring and thus the survival of the species. That’s why the vagina is the ultimate symbol of female power, fertility and survival.

It’s just over twenty years since the idea to write a book celebrating the vagina came to me. It was August 1999 and I was 31 and working as a science journalist in London. I’m often asked what inspired me. It’s hard to pin down. A year earlier, I’d read the magnificent A History of the Breast by Marilyn Yalom, and digested the headline news that the clitoris was tens of times larger than most people realised and at least twice the size anatomy textbooks depicted; how could we not know this already, was my response to the clitoral revelations.

In 1998, I’d also seen Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues at the King’s Head theatre; that performance, in the intimate north London venue surrounded by close female friends, affected me more deeply than any other has ever done. In the same year, I’d reported on the launch of male erection medication Viagra, and wondered why female sexual function was ignored and overlooked. Months later, at the start of 1999, I read Woman: an intimate geography by Natalie Angier. Perhaps this cultural landscape, plus my personal situation came together.

Beginning my research, I realised quickly that I was the first to write about the vagina in this way. The only other book I could find on female genitalia was The Diseases of the Vagina and Vulva; a search for articles on the vagina over a twenty-year-period found just seven that discussed the clitoris, while the penis featured in 539. The story of the vagina at that point was of being ignored, misrepresented and hidden; late historian Roy Porter agreed: he told me my chosen topic was ‘a great idea – virgin territory’.

People’s reactions to the news of my book stunned me. One common response was to misunderstand what I had said and substitute a more palatable word. Do you go there often, one person replied – they thought I had said I was writing a book about China. Too many people laughed in my face, telling me I was being ridiculous, sometimes angrily. How can you do that, said one woman, recoiling and adding: there isn’t enough to write about. Men responded this way too. Jokes and laughter were the norm; I treasured the handful of supportive replies.

My book launched in the UK in August 2003. Vagina was my first choice for the title, but my publishers disagreed strongly. I heard that in the publishing meeting in spring 2000, when my book was given the go-ahead, a number of the people in the room (all men) could not even say the word vagina. The publishers insisted on a new name without the word vagina in the title. I compromised with The Story of V (which is still reflected in this edition, in the main body of the text).

Although my UK publishers couldn’t countenance Vagina as my title, other publishers did. In the next couple of years, The Story of V was translated into ten different languages, launched in 13 countries and has sold over 100,000 copies. In the Czech Republic it is Vagina; in Poland Wagina, in Finland Vaginan Tarina – Vagina Story and in Spain Historia de la Vagina: un territorio virgin al descubierto – History of the Vagina: a virgin territory uncovered.

Different countries chose vastly different front covers: some raising the skirt (UK, US, Poland, the Netherlands, Portugal, Brazil), a classical nude (Italy), artistic interpretations (Spain, Finland), flowers (Taiwan) and full frontal nudity (Czech Republic, Korea). Cultural differences meant the central colour spread (now black and white for this edition) featuring eight vulvas wasn’t reproduced in the American and Japanese editions: in Japan, it is illegal to print colour images of female or male genitalia, there isn’t a legal issue in the US but no publisher there would agree to produce the book with colour vaginal images. I compromised: black and white images replaced the colour ones.

Given Japan’s ban on depicting colour genitalia, imagine my surprise when I received my copy of the Japanese edition. A large, dramatically-colourful vagina graced the front cover and the back – but pixelated for decency. However, if you hold the book at arm’s length the pixels fall away and you’re gazing on a vibrant vulva. I wish I could have seen this edition on sale in bookshops in Japan. Curiously, my book has sold far more copies to date in Japan than anywhere else, perhaps helped by the in-your-face front cover or perhaps a reflection of the country’s long history of venerating the vagina.

So what has changed in the last twenty years since I began my book? The most obvious is that publishers are far happier to launch a book with the words vagina or vulva on the front cover. Vulva by Mithu Sanyal came out in 2009, Natalie Angier gave the world Vagina: a new biography in 2012. The vagina: a literary and cultural history by Emma L.E. Rees launched in 2013, and in 2019 there was Vagina: a re-education by Lynn Enright and The Vagina Bible by Dr Jennifer Gunter.

Talking about and producing all things vaginal is now far more culturally acceptable, in vogue even. Genital highlights from the last two decades include: UK artist Jamie McCartney creating The Great Wall of Vagina (2008) by casting over 400 women’s vulvas in plaster of Paris; TV documentary 100 Vaginas, about UK artist Laura Dodsworth’s project to photograph 100 vulvas (broadcast in the UK in 2019); US singer Janelle Monáe flaunting and flouncing her fantastic labial trousers in the video for her song Pynk (2018) and The Vagina Museum, the UK’s first museum devoted to the vagina, which opened in late 2019.

Despite this increased enthusiasm to embrace the vagina, ignorance and taboos persist. In a recent survey (YouGov, 2019), women in the UK were asked to label the different parts of female genitalia. The results are shocking: one-third (29%) could not locate the clitoris, over half (55%) incorrectly labelled the urethra, 43% did not know where the labia were and 45% could not identify the vagina. Approaching half of the women (46%) were unaware that the vagina is self-cleaning (due to its natural mucosal secretions), and that the best way to keep it fresh is to not wash inside the vagina.

Japan’s strict obscenity laws meant that, in 2016, the Japanese artist Megumi Igarashi, was found guilty of indecency after she distributed 3-D printer data of her genitals – which allowed users to create precise replicas of her genitalia. She was also charged with ‘displaying obscene images publicly’ after exhibiting a vulva-shaped mould in a shop window, but was cleared of this charge because the item was deemed to not resemble a real vagina; Igarashi first found fame two years earlier after 3D-printing a kayak in the shape of her vulva.

As I wrote this new introduction, news was flaring about Twitter, Facebook and Instagram blocking adverts promoting medic Dr Jennifer Gunter’s book The Vagina Bible because they used the words ‘vagina’ or ‘vaginal’. This is not unusual. Vagina is still a dirty word on social media – and many other places. Within broadcast media, producers are careful not to say vagina too many times in case they cause offence; talking non-stop about penises though is not a problem.

Sadly, parents perpetuate stigmas surrounding the words vagina or vulva. Another recent UK survey (Eve Appeal and YouGov, 2019) reported that only one in five parents (19%) use the word vagina when talking to their daughters about this part of their anatomy; just 1% used vulva and more than one in five parents (22%) avoided using any word at all – an appalling absence in girls’ lives that can only promote negative feelings and shame about female genitalia.

According to the survey, most parents in the UK choose to use vaginal euphemisms such as flower, tuppence, fairy, bits or front bottom. A shocking one in three parents (31%) felt it was inappropriate to use the words vagina and vulva below the age of 11. Vagina and vulva are not the wrong words, or rude words, or too anatomical words, they are simply the correct words and it is only an adult’s own hang-ups that colours them otherwise.

It’s not just the UK that has a problem with anatomical language. Many western countries shun clinical terminology, like vagina, and bemoan a lack of widely-used positive and non-sexual words to describe female genitalia. Oprah Winfrey tried to bring vajayjay into the mainstream in the US in 2006. But it’s Sweden that recently succeeded in creating a light-hearted vagina synonym, thanks to feminist and social worker Anna Kosztovics.

In Sweden, terms for female genitalia veer from the clinical, vagina, to the harsh and sexual fitta (akin to cunt), muff and mutta or the ridiculous framstjärt (‘front bottom’). Kosztovics had noticed when visiting nursery schools that, after going to the toilet, boys would be told to ‘dry your snoppa (willy), while girls were told only ‘dry yourself’. To rectify this, she created the word snippa.

In 2006, six years after she started promoting the word in Sweden’s nursery schools, snippa entered the official dictionary of the Swedish language. In 2015, a TV cartoon of dancing snippa and snoppa broadcast on children’s television, with the aim of educating children aged 3 to 6 about their bodies; snippa is now the accepted term to use when talking to girls about their vagina.

Snippa is a success story in terms of how it has been assimilated into Swedish language and life but my criticism is that it is a ‘cutesy’ word – equivalent to so many other vagina euphemisms like coochie or twinkle. It’s also rooted in the male word snoppa, rather than being a word in its own right. We need a stylish, independent noun.

My choice is still for vagina and vulva but if the UK wants a new non-anatomical word, my vote is for verenda. It’s an old word for the vagina and means ‘the parts that inspire awe or respect’. Grace, gravitas and a great provenance combined.

While much vagina terminology is still taboo, elsewhere there has been significant change. One of my core aims in celebrating the vagina in book form was to bring together all the different vaginal facts I’d uncovered, including the raising the skirt stories, so that they would never be forgotten or hidden again. That’s why one of the things I am most proud of is that ana-suromai or anasyrma – the act of raising the skirt – has entered public consciousness: as a word with its own Wikipedia page, as a gesture celebrated in modern art and as an act of female activism.

Just as women throughout history raised the skirt to vanquish those attacking their home, family, community or way of life, twenty-first century women are now using the age-old action for exactly the same reasons. Ana-suromai formed part of the mass anti-abortion demonstrations in Poland – the Black Protest – at the start of October 2016. Led by Polish artist Dr Iwona Demko, a group of women dressed in black, in solidarity with the thousands of female protesters, but sporting striking vibrant silk skirts – pink, red, orange, vermilion and gold – brandished their skirts high to reveal their womanhood in front of the historic entrance to Krakow. The wave of protests in Krakow and across Poland forced the government into a historic U-turn on the proposed total ban on abortions.

This anasyrma protest event was the eleventh Dr Demko had organised since the end of 2014. The brightly-coloured ana-suromai skirts, designed by the artist, have been lifted in defiance in front of the National Museum, at the Academy of Fine Arts where Dr Demko lectures, on Krakow’s main square and other strategic places around the city. We did this, says Dr Demko: ‘To stop being ashamed. To recall the lost meaning of women and femininity. To restore the value of power resulting from the ability to give birth to a new life. To emphasise our importance … It was a perfect act to give us courage.’

Since 2008, Dr Demko has created an extraordinary series of vaginal artworks, inspired after reading Wagina, the first Polish edition of my book – which she calls her ‘bible’. The Chapel of the Vagina is a glorious golden sacred space, graced with elegant vaginal candlesticks, holy water in the form of menstrual blood, the golden clitoris of the Great Goddess in pride of place nestled in a gold reliquary, a vagina bible and the altar piece an immense floor-to-ceiling gold and red vagina.

28 Vaginas features 28 sculpted silken vagina cushions, sequinned and furred, with each one illustrating a different day of the menstrual cycle: virginal white infertile days, luscious, inviting fertile pink days, angry, contorted pre-menstrual black days and blood-red menstruating days. The Sheela-na-Gig and Ana-suromai Girls are soft sculpted mannequins raising their rose-pink and scarlet-red skirts to reveal their exquisitely-detailed voluptuous pink and red vulva, adorned with beads, stars, sequins and clitoris pearls. I’m honoured that the front cover of this edition of Raising the Skirt features Dr Demko’s Pink square on a white background. For women who love their sex (2014).

Other female artists and activists are recognising the power and symbolism of raising the skirt and using it to protest against actions threatening female autonomy, the rights of others and the earth’s fertility. Los Angeles-based artist Amanda Sage’s Ana suromai (2005-2011) painting was displayed on a massive banner during the Women’s March Los Angeles and used as part of the Occupy Los Angeles protest movement. Thousands of Ana suromai postcards have been distributed globally and an image of it was chosen to be in a time capsule on a communication satellite orbiting the planet.

Created after reading the US edition of my book, Sage describes her painting of the raising the skirt gesture as ‘a wakeup call to humanity’. ‘I lift my skirt to oppression and dishonesty, to lies and deceit,’ says Sage. Ana suromai is ‘an outcry, a visual denouncement of the corrupt system that has brought our world to a state of chaos … I hope this painting will inspire people to speak up, to stand up, and to know they do not need any other weapon to make a difference in the world than to have no fear and believe in themselves.’

In Italy – in Rome and Milan – mass anasyrma demonstrations took place in March 2017 protesting against gender discrimination, male violence against women and workplace harassment. In Rome, as part of a 20,000-strong crowd, 17 women raised their skirts high on the steps of the Altare della Patria, the Altar of the Fatherland, to defend their right to have control over their own bodies.

In Milan, on International Women’s day, feminist protest organisation MonUnaDiMeno (Not One Less) organised a national strike and a group vaginal display. Twenty-plus women, faces covered, raised their skirts in front of the city’s central station to reveal their vaginas covered with the words Body Revolution – in a move echoing the medieval Milanese maiden raising her gown to protect the city from its enemies. It is heartening and inspiring to see this deeply symbolic action being used once more to remind the world of the importance of respecting women and girls, and the creative, sexual and apotropaic power we wield.

Back in 2003, and for the next few years as my book launched around the world, I talked non-stop about the vagina – giving interviews, talks and answering questions. But I kept a big secret. The strange thing was, I didn’t even know that there was something vital I wasn’t saying. My truth was so painful and had been hidden for so long, even from myself, that it didn’t even enter my consciousness.

I am infertile. My genitalia don’t work properly. I cannot do what the majority of women do so easily. And even though I know rationally that being able to bear a child does not define you as a woman, I found it practically impossible emotionally not to feel less of a woman when I couldn’t have children naturally. It wasn’t something I talked about – ever. Too scared of my future, too ashamed of my past.

I found out I was infertile a few days before my twenty-first birthday. Chlamydia had ravaged my Fallopian tubes, scarring and twisting the slender wands, crushing the hope of egg engulfing sperm there in the future. Sometime between losing my virginity at seventeen and my twentieth year, I’d had sex with someone carrying the common sexually-transmitted infection.

I hadn’t protected myself. I hadn’t insisted on my sexual partners using condoms – I did not have the strength of character or the sexual confidence to stand up for myself and my body and protect my fertility. How I wish I had. How different my life would have been if I’d had the guts to say no when I meant no; if I hadn’t been too embarrassed about all things sexual to say what was really on my mind; please use a condom.

How I wish I hadn’t cared so much about what others thought of me – playing the up-for-fun woman that men would prefer and not a boring, ball-breaking bitch – that I was prepared to sacrifice my body for someone else’s fleeting sexual pleasure. I had fertile, creative, sexual power between my legs but I didn’t recognise or value it – and I gave it away. That still hurts.

Would I have given my power away so easily if my upbringing and the culture I grew up in had been different? If I had been taught explicitly by my parents, elders, peers, health professionals, the education system and society to value being female and to appreciate the true extent of female and vaginal power?

I believe empowering girls and women with the truth about their bodies and history can make a difference. Information is power. If women and girls know what their bodies are truly capable of and know their history – understanding how facts about the female of the species have been misinterpreted, obscured or ignored then change can begin. Only then can we truly be ‘woke’ women. That’s why I wrote this book.

The vagina revolution is already happening. Women are reclaiming the power of raising the skirt to display the vagina. Women are recognising they are multi-orgasmic. The vagina and clitoris is being celebrated – anatomically-correctly – in literature and art (though sex education has yet to catch up). In the #MeToo movement, women and girls are making their voices and vulvas heard.

The power of the pink Pussyhat™ worn by thousands of women around the world during the global 2017 Women’s March is another marker of this change. I can’t help but see the Pussyhat™, which was created to be a very visual vaginal symbol, as a wonderful twenty-first century re-imagining of the gesture of raising the skirt; I am not alone in making this connection. This is a new generation of women using anasyrma to ward off evil.

But there is more to do, and pressing reasons to act swiftly. Hard-won freedoms are being challenged as reproductive rights are curtailed in too many parts of the world; female autonomy over our bodies is not secure. Falling male fertility, because of a global decline in sperm count and motility, could yet be the catalyst for an attack on the reproductive rights of the sex that brings forth new life.

New battlegrounds for women’s bodies are emerging. Advances in understanding and manipulating female fertility mean that there is an ever more urgent need to give girls and women the information and sexual confidence to make the right reproductive choices for themselves, rather than being swayed by another individual’s motives or their culture’s beliefs.

Faced with the possibility of preserving fertility via egg freezing, or removing, storing and later re-implanting ovarian tissue, girls and women need to understand the capabilities and the limitations of their bodies. Fertility preservation offers women unique reproductive freedoms but there may be long-term health costs.

After over half a decade of trying and failing to become pregnant, after miscarriages, after a myriad women and men in white coats peering up my vagina, after multiple surgeries, after a vaginal pilgrimage to fertility icons across Europe, after spirit-shattering emotional distress, after unsuccessful rounds of IVF, after tens of thousands spent, after fertility astrology, I am finally a mother.

I am mother to a daughter. A daughter who calls her vagina a vagina without embarrassment because that’s the word for it. She’s a girl who’s known she has a clitoris since she was old enough to name other parts of her anatomy. She knows her clitoris is shaped like an upside-down letter Y and that the crown is the delightfully sensitive part that pokes out at the top of her vulva, while the rest of her clitoris – body and legs – reach deep inside her vagina, straddling either side of it. She knows sexual pleasure is to be treasured. She knows to protect her fertility.

We talk about how amazing female bodies are. How a woman’s egg is 80,000 times bigger than a man’s sperm. We talk about how science now shows that it’s not the active sperm swimming to the passive egg – rather the egg pulls the sperm to it, and at the final moment of conception, it’s not a minuscule sperm actively penetrating a passive egg, it’s a massive egg actively choosing and engulfing a tiny sperm.

She’s met the great vagina goddesses, and viewed the myriad ways the vagina is represented in art. She knows the raising the skirt stories; she knows the triune power of the vagina – sexual, creative and able to protect from harm. She stands proud in this world as a girl and woman-to-be. She knows how mighty she is.

My hope for this new edition of Raising the Skirt is that your daughter, niece, grand-daughter, cousin or friend will stand proud too, know her might and tell everyone around her about the power of the vagina. Raise the skirt: reclaim your power.

Catherine Blackledge
2020
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