
She’s the Cambridge don who became an 
unlikely TV star, unravelling the wonders of 
classical history. As Dame Mary Beard prepares  
to come to Australia for a thrilling exhibition 
celebrating the power of women, she talks to  
The Weekly about winning the battle to be heard. 

In 
the new world  
order of TikTok 
influencers and 
social media 
shouters, it’s rather 
comforting to 
discover that Mary 

Beard, the recently retired 67-year-old 
University of Cambridge history don, 
is still holding her own as a top-rating 
TV star and author with a burgeoning 
group of exuberant fans of all ages 
who just can’t get enough of her. 

Dame Mary is the high priestess of 

history geeks with a surprising rockstar 
celebrity status. But spend time in her 
fascinating company and the appeal is 
instant. Not only does history take flight 
in Mary’s gesticulating hands, there’s 
also a gutsy feminist lens at play that 
gives a “girl power” lustre to a world 
which for centuries was dominated  
by men.

It’s for this reason, no doubt, that the 
British Museum asked her to be involved 
in what turned out to be a blockbuster 
exhibition in London about feminine 
power, which is now showing as 

There’s 
something 
about
Mary

Feared + Revered: Feminine Power 
through the Ages at Canberra’s National 
Museum of Australia with Mary planning 
to visit our shores in January. 

The exhibition showcases more than 
160 objects from the British Museum’s 
collection, spanning six continents 
and 5000 years, from 2800 BCE to  
the present day, alongside Australian 
Indigenous representations of female 
ancestral figures and popular culture 
embodiments of the divine.

“I was a sitting target for this – 
feminine power is a subject close to 
my heart,” Mary tells me from her home 
in Cambridge. “There are many things 
that attracted me to it. One is the 
very, very long timescale. Quite often 
we think in historical chunks rather 
than say, let’s go global, let’s go 
forever. Also, the exhibition builds up 

The carnelian and gold Intaglio ring of Medusa in the 
Feared + Revered exhibition dates from 100 BCE-100 CE. 
Above left: Rockstar historian Mary Beard. Above right:  

A woodcut print exhibit, The Witches’ Sabbath by  
Hans Baldung Grien, dates from 1510CE. 

conversations about female power. How 
dangerous are women? What happens 
when you let women have power? What 
do powerful women in art do to you?”  
I ask her to tell me more and Mary is off, 
thoughts flitting through centuries, each 
figure coming alive.

Is there a culture or era she would like 
to have experienced as a woman of power 
herself? “The straight answer to that has 
to be I’m very, very pleased to be living 
now. We’ve still got a hell of a lot to do, 
but I recognise that I’m in a pretty 
privileged position as a woman in the 
21st century,” she quips. 

“That said, I’ve worked on the Greeks 
and Romans for most of my life and while 
there’s no way I’d want to go back there, 
because so much of the literature is 
written by men, I can’t help but think,  
I’d just like to take a little day trip. I’ve got 
to have a return ticket because the thought 
of getting stuck there is a nightmare but 
yes, I’d love to go and talk to the women, 
because we don’t hear their voices.

“I was a 
sitting target 

for this – 
feminine 

power is a 
subject close 
to my heart.”

WO R D S  b y  J U L I E T  R I E D E N

– Mary Beard

82  The Australian Women’s Weekly The Australian Women’s Weekly    83 

Exclusive interview



“I’d also like to feel some of the 
shock and surprise that people must 
have felt then about the different 
ways women were being represented. 
In the show there’s a very standard 
Venus figure and we tend to take that 
for granted. We’re rather 
critical – this is the start of 
the Western woman being 
displayed in art for the 
benefit of the man. But 
actually, in the classical 
tradition, the first time a 
woman – full-size, in this 
case probably a goddess 
– was represented with no 
clothes on, we can pin the 
moment down to the first 
half of the 4th century BC, 
and it was terribly 
controversial. 

“This famous sculptor, 
Praxiteles, sculpted a 
naked goddess and offered 
it to one client who 
said, ‘no thank you!’ We 
tend to think of Venus 
now as the goddess of 
love and that’s all a bit 
schmaltzy. Actually, 
back in the ancient 
world, she’s the goddess 
of sex, of passion, of 
going wild, and even 
these statues turned 
men wild. This Venus 
did eventually find a 
client to have it in their 
temple and it became a 
great tourist attraction. 
But there’s a story of a 
young man being so in 
love with her, he goes 
into the temple, gets 
locked in with the goddess late at 
night, does naughty things with her 
and when morning comes, he goes 
completely mad and throws himself 
off a cliff ... I would like to find out 
what it felt like to feel the danger  
of these works of art.” 

Fighting back 
It’s easy to see why Mary is so 
beguiling. Her style is mischievous, 
informal and accessible. She has long 

been a pillar of the academic world 
but found mass appeal in 2010 with 
her debut BBC TV documentary, 
Pompeii: Life and Death in a Roman 
Town. Mary was 55 at the time and 
unashamedly herself – a middle-aged 
married mother of two with a lived-in 
body, scant make-up and flyaway 
locks of greying hair tumbling down 
her back. She was an immediate hit 
and two years later was back with the 
three-part series Meet the Romans. 

But not everyone 
was a fan. The acerbic 
(now deceased) critic  
A.A. Gill dubbed 
Mary “too ugly for 
TV”, a remark that 
ironically increased 
her standing. 

“What was 
interesting was  
that he sort of got  
it wrong,” says Mary 

chuckling. “It was in Gill’s very funny 
style – he was an accomplished 
satirist – but so many more people 
thought it was outrageous than agreed 
with him. It made a mark that we still 
talk about because it was seen not to 
be acceptable. He’d gone too far.”

For her part, Mary rose to the bait, 
her reasoned intellect the perfect 
weapon, as she fired an arrow into the 
heart of enemy territory. “I wrote a 
piece in The Daily Mail newspaper,” 

she explains. “It’s a paper that would 
not usually be on my side, but I thought 
there was no point in doing it for  
The Guardian because it would be 
preaching to the converted.

“Afterwards I thought, I will go and 
look at the online comments because 
you’ve got to know, haven’t you?  
I fully expected that they would be 
overwhelmingly on Gill’s side, and 
some of them were, but the vast 
majority were with me. You see, Gill 
got it wrong because he wasn’t just 
talking about me; he was also in a 
sense talking about the 50-plus 
female readers of The Daily Mail who 
knew they were being insulted, too. 

“One of the things I said was: ‘What 
does he think a 55-year-old woman 
looks like? They look like me, unless 
they’ve had a hell of a lot of work 
done.’ That spoke to people.”

That was 12 years ago, and Mary  
is still very much on our screens.  
Mary 1; misogynists 0. 

Perhaps ... only the criticism has 
now moved onto social media and 
true to form, Mary is up for a stoush. 
“Everybody said don’t engage with 
trolls – it just gives them oxygen and 
publicity. I did that for a time, except  
I felt increasingly uncomfortable in 
terms of the silencing; I wanted to 
talk to them. I also wanted to show 
other people on Twitter that I was 
responding to this because Twitter  
is not just about the person to whom 
you’re replying; it’s also about the 
people who see that debate going on. 
Young women for instance. I think 
they deserve to see older women 
saying, ‘sorry, that isn’t what I said’.”

Mary says her key rule of 
engagement is to never get angry,  
and in an encounter that could only 
happen in her world, she ended up 
going out to dinner with one troll. 

“He was probably typical of the 
majority of trolls – a student on 
holiday, probably a bit disinhibited 
who’d had a drink with his mates. 
That doesn’t excuse it, but this was 
not a man who spent 24 hours a day  
in his attic abusing people. 

“It was a very strange story because 
he’d heard me talking on the radio 

about Twitter abuse and he responded 
to me on Twitter saying words to the 
effect of ‘Mary Beard’s vagina must 
smell like a cabbage’. It’s a pity that 
people’s anger comes out in misogyny. 

“I wrote back to him and said,  
‘I think maybe it would be a good idea 
to take that down, granny’s advice’. 
Nothing happened ... Then somebody 
saw this conversation and said, ‘I know 
his mum, she’ll get him to take it down’. 
I don’t know whether Mum did 
intervene, but it certainly did go. 

“He then got in touch with me and 
said he’d like to come and apologise 
in person. I thought, well, fine. We  
had a nice little chat over a meal.”

But despite his contrition, that 
wasn’t the end of it for Mary’s troll. 
“The newspapers got onto it and 
every time he went for a job 
interview it would be there in 
his background. In the end  
I decided that the only thing to 
do was write him a reference 
saying that he’d apologised, 
I’d accepted his apology and 
this was over.”

The history bug 
Mary Beard was raised as an 
only child in rural England. 
“Living in the country then, 
the kids all got along 
together. I didn’t feel like  
an only child.” Life was free 
and Mary felt a sense of 
empowerment – “you owned 
yourself as a child then”.

Her mum was a 
headmistress, her father an 
architect and she dates her 
interest in history back to a 
visit to the British Museum 
at the age of five. “I remember 
being bowled over by the 
Ancient Egyptians, but  
I was interested not just  

in the mummies, which were a bit 
scary, but in the everyday life things. 
What did people do 3000 years ago? 

“At the back of a glass case there 
was a bit of 3000-year-old Egyptian 
cake. I challenge anyone not to  
think that 3000-year-old cake is 
interesting! The cases were very  
high back then – museums were not 
child-friendly – and so my mum tried 
to lift me up to see the cake, but it was 
all a bit of a struggle.” A passing guide 
noticed Mary, unlocked the case and 
handed her the cake. “I’ve never 
forgotten that. Not just the cake 
which was jolly exciting, but the  
idea that someone would open up  
a case for you.”

“On digs  
I didn’t have 

to choose 
between 
being a 

nerd and  
a wild girl.  
I could be 

both.”

Opposite page, top to bottom: 
The stunning Queen of the Night 
relief in painted clay is from 
Iraq, dated around 1750 BCE; 
Mary during her teaching years 
at Newnham College. Right:  
A modern Kali icon by Kaushik 
Ghosh from India, 2021 CE.

– Mary Beard
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Mary’s passion sparked in that 
moment and never abated. At school 
she adored Latin and Greek. “I was a 
combination of nerdy and wild radical.” 
And then in the holidays as a teenager, 
she headed off on archaeological digs. 
“Part of the attraction of that was, 
yes, it is exciting, it’s a bit like the 
cake. Digging up a coin, you’re the 
first person to touch that coin for 
2000 years. But also there was a great 
social life. We’d 
camp out. There 
would be the local 
pub. There would 
be campfires and 
all the kind of 
things that 
adolescents do.”  
At the digs Mary 
met boys. “You 
didn’t have to 
choose between 
being a nerd  
and being a wild 
girl; you could  
be both!” 

At 18, Mary sat 
the entrance exam 
for Cambridge and 
won a place at 
Newnham College. 
It was there that 
what it meant to be 
a woman in a man’s world entered her 
consciousness. “At that stage about  
12 per cent of the students at Cambridge 
were female and the rest were male.  
I was living in an environment that 
was built for men. The lecturers, unlike 
at school, were mainly men. The 
portraits, apart from in the women’s 
colleges, were all men. Some of the 
students, including people who are 
still my best friends, thought that 
women weren’t really going to be  
at the top of the tree.”

Such opposition made Mary more 
determined. “It put a bit of iron in my 
soul. It made me want to say, ‘Up 
yours, I’m going to show you guys’.” 
Of course, the rest is most certainly 
history with Mary becoming one of 
Cambridge’s most revered professors 
and a Dame to boot. 

Curator Cheryl Crilly says the 
National Museum of Australia 

exhibition will comprise the British 
Museum original and exciting 

Australian additions. “We have 
been working with Maningrida Arts 
& Culture and Bábbarra Women’s 
Centre in Western Arnhem Land  
to display artworks of Yawkyawk 
ancestral spirits … And alongside  
a statue of Venus (100 – 150CE), 
will be Kylie Minogue’s costume 
from her Aphrodite: Les Folies, 

2011 tour.” Others involved 
interpreting the exhibits in videos 

include Dame Quentin Bryce, 
Bangarra dance artist Kassidy 

Waters and human rights lawyer 
Rabia Siddique. Feared + Revered 

is at the National Museum of 
Australia until August 27, 2023.

Feared + 
Revered

F e m i n i n e  P OW E R
A couple of weeks after our chat, 

Mary left her job as a professor. The 
university has a fixed retirement age 
of 67 and Mary’s time was up. “I’m 
pleased,” she says. “It’s time to let 
someone else have a go.” 

As her final supper I offer her a 
fantasy dinner party to invite her idols 
from the classical world. She chooses 
“Sappho, the Greek poetess. Cleopatra 
for glamour. The first Roman African 
emperor, Septimius Severus. For a  
bit of fun I’ll have Cicero, because he 
always gets written off as being boring, 
but was said to be the funniest man  
in the world. And finally, the female 
philosopher, Hypatia.” They won’t be 
eating ancient cake but spaghetti with 
fresh tomato sauce. Ever the teacher 
she wants to introduce them to 
“something they never knew”. 

We will still see Mary on TV, but  
she hopes not in the reality TV space. 
“I have no intention ever to do it. 
Ever! But when they have some OAP 
[old age pensioner] reality TV show  
in 20 years’ time, if I’m still alive,  
who knows?” AWW 

Right: Marble statue  
of Venus from Italy, 
dated 100-150 CE  
was donated by HM 
King William IV to the 
British Museum and is 
an exhibit in the show. 
Below: Mary outside 
the British Museum  
in 2021. 
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