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TURNING THE PAGE

How wwomen became readers.

BY JOAN ACOCELLA

t the beginning of “Jane Eyre,” we
find the heroine, a ten-year-old
orphan, living as a poor relation in the
home of her maternal kin. One day,
she takes a book down from a shelf
and slips behind a curtain to read it.

The son of the family, John—he is
fourteen—comes in and discovers her:

“What were you doing behind the cur-
tain?” he asked.

“[ was reading.”

“Show the book.”

I returned to the window and fetched it
thence.

“You have no business to take our books;
youare a dependant, mama says; you have no
money; your father left you none; you ought to

beg, and not to live here with gentlemen’s chil-
dren like us, and cat the same meals we do, and
wear clothes at our mama’s expense, Now, I'll
teach you to rummage my book-shelves™

John throws the book at her. She
falls and cuts her head. His mother en-
ters and tells the servants to take Jane
away and lock her in a room.

A nineteenth-century reader would
have understood, as a twentieth-century
reader might not, that Jane’s crime was
made especially serious by the fact that
it involved a book. In the history of
women, there is probably no matter,
apart from contraception, more impor-

By the Renaissance, many more women outside the Church were reqding.
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tant than literacy. With the advent of
the Industrial Revolution, access to
power required knowledge of the world.
This could not be gained without read-
ing and writing, skills that were granted
to men long before they were towomen.
Deprived of them, women werc con-
demned to stay home with the livestock,
or, if they were lucky, with the servants.
{Alternatively, they may have been the
servants.) Compared with men, they led
mediccre lives. In thinking about wis-
dom, it helps to read about wisdom—
about Solomon or Socrates or whom-
ever, Likewise, goodness and happiness
and love, To decide whether you have
them, or want to make the sacrifices
necessary to get them, it is useful to read
about them. Without such introspec-
tion, women seemed stupid; therefore,
they were considered unfit for educa-
tion; therefore, theyweren't given an ed-
ucation; therefore they seemed stupid,

1t is hard to find out how many
wornen in early-modern societies could
read and write, but one method that
scholars have used is to count how
many, in giving legal depositions—a
duty that crossed class lines—were able
to sign their names to their staternents.
Between 1580 and 1640, only about ten
per cent of women in a diocese of Lon-
don were able to do so, and this figure
is probably too high as a measure of
literacy. A woman who can write her
name can't necessarily write anything
else. Furthermore, even if the figure
were typical for England, that nation
was far ahead of many others, The slow
process by which women took up books
and pens s the subject of “The Woman
Reader” (Yale), by Belinda Jack, a tuto-
rial fellow at Oxford.

It was in the fourth millennium B.C.,
in Mesopotamia, that people began
wiiting and reading. Jack can’t tell us
much about this innovation, or its early
development—not rouch is known—ex-
cept to say that for a long time few peo-
ple, and very few women, were literate.
Thatincludes the citizens of two cultures
that we regard as foundations of our
own: andent Greece and Rome. Around
480 B.C., when Aeschylus was staping
plays, five per cent of Greeks {men and
women), at the most, could read. Plato,
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the fount of Western philosophy, actu-
ally disapproved of reading and writing,
He worried that such practices would
erode memery. He also seems to have
thought that written statements might
be accepted without the test of dia-
Jogue—of people asking “Is this really
true?” and batting the question back and
forth. In imperial Rome, it scerns, more
women were literate, but when, occa-
sionally, this achievement was praised by
their contemporaries it was mainly be-
cause their skills would help them in ed-
ucating their male children.

In the chaos that came after the fall
of Rome, reading and writing survived
almost exclusively in religious retreats.
The Church saved Latin, and literacy.
Also, by stressing the inner life—the
soul, speaking to God—it preserved the
fragile idea that reading (a sacred text,
of course) was an clevating experience,
Animportant moment in the history of
literacy is the passage in St. Augus-
tine’s “Confessions” when he sees his
mentor, Ambrose, the bishop of Milan,
reading without moving his lips: “His
heart searched out the sense, but his
voice and tongue were at rest.” A new
idea of reading was taking hold. Before,
that word usually involved not just mov-
ing your lips but actually speaking: read-
ing some text, such as a sermon or an
edict, to an audience. Now people had
started reading alone, which meant that
they could go at their own pace and
compare the text with their knowledge
of the world. As a rule, the only people
who could do this—the only ones who
had access to a private room, and were
able and entitled to read—were the no-
bility and, of course, monks and nuns,
but they were often highborn. Many
medieval convents had two classes of
nuns, the “laboring nuns,” who peeled
the vegetables and mopped the floors,
and the “church nuns,” who, because
they came from upper-class families,
were given time to read and discuss.

In the eighth century, Charlemagne,
eager that his subjects seem like more
than a collection of louts, decreed that
all churches in the Frankish kingdom
had to have schools, for girls as well as
boys. And, in time, more books were
written in the vernacular, which meant
that more girls were zble to read. (The

girls might, with effort, have learned to
decipher their mother tongue, but they
were far less likely than boys to know
Latin.) On the other hand, vernacular
literature was frequently scorned by
men, because it tended to be sentimen-
tal and realistic: ballads and lays—that
is, verse storics—about love and friend-
ship and animals and magic potions.
Some of these were written by women,
as were some vernacular holy texts. Til-
degard of Bingen, the twelfth-century
(German abbess, poet, and composer,
was alearned person, and corresponded
with highly placed churchmen, but
since, in her letters, she described elab-
orate visions—she heard voices, saw
white lights and black abysses—her
correspondents often made fun of her
behind her back. Until the Jate eigh-
teenth century, a fernale writerwho had
bold ideas, especially ideas that might
be socially disruptive, was widely re-
garded as foolish or insane. Conversely,
a book by a woman which scemed to
make sense was sometimes said to have
been penned, secretly, by a man.

A touching example of female eru-
dition in the twelfth century is [ ¢loise,

the niece of Canon Fulbert, of Nétre |
Dame de Paris, and a student of the |

brilliant Scholastic theologian Peter |

Abelard, also a canon of Natre Dame.
Abelard advocated “critical reading”;
that is, asking yourself whether you ac-
tually agreed with the text. He had a
willing pupil in Héloise, who, in Jaclds
account, was a considerable scholar—
versed not just in Latin but in Greek
and Hebrew as well-—and a great ques-
tioner. Héloise denied the separation of
bedy, mind, and spirit. She questioned
the Gospels. (Why did the four evange-
lists tell such different stories?) Most
important, she asked herself whether
she could bring her own life into accord

with the hely books. She didn't succeed; |

she had an affair with Abelard. When
this was discovered, he was castrated.
She became a nun and, eventually, an
abbess. Her letters to Abelard are pierc-
ing. “I wanted simply you, nothing of
yours,” she wrote., “Tlooked for no mar-
riage bond, no marriage portion, and it
was not my own pleasures and wishes I
sought to gratify, as you well know, but
yours.” Héloise has not gone down in
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history as a learned woman. Instead,
she and Abelard are regarded as iconic
lovers, like Tristan and Tsolde. Still,
people have heard of her, which is an
improvement over our knowledge of
literate women in carlier times.

In the Renaissance, there were, again,
more booksin the vernacular, more books
by women, and just more books. In the
mid-fifteenth century, the Dominican
convent of St. Catherine, in Nuremberg,
had forty-six volumes. By the end of the
century, it had more than five hundred.
The religious were still ahead of the
game, but with the expansion of vernac-
ular literature, espedially romantic stories,
many more wormen outside the Church
were reading, This included merchant-
class wives and daughters. (They needed
to know letters and numbers in order to
help in the shop.} Servants, too, were
reading. In some quarters, there were
strong objections to women'’s putting
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their noses into books, but thiswas prob-
ably not the majority vicw, as long as the
textwas a holy one. In Renaissance paint-
ings of the Annunciation, we begin, con-
sistently, to find the Virgin Mary inter-
mpn:d by the Archangel Gabriel asshe is
reading, a circumstance certainly not
mentioned in the Gospel of St. Luke,
which is the main source for this story.
(Mary herself says she is a woman of “low
estate.”) In an early example, the “An-
nunciation and Two Saints,” by Simone
Martini, which is in thie Uffizi gallery, in
Florence, the Virgin keeps her thumb in
her book, so as not to lose her place, as
Gabriel, having flown into her room, ini-
forms her that she s going to give birth to
the son of God.

Such instances of the growth of fe-
male literacy are fun to hear about, but
for carly-modern times they are few and
far apart, with the result that they begin
to seern small barks on a great ocean.

When Jack comes up with an example
of something, you often wonder if she
has a second one. Also, because the sto-
res are disconnected, Jack's organiza-
tion of them is largely chronological,
and so her account reads like a list, with
no staternent of what caused what, or
what was a variation on what, Again,
this is not really her fault. To describe a
shape, you have to see a shape.

The real action begins with the Ref-
ormation, or a little before, with Gu-
tenbergs, In the history of women's read-
ing, the fact that Gutenberg’s machine
made books more available is almost a
minor matter compared with the im-
pact that printing had on Western cul-
ture as a whole. The Reformation, Jack
tells us, is sometimes known as “the
daughter of Gutenberg.” The easier it

was for pedple to get hold of books, the’

more readily they could find out about
the duties Martin Luther had placed be-
fore them—above all, private, unmedi-
ated thinking. People were supposed to
ask questions about their lives, and,
apart from the peasantry, no social group
had better reason to do so than women.

More and more of them began to
spend time with books. In France and
elsewhere, in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, publishers started pro-
ducing small, relatively inexpensive edi-
tions, which women could afford and
conceal from their husbands. Eventu-
ally, a number of men gave up on the
idea of forbidding women to read and
began publishing books that would at

least have a good influence on them. In .

1766, James Fordyce, a Scottish Presby-
terian minister, exhorted ladies to be
gente and to dowhat men told them to,
in his “Sermons to Young Women.” In
Sheridan’s “The Rivals” (1775), the her-
oine, Lydia Languish, suddenly hears
her elders coming to visit her in her bou-
doir. “Here, my dear Lucy, hide these
books,” she says to her maid. “Quick,
quick—TFling Peregrine Pickle under the
toilet—throw Roderick Randem tito the
closet...cram Ovid behind the bolster.”
Fordyee’s “Sermens,” she tells Lucy,
should be laid open on the table.

What was it that men feared about
women's reading? A big warry was that
it was something they could do alone,
without anyone to guide their thinking.




They would thus leamn to think indepen-
dently. Accordingly, they might cease
displaying the attractions—sweetness,
soft voices, compliance—that were the
product of their dependence on male ap-
proval. Indeed, they might start talking
back to men. They did. This began long
before the eighteenth century, but during
the iconoclastic Enlightenment, and
then in the nineteenth century, female
protests against misogyny became both
more frequent and more pointed. Also,
as men feared, books caused women to
imagine a different life for themselves,
espedially if the books were romances or,
as we can call them by this point, novels.
Some women, too, wamed of the siren
song. Nancy Johns Turner Hall, a mid-
dle-class American woman, wrote a
memoir that included a chapter entitled
“My first peep into novels and its conse-
quences. Heartrending disappointment.”
Inher youth, Hall recalled, she happened
upon a stash of novels: “While conscious
of the sin, I opened & read them, one
after another until all were perused. . .
when I had read the Tast, I almost wept
that there were no more to read.” Wish-~
ing for the sortof reckless, rapturous love
that these books portrayed, she married
unwisely, at the age of sixteen. Fortu-
nately, she recovered her sanity and made
a prudent second marriage.

Other women might not be so lucky.
Indeed, reading might even kil them, as
was said in the Srors Magazine, in 1774,

ta have been the case with the wife of

the First Eard of Effingham. One night,
in her rooms at Hampton Court, she
became so absorbed in her book that
she failed to notice that her clothes
had caught fire. She died. Worse, a
woman could be corrupted sexually. In
Pierre-Antoine Baudouin's “The Reader”
(c. 1760), we see a sumptuously dressed
woman, her legs apart, her hand plunged
suspiciously deep into her pocket, swoon-
ing as she drops the book she has been
reading. If female novel-readers did not
abandon themselves to sexual license,
they might still disrupt the social order. In
Samuel Richardson’s alternately salacious
and prudish epistolary novel “Pamela”
(1740), a servant girl writes to her parents
plaintively, and at length, of being chased
by her employer down the hallways of
his mansion. “I found his hand in my

bosom,” she says with apparent surprise.
In fact, she was just holding out for a
wedding ring, and she gets it, which
was surely an inspiration to many a.cham-
bermaid. But the book seems to have
appealed to all classes. It was the best-
seller of its time. There were spinoffs:
Pamela mugs, fans, playing cards. And
people didn't just read the book; they read
it in groups. Here is an account of the

novel’s reception in an English village: |

The blacksmith of the village had gor |

hold of Richardson’s novel of “Pamela, or
Virtue Rewarded,” and used to read it aloud
on the long summer evenings, seated on his
anvil, and never failed to have a large and
attentive audience. . . . At length, when the
ha ppy turn of foreune arrived which brings

ero and heroine rogether . .. the congre-
ganou were so delighted as to raise a grear
shout, and procuring the church keys acru-
ally set the parish bells ringing.

n the nineteenth century, the prob-

lem of women’s reading acquired a
new dimension. By then, women were
thought to be prone to “hysteria,” whereby
strong emotions caused physical symp-
toms. This concern, too, had been voiced
long before. “Pamela” and Richardson’s
later novel “Clarissa” (1748) were prod-
ucts of, and appeals to, the cighteenth-
century fashion for “sensibility,” or emo-
tional susceptibility. Women reacted
powerfully to these novels. One of Rich-
ardsor'’s fans, Lady Bradshaigh, wrote to
him of her response to “Clarissa™

Had you seen me, I surely would have
moved your pity. When alone, in agonies
would I lay down rhe Book, take it up again,
walk about the room, let hll a flood of tears,
wipe my eyes, read again, perhaps not three
lines, throw away the book, crying out, ex-
cuse me, good M Richardson, I cannot go
on; it is your fault—you have done more

than I can bear; [I] threw mysclf upon my
couch.

Some medical experts felt that such

responses might endanger a woman’s |

mental health, or aggravate her physi-
cal disorders. One London doctor

wrote that female patients mightbe al- | [

lowed fiction but should be carefully
watched. If a novel seemed to worsen a
woman's condition, it should be taken
away and replaced by “a beok upon
some practical subject; such, for in-
stance, as beekeeping.”

But the women won out, or capital-
ism did. Many writers—not only Dick-
ens but George Eliot, Elizabeth Gas-
kell, Trollope—published books as serials
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in inexpensive magazines. Booksellers
opened stalls in railway stations—that is,
for people who were about to have a few
hours of leisure time. And books kept
getting cheaper. The Abbé Prévost's
“Manon Lescaut” (1731), like “Pamela,”
had to do with a beautiful lowhorn gir
who was pood at marketing her attrac-
tions. (Manon comes to a bad end,
though.) Tn 1848, the publisher Gustav
Havard issued a handsome edition of the
book, with plenty of pictures, and priced
it at twenty centimes, a great bargain.
The book sold millions of copies. By

that time, actually, people could obtain .

baoks at almost no cost, thanks to com-
merdial lending libraries. The most im-
portant was Mudic’s, the Netflix of the
nineteenth century. Founded in London
in the middle of the century and eventu-
ally opening branches in other English
cities, the company charged subscribers
a guinea a year to borrow one book ata
time. Unsl the popularization of public
lending libraries late in the century,
Mudie’s offices were thronged.

As a result of these developments,
and others, such as the increasing spread
of compulsory education, about half the
people living in Europe in the mid-
nineteenth century could read, though
with large differences between north and
south, and Protestant and Catholic. The
literacy rate for Sweden was about ninety
per cent; for Scotland and Prussia, eighty
per cent; for England and Wales, be-
tween sixty-five and seventy-five per
cent; for France, sixty per cent; for Spain,
twc[zty—ﬁvc per cent; for Italy, twenty
per cent. In Russia, where the serfs were
not freed undl 1861, only five to ten per
cent of the population could read. Tol-
stoy had a larger audience in Western
Europe than he did in his own country.

However many people spent time
with books, they spent it mostly with
fiction. The nineteenth century has
been called a golden age of reading. In
any case, it was the golden age of the
novel, which became both hugely pop-
ular and, on ayerage, of better quality
than in any other period. The writers of
that time raised the novel to the top of
the hierarchy of genres, and also gener-
ously stocked the lower tiers. At all lev-
els, from art to junk, women writers,
though still in the minority, were as ac-

complished as the men. And women
readers were more likely to read fiction
than men were. Female novelists prob-
ably drew female patrons just by being
of the same sex, but they also, much
more than men, dealt with problems
thatwere central to the lives of women.
Both sexes could have their lives de-
stroyed by misfortunes in Jove and mar-
riage, but wormen were more vulnerable,
and those subjects were a near-constant
in the books produced by women writ-
ers, the best (Jane Austen, the Brontés,
George Eliot) and the worst alike.

The most important fact about the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
novel, apart from its increasing artistry,
was its democratic reach. Tan Watg, in
his classic 1957 study “The Rise of the
Novel,” writes that while in eighteenth-
century England the poor were still
strongly discouraged from reading, ap-
prentices and household servants were
likely to slip past the barriers:

They would normally have leisure and
light to read by; there would often be books
in the house; if there were not, since they did
not have to pay for their food and lodging,
their wages and vails could be devoted to
buying them if they chose; and they were, as

ever, peculiarly liable to be contaminated by
the example of their betrers.

And, however harsh the servants’ up-
bringing, their employment separated
them from the neighborhoods where
most of England’s urban poor spent
what litde free time and money they had
drinking the cheap gin of the period.

From that point to the present, it
seems, many of the working poor have
found popular fiction, especially about
rich people and their love lives, one of
the most reliable of lifes pleasures.
Marxists would call this “false con-
sciousness,” and even mild-minded
progressives might furrow their brows
over it. Kate Flint, in her 1993 bock
“The Woman Reader: 1837-1914,
quotes a late-Victorian report about a
book popular in Ancoats, a working-
class neighborhood in Manchester:

It was a love story. The scenes were those
of old barvmial houses, country roads, wealthy
mansions, floral parks, old and starely trecs,
delicious glens, limpid streams, hunting expe-
ditions, billiard rooms, and continental plea-
sure places. The characters were rich men and
beautiful swomen; titled men such as earls and

knights, and ladies of refinerent, wealth, edu-
cation; real British pride, and charms irresist-




ible; women who spurned wotk, treated low
life ignominiously, and spoke in terms of con-
tempt of people, however rich and good, who
had made moncy by industry. . . . “Ic is the
chicf pleasure of my life,” said a hard-working
woman to me, who was buying one of these
stories, “10 read these tales—they're lovely!”

ack goes up to the present. She dis-

cusses the Internet and its censorship,
which no doubt falls harder on women,
because they are still kept closer to home
and therefore have more need of infor-
mation. (The censorship of boaks, too,
is more punishing to women, because
the books in question often discuss is-
sues crucial to women, such as sexual
morality, contraception and abortion,
and power relations between husband
and wife. That's why such books are
forbidden.) She also addresses blogs,
which, particularly when they focus on
literature, have been used successfully
by many Western women. She writes
about American reading groups, which
are definitely a fernale preserve. This is
a poignant matter: women who spent
their young-adult years putting their
husbands through medical school, and
who now, in their forties or fifties—
maybe after the husband has left them
for a younger woman—are finally read-
ing “Anna Karenina.”

One study of adolescent girls and
boys found that the two sexes still differ
in their reading choices, in stereotypical
ways. As before, girls favor fiction, par-
ticularly when it is about love, friend-
ship, animals, and adventure. Boys,
more than girls, like nonfiction, espe-
cially about sports and science. Ina 2004
poll, eight hundred Britons—most of
them well educated, obviously—were
asked to name their “watershed books,”
books that sustained them “through key
moments of transition or crisis in their
lives.” Among men, the winners were
“The Stranger,” “One Hundred Years of
Solitude,” and “The Catcherin the Rye.”
For women, “Jane Eyre,” “Pride and
Prejudice,” and “Anna Karenina” topped
the list (lest anyone doubt that women
prefer tales of love and marriage).

A great virtue of Jack’s book is that
she repeatedly reminds us of the internal
pleasures of reading: not so much the ac-
quisition of ideas or information as just
the pleasure of going to new places in
one’s mind. T wish she could have said

more about women's experience of read-

ing and how it differed from men’s, and

also how it varied from class to class. (We |
get very few statements from below the |
middle ranks.) Jack tells us some im- |

portant things: that women read mere
fiction than men did; that they re-
sponded to it with strong emotion; that
both circumstances were counted against

them and agpinst fiction. Such facts are | |
well known, however, and she has no |

special theories about them. But if her
book is thin, another word for that is
modest, or honest. Jack doesn’t like to say

things that she has no evidence for. Also, |
she does not go in for special pleading. |

When George Eliot writes an essay
called “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists”
(1856), Jack records this. When women
come out against women's reading, she
says so. While she writes of some nun-

neries that had very rich libraries, she also |

points out that the surviving copies of the
nung books tend to have fewer margina-

lia than do those of the priests. This, she |
says, might indicate that the women |

were Jess willing to deface their books,
but it might also mean that they were less
likely to read their books, which were
often donated by parishioners,

5till, Jack tells some moving stories
of women’s delight in being allowed to
read. Samuel Johnson’s friend Hester
Piozzi noted in her diary, in 1790, that
she was ashamed to seribble in the mar-
gins of her books, “but one longs to
say something.” Pioza’s contemporary
Anna Barbauld, a poet and a compiler of
fiction—her fifty-volume “British Nov-
elists” contained selections from Defoe,
Richardson, Fielding, Ann Radcliffe,

Maria Edgeworth, and so on—wrote

that people should not defend fiction (as ||
many did) on the ground thatit was ac- | _

tually unfictive, that it dealt with real life.

The glory of the novel, she argued, was |

the opposite, that it spurred the imagi-
nation: “It is pleasant to the mind to
sport in the boundless regions of possi-
bility; to find relicf from the sameness
of every-day occurrences by expatiating
amidst brighter skies and fairer fields”
Many people lead lives that are pretty
boring to them, and are not going to get
better. Reading, for them, is a secret gar-
den, a second life. Men got there first,
but women arrived eventually. ¢

The victim.

THIS 1S NOT MY HAT

N\
Nl
c '-'rv‘ch: é;on__s
e TS (N
POWELLS COM /4| YEARS

Never have

the “mathematics of

zerd” been configured

to furnish so many

equations of insolu-

bility..."a masterpiece™

~Carey Harrison

novelist and eritie

www.ihcheethovenyearsnel

com and barn

ble.com

|SecondChances

| ForCollege.om
i i | AB5%year program

in the Catskills

(writing desk)
and his Secretary's library
(astonishing).

weww Bbrargeompany.ongnewyerher

We have William Penn's secretary

ANNIVERSARY DATE
IN ROMAN NUMERALS!
Deomber 11, 1995
XX MEMXCYII
750

3-DAY RUEH AVAILABLE!

THE NOW YORKER, OCTOBER 15, 2012 23

OHN 45 CHRISTIAN

DESIGHERS B CARFTSMEN

A MONEY BACK GUARANTLE AND FREE RESIZE

RINGBOX.COM 1.888.,646.6466



