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INTRODUCTION

In Praise of the Colour Purple – Women and Reading

Be warned, this book is full of crazy ideas and that’s because I’ve been going mad. I’ve been going mad because I’ve been reading in order that I might know what I wanted to write about. My wife, who is a therapist, says I mustn’t use the expression ‘going mad’ anymore. It is politically incorrect, so let me start again by saying I’ve been reading and it’s making me troubled. There is a marvellous book called Women Who Read Are Dangerous and it quotes many an expert from the past who actually thought this. In 1791 the German theologian, Karl Gottfried Bauer, wrote, ‘The lack of all physical movement while reading, combined with the forcible alternation of imagination and emotion,’ would lead to ‘slackness, mucous congestion, flatulence, and constipation of the inner organs, which, as is well known, particularly in the female sex, actually affects the sexual parts’.

Honestly I could hardly sit still after I read that; my sexual parts were so astir. Bauer himself had several children, including two simply listed as ‘unmarried daughters’, as if no greater disappointment could be imagined. Thank goodness those two hadn’t been allowed to read. Why, they might not only have been spinsters but wanting to vote as well. Hard to believe but it was an actual argument against women’s suffrage that the female of the species simply wasn’t built for it. If we exerted our tiny little minds too much – reading or taking part in civic society – then we were risking the very thing we had been brought into the world for: our reproductive health. So, if you’re a woman reading this – hang on to your womb, it’s going to be a bumpy ride.

In the 19th and early 20th centuries the general consensus was that the human body contained a finite amount of energy. If women used too much brainpower then their ovaries would atrophy and no one wanted that. Reading could make women infertile and, worse than that, ruin men’s lives. British women did not get the same voting rights as men until 1928. I have an original anti-suffrage postcard sent five years before, in 1923, which shows a man overwhelmed with cooking, cleaning and childcare while in the back room a disgraceful woman is reading. Whoever the sender is, their only greeting is the words ‘A LAST WARNING’ in large letters on the back.

According to William Sedgwick, one of the founders of the MIT-Harvard School of Public Health, thinking of any kind was especially dangerous for pregnant women. He declared, ‘We must not forget pregnancy and lactation, both of which are a great strain on a mother’s vitality. Any further strain, like the responsibilities of the suffrage, is bound to be harmful to both mother and child.’

What about the postmenopausal woman like myself? Surely reading might calm my addled brain? But not so. In 1913 Sir Almroth Wright, a British immunologist who we could have done with in times of pandemic had he not died back in 1947, used his no doubt excellent brain to write that vital contribution to British society – a strong letter to The Times newspaper. In this letter he declared that the menopause gave rise to ‘serious and long-continued mental disorders developing in connexion with the approaching extinction of a woman’s reproductive faculty’. He went on to write a whole book entitled The Unexpurgated Case Against Woman Suffrage in which he blathered on a bit more. It seems he was terribly clever about the human body and antibiotics but never really understood the uterus.

Fundamentally, the view was that no man should allow a woman in his life to go to the office, the ballot box or that terrible well of reading – a university. Women’s heads were imagined to be filled with little more than puppies, hats and chocolates, and that was how it ought to be. The trouble with this image is that it overlooks a few critical points on the subject of women and writing. The first writer in the world of any kind that we know about was a woman. The earliest known poet whose name was recorded was Enheduanna, who lived in the Sumerian city-state of Ur in the 23rd century BC. She was a high priestess and her collection of work, known as ‘The Sumerian Temple Hymns’, makes her the first named author of any kind in human civilisation. An elaborate carved disc found in 1927 during excavations of the Sumerian city of Ur show Enheduanna as a figure of huge importance.

Enheduanna’s very existence tells us that there were women writing, and therefore reading, more than 4,000 years ago in ancient Mesopotamia. Where else? Well, Japan. Over a thousand years ago there was a lady-in-waiting to Empress Shōshi of the Imperial Heian court called Murasaki Shikibu, also known as Lady Murasaki. She seems to have been quite a woman. Despite being Japanese, the Heian court used Chinese as their written language and women weren’t supposed to learn it. Murasaki, however, seems to have ignored that rule and had a brilliant knowledge of Chinese classics. We know this because she wrote The Tale of Genji, the world’s very first novel.

Murasaki seems to have had connections and that helped her be allowed to put pen to paper. Having a position of power was essential for early women writers. Enheduanna was a priestess and being left alone to a holy life has often been the key for early women writers. Back in the 1100s Hildegard of Bingen was the mother superior of a monastery in the Rhine Valley near Bingen in Germany. Here she was able to find the peace to write and she penned one of the first operas ever written. Then there’s Hrotsvitha of Gandersheim, another nun, who a thousand years ago wrote plays and so on. Women writing and reading is not new. If you are lucky enough to go to Fontevrault abbey near Chinon in France, you can pay your respects to Eleanor of Aquitaine, who died in 1204. There is a splendid carving which shows her reading even though she is dead, while her husband King Henry II appears to be lying beside her wondering if he locked the front door.

There have just been too many phases where the world decided to try to put the female mind into some kind of small box. In general, the last hundred years have seen the education of women become disgracefully commonplace, but some of the misogynistic attitude towards it has stuck around. In 2013 someone took it upon themselves to change the list of American novelists in Wikipedia to a list of only male novelists, while women writers were moved into a subcategory. Thus Harper Lee, Edith Wharton, Toni Morrison and Donna Tartt were all bumped down into a lesser and more belittling list. They’ve since been moved back but that anyone had to bother seems to suggest they were, well, troubled by women being in control of a narrative.

Although Lady Murasaki’s The Tale of Genji is a classic of Japanese literature, her name seems to have been a pseudonym. It’s the Japanese word for the colour purple. Too many women’s names have been lost over time so Toksvig’s Almanac reinstates a few, as we go in search of patches of purple.

A last warning

There is a new complexity in writing about history which I struggle with. There are those who say that some stories can only be told by those with direct experience of them. This makes it tricky. I am a white lesbian from Denmark and if I only wrote about white Danish lesbians then this Almanac might be rather thin. Personally, I would love to have a fuller understanding of lesbian history as it is incredibly difficult to document. Finding other women like myself helps me to understand my place in the great pantheon of human experience, and I am always grateful to anyone who points me in the direction of a woman whose story I did not know.

It’s also worth a note of caution that all the women in here are extraordinary but that doesn’t mean they are all nice. There are serial killers as well as those who tried to cure disease because I’ve set out to present as wide a range of women as possible and, well, we come in all shapes and sizes. The result is that there are women included whose lives I couldn’t possibly approve of but who are nonetheless interesting. I am painfully aware that I have not been able to even scratch the surface of the females who are worth reading about. I know someone somewhere will be outraged about the inadvertent exclusion of a vital story. The truth is we need thousands of Almanacs. I am merely trying to shine a light into a few of the many dark corners of history where women’s stories lie, and hope others will pick up where I left off and discover more. We all need to hear as many accounts as possible and then each go off in search of our own understanding. With that in mind, please know that I am merely here as a signpost not as an expert.

History records many women who dressed as men, and you will find some of them here. From this distance it is impossible to know if these women dressed as men simply to take advantage of opportunities that were only offered to men, or if they felt that they were what we would now call a trans man. That makes it tricky when it comes to pronouns, as I’d usually ask someone what they preferred to be called, and a few hundred years gets in the way of the question. I’ve done my best here with the information that the, often limited, historical record offers.

The consequence of all this is that this book may be the most incomplete book you will ever have in your hands. Rather than that being a disappointment, I think it is unbelievably energising. Toksvig’s Almanac is intended merely as a starting point for your own discoveries. Find a fabulous (or infamous) woman mentioned and, please, go looking for more of her story. The names mentioned are merely temptations. Amuse-bouches for the mind, if you like. How I would have loved to have written out in detail each tale there is to be told, but then this book would have been too heavy to lift.

In the literature of the Tamil people of India and Sri Lanka there was a poet known as Avvaiyar ([image: image]). It translates literally as ‘Respectable Woman’.

As is often the case with women in early recorded history we don’t know much about her. She may even have been three women over several generations, but certainly there is a record of Avvaiyar writing as far back as the 3rd century BC. Her words of wisdom have been passed down to us.

[image: image]

I long to be able to read those marks on the paper but at least I can have the translation. Over thousands of years her voice still resonates as she reminds us:

‘What you have learned is a mere handful;

What you haven’t learned is the size of the world.’

A couple of notes about dates

If there is ever date confusion then blame two guys from the past, Gregory and Julius, which sounds like a terrible double act. I’m going to precis here because there are more interesting things to write about.

The Egyptians were the first to try to make any kind of note of dates, then the Babylonians had a go, followed by the Greeks and the Romans, but the first calendar that anyone wanted to put up on the wall arrived courtesy of Julius Caesar in about 45 BC. It’s possible old Jules was not brilliant at counting. His calendar had an inbuilt error of one day every 128 years, which turned out to be even more annoying than you might think. The error was down to someone miscalculating the solar year by 10.8 minutes, which is the sort of miscalculation my old teachers warned me about.

In 1582, Pope Gregory adjusted the calendar the way some men adjust their trousers. He seems to have been better at adding up and this updated model became known as the ‘Gregorian calendar’. It decreed that the start of the year was 1 January, and because Greg seemed important most Western nations began celebrating the start of the year then. England and the American colonies, however, didn’t want to be pushed around by Rome so they carried on in their own way for a while, celebrating the new year on the date of the spring equinox in March. Then, in 1752, they gave in, aligned with the rest of Europe, and switched to Gregory’s way of doing things.

Not everyone was thrilled. The switch from Julian to Greg meant that, in September 1752, eleven days were effectively ‘lost’. The English have a long tradition of having governments who are poor at communication. Instead of explaining the maths behind the change they simply announced that Wednesday 2 September 1752 would be followed by Thursday 14 September 1752. There are those who will tell you this caused riots with ignorant folk wanting their eleven days back, but it’s probably not true. What people mostly didn’t like was a ‘popish’ calendar whatever day it started on.

Anyway, I’ve done my best to be accurate about dates but if anything of note happened between 2 and 14 September 1752 I cannot be held responsible.
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