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of primary education. Progress in education, however, tended to follow, 
rather than precede, the growth of the reading public. Primary educa- 
tion only became effectively free, general and compulsory in England 
and France after the 1880s, when those countries were already almost 
completely literate. 

Meanwhile, the shorter working day provided more leisure time for 
reading. In 1910, for instance, the Verein fiir Socialpolitik found that 
most German workers associated leisure only with sun day^.^ But the 
working day had been getting gradually shorter in Germany since 1870, 
and by the end of the century, a ten-hour day was normal. In England, 
a nine-hour day was the rule by 1880. Even the working classes could 
begin to join the ranks of the new reading public. 

The new public devoured cheap novels. In the eighteenth century, the 
novel was not regarded as a respectable art-form, but in the first quarter 
of the nineteenth century, its status was assured. It became the classic 
literary expression of triumphant bourgeois society. In the early years of 
the nineteenth century, novels were rarely produced in print runs of 
more than 1,000 or 1,500 copies. By the 1840s, editions of 5,000 copies 
were more common, whiie in the 1870s, the cheapest editions of Jules 
Verne appeared in editions of 30,000.6 In the 1820s and 1830s, Walter 
Scott had done much to enhance the reputation of the novel, and had 
become an international success in the process. By the 1870s, Jules 
Verne was beginning to reach the global readership that made him a 
colossus of the growing popular fiction market. The mass production of 
cheap popular fiction integrated new readers into national reading 
publics, and helped to make those reading publics more homogeneous 
and unified. 

The publishers, who had now 'arrived' for the first time as a body of 1 
professional specialists, fully exploited the new opportunities for capit, i 

alist investment. Cheap monthly instalments could reach a wider public ' 
than the traditional, well-bound, three-decker novel. The serialization 
of fiction in the press opened up a new market, and made the fortune of ' 
authors like Eugkne Sue, Thackeray and Trollope. A new relationship ! 
was created between the writer and his or her public. American readers, ' 
it was reported, crowded the docksides to greet the ship bringing the , 

next instalment of Dickens's The Old Curiosity Shop, so eager were : 
they to learn the fate of the heroine, Little Nell. The French public first ' 
read Marx's Das Kapital in weekly instalrnents, published in 1872. In a 
famous essay of 1839, Sainte-Beuve warned that this 'industrialization, 
of literature' could never produce great art.' The lure of profit, j 
however, would not be denied. I 

The new readers of the nineteenth century were a source of profit, but a 
they were also a source of anxiety and unease for social Clites. The 1848 , 
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revolutions were partly blamed on the spread of subversive and socialist 
literature, which reached the urban worker and a new audience in the 
countryside. In 1858 the British novelist Wilkie Collins coined the 
phrase 'The Unknown Public' to describe 'the lost literary tribes' of 
3 million lower-class readers, 'right out of the pale of literary civil- 
isation'.' He referred to the readers of illustrated penny magazines, 
which offered a weekly fare of sensational stories and serials, anecdotes, 
readers' letters, problem pages and recipes. The readers of the penny 
novels included many domestic servants and shop-girls, 'the young lady 
classes'. According to Collins, 'the future of English fiction may rest 
with this Unknown Public, which is now waiting30 be taught the dif- 
ference between a good book and a bad'. England's new readers, who 
never bought a book or subscribed to a library, provided middle-class 
observers with a sense of discovery, tinged with fear. 

The Female Reader: Occupying a Space of her Own 

Women formed a large and increasing part of the new novel-reading 
. public. The traditional discrepancy between male and female literacy 

rates was narrowed, and finally eliminated by the end of the nineteenth 
; century. The gap had always been the widest at the lowest end of the 

social scale. In Lyons at the end of the eighteenth century, day-labourers 
and silk-workers were twice as literate as their wives; but in artisan 
trades like baking, where the wife might be responsible for the account- 

/ ing, and frequent contact with the public was required, women were the 1 equals of their literate male  partner^.^ 
Perhaps more women than we realize could already read. The signa- 

r ture test, commonly used by historians to measure literacy, hides from 
t view all those who could read, but were still unable to sign their own 

name. This group was essentially female. The Catholic Church had tried 
as far as possible to encourage people to read, but not to write. It was 
useful for parishioners to be able to read the Bible and their catechism, 
but the ability to write as well might have given peasants an undesirable 
degree of independence in the eyes of the clergy. Perhaps for this reason, 
many women could read but not sign or write. In some families, there 
was a rigid sexual division of literary labour, according to which the 
women would read to the family, while the men would do the writing 
and account-keeping. 

Girls' education continued to lag behind that of boys everywhere in 
Europe. At the end of the eighteenth century, only 9 per cent of pupils 
in Russian state schools were girls, and in SpaniskfNavarre in 1807, 
boys' schools outnumbered girls' schools by two to one. In France, the 
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first Lcoles normales d'institutrices were not established until 1842, but 
by 1880, over two million French girls attended school. 

The provision of more formal schooling for girls therefore seemed to 
follow, rather than precede, the growing feminization of the reading 
public. Expanding opportunities for female employment (for example, 
as teachers, shop assistants or postal clerks) and gradually changing 
expectations of women did more to raise the level of female literacy. 
The nineteenth century witnessed the growth of a thriving female maga- 
zine industry and the emergence of a comparatively new phenomenon: 
the blue-stocking. Women writers, pilloried mercilessly by satirical jour- 
nals like Le Charivari as a threat to domestic stability, made their mark. 
The notoriety of a few individuals like George Sand should not disguise 
the more general literary contributions made by women everywhere in 
the nineteenth century. The femme des lettres had arrived. 

The role of the female reader was traditionally that of a guardian of 
custom, tradition and family ritual. In Protestant families in Australia, 
for instance, the family Bible was usually handed down from generation 
to generation through the female line. In it were recorded births, mar- 
riages and deaths, so that it remained a symbol of Christian tradition 
and family continuity.'O 

Similarly, Pierre-Jakez Hiliar, recalling his own childhood near 
Plozevet. in Finistkre, towards the beginning of the twentieth century, - - - -  ~ 

told us that the Vie des Saints had been part of his mother's trousseau: 

In the house, aside from my mother's prayer books and a few collections 
of hymns, there were only two large volumes. One of them, which was 
kept permanently on the window sill, was Monsieur Larouse's French 
dictionary . . . the other was closed into the cupboard that my mother had 
received as a wedding gift. It was The Lives of the Saints, written in 
Breton." 

This account links aseries of cultural dichotomies. The Lives of Saints 
was a specifically female preserve, and the maternal wedding chest was 
a hoard of religious knowledge, in opposition to the Larousse, a treas- 
ury of lay wisdom. The Vie des Saints (or Buhez ar zent) represented 
Catholic France, while Larousse was an emblem of secular republican- 
ism. Htlias's mother's chest was, at the same time, Breton-speaking ter- 
ritory, while the window sill supporting Larousse was a kind of altar 
devoted to the French language. The traditional image of the woman 
reader tended to be of a religious, family-oriented reader, far removed 
from the central concerns of public life. 

The new women readers of the nineteenth century, however, had 
other, more secular tastes, and new forms of literature were designed 
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for their consumption. Among the genres destined for this new market 
of readers were cookery books, magazines and, above all, the cheap 
popular novel. 

Among cookery manuals, La Cuisinihe bourgeoise takes pride of 
place in early nineteenth-century France. Thirty-two editions of this 
title, or of Lo Nouvelle Cuisinike bourgeoise, were produced between 
1815 and 1840, the years of its greatest popularity. The total print run 
produced in this period was probably about 100,000 copies, which 
made it a bestseller of the Restoration.12 

La Cuisinike bourgeoise typified the cooking of the Enlightenment, 
embodying a more scientific approach to dietetics and a rejection both 
of aristocratic luxury and of the coarse taste of the lower classes. La 
Cuisini2re bourgeoise was published with a set of instructions, which 
defined specifically bourgeois gestures and table manners. Advice was 
given on correct seating arrangements, on the roles of husband and wife 
at table, on the proper subjects of mealtime conversation, and on 
various rituals of collective consumption. Bread, for example, was to be 
broken not cut in peasant fashion; wine, the book h d y  insisted, could 
be taken neat immediately after the soup course, but decorum thereafter 
dictated that it be watered. In these ways, the nineteenth-century bour- 
geoisie was encouraged to invent its own distinctive style of social 
behaviour, or its own gestural code, which would allow it to recognize 
its own, and to identify interlopers. 

Unlike its rivals, Le Cuisinier royal and Le Cuisinier bnpkial, La 
Cuisinihe bourgeoise was female, and the book was usually edited by : women. This did not mean that publishers expected bourgeois women 
to read and use La Cuisinike bourgeoise. The book included not only 

, recipes and advice on entertaining, but also all the household duties 
of domestic servants, for whom the manual was especially written. 

. According to the preface to the 1846 edition, the mistress of the house 
I 'can have it read to her domestic servants from time to time . . . which 
: will save her the trouble of repeating the same instructions over and 

over again. In this respect, this book is indispensable for bachelors, who 
always risk encountering inept domestics."' The book's real readership 
was thus even more democratic than its title implied; it was destined not 
just for the personal use of the bourgeoise, but also for those who 
sought to serve her better. 

Recipes and advice on etiquette were incorporated into women's 
magazines, alongside fashion news. The ~oullza? des Dames et des 
Modes lasted from 1797 until 1837, carrying engravings and descrip- 
tions of both male and female outfits. It was followed in the 1840s by 
journals like the Jouml  des demoiselles and La Toilette de Psychb. 
Gradually, fashion magazines began to reach a more popular readership 
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- a trend indicated perhaps in France when femme replaced dame in 
magazine titles. By 1866, La Mode illustrbe had a print run of 58,000, 
with its combination of fiction, household hints and sumptuously 
illustrated fashion pages.14 

From time to time, attempts were made to launch journals which 
were not just aimed at female readers, but which actively promoted 
feminist causes. La Voix des femmes was an ambitious daily which 
appeared for three months in 1848. In the Third Republic, La Droit des 
femmes urged the re-establishment of divorce and educational facilities 
for girls. La Fronde was entirely produced by women, between 1897 
and 1903. 

Weekly illustrated magazines flourished during the Second Empire in 
France, many of them based on English antecedents like the Penny 
Magazine or the Illustrated London News. Le Journal illustrb, for 
example, was an illustrated weekly, established in 1864, with eight 
pages in folio format. One or two pages were taken up with an illustra- 
tion, and other features included views of Paris, puzzles, some European 
news, society chat and a causerie thbdtrale. In 1864, an entire issue 
written by Alexandre Dumas and Gustave DorC boasted a circulation of 
250,000.1s Such weeklies, costing ten centimes and sold at street kiosks, 
were becoming an integral part of mass urban culture. 

Les Veillbes des chaumih-es catered more specifically for female 
readers, and promised something more moral and uplifting than its 
competitors. Costing only 5 centimes per issue, it offered novels as 
bonuses for subscribers, and at times included three different feuilletons. 
It did not, however, ignore the potential drawing power of large melo- 
dramatic illustrations. The serialized Fbdora la nihiliste opened in 1879 
with a full-page illustration, in which a fur-coated Tsar presided, god- 
like, above the clouds, with sword and sceptre, accompanied by a half- 
naked winged figure holding a shining crucifix. Below, a masked figure 
holding a smoking revolver lay transfixed by a sword. FCdora could not 
destroy a monarch who enjoyed divine protection. Les Veillbes des 
chaumibres had two columns of text, with very few breaks except 
chapter headings. Only in the twentieth century did women's magazines 
discover the value of breaking up the text, and of interspersing it with 
illustrated advertisements. In so doing, it was offering a kind of frag- 
mented reading, more perfectly attuned to the interrupted working 
rhythm of a modern housewife. 

For contemporary publishers, the woman reader was above all a con- 
sumer of novels. They offered series like the Collection des meilleurs 
romans franpis dbdibs aux dames (Werdet in Paris), or fiction for k 
donne gentili (Stella in Milan). Such titles were making a claim to 
respectability, attempting to reassure both male and female purchasers 
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that the contents were suitable for delicate eyes. They tried to corner a 
particular sector of the market, but at the same time, they encouraged 
the growth of a female reader's subculture. This development ultimately 
restricted, rather than expanded, sales, and the practice was rarely con- 
tinued beyond the Restoration period. Nevertheless, to create a series 
defined by its public, rather than its material contents, was a new 
development in publishing. 

In Stendhal's correspondence, the author emphasized the importance 
of the female reader for the novelist. Novel-reading, he claimed, was the 
favourite activity of French provincial women: 'There's hardly a woman 
in the provinces who doesn't read her five br six volumes a month. 
Many read fifteen or twenty. And you won't find a small town without 
two or three reading rooms (cabinets de lecture).'I6 While the femmes 
de chambre read authors like Paul de Kock in small duodecimo format, 
Stendhal continued, the femmes de salon preferred the more respectable 
novel in octavo, which aspired to some kind of literary merit. 

Although women were not the only readers of novels, they were 
regarded as a prime target for popular and romantic fiction. The femi- 
nization of the novel-reader seemed to confirm dominant preconceptions 
about the female's role and about her intelligence. Novels were held suit- 
able for women, because they were seen as creatures of the imagination, 
of limited intellectual capacity, both frivolous and emotional." The 
novel was the antithesis of practical and instructive literature. It 
demanded little, and its sole purpose was to amuse readers with time on . 
their hands. Above all, the novel belonged to the domain of the imagina- 
tion. Newspapers, reporting on public events, were usually a male pre- 
serve; novels, dealing with the inner life, were part of the private sphere 
to which nineteenth-century bourgeois women were relegated. 

This carried a certain danger for the nineteenth-century bourgeois 
husband and paterfamilias: the novel could excite the passions, and 
stimulate the female imagination. It could encourage romantic expecta- 
tions that appeared unreasonable; it could make erotic suggestions 
which threatened chastity and good order. The nineteenth-century novel 
was thus associated with the (supposedly) female qualities of irra- 
tionally and emotional vulnerability. It was no coincidence that female 
adultery became the archetypal novelistic form of social transgression in 
the period, from Emma Bovary to Anna Karenina and Effi Briest. 

The threat which fiction posed to sensitive girls was emotionally 
described by a reader herself, subsequently 'redeemed' from her errors. 
Charlotte Elizabeth Browne, daughter of a Norwich clergyman, was 
only seven when she innocently encountered The Merchant of Venice. 'I 
drank a cup of intoxication under which my b i n  reeled for many a 
year,' she wrote in 1 841. 
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I revelled in the terrible excitement that it gave rise to; page after Page roman-feailleton, or serialized novel, was a subject of everyday conver- 
was stereotyped upon a most retentive memory, without an effort, and sation among women readers, and many would cut out the episodes as 
during a sleepless night I feasted on the pernicious sweets thus h~arded in they were published, and paste or bind them together. The improvised 
my brain. . . . Reality became insipid, almost hateful to me; co~versation, novels so created could be passed on through many female hands. a 
except that of literary men . . . a burden; I imbibed a th-ough contempt shoemaker's ciaughter from the Vaucluse, born in 1900, explained: 
for women, children, and household affairs, entrenching myself behind 
invisible barriers. . . . Oh how many wasted hours, how much of unprof- 
itable labour, what wrong to my fellow-creatures, must I refer to this I used to cut out the serials from the journal and rebind them. We women 
ensnaring book! My mind became unnerved, my judgement perverted, my passed them round between US. On Saturday evening, the men went to the 
esrimate of people and things wholly falsified.. . . Parents know not what cafi, and the women used to come and play cards at our house. The main 
they do, when from vanity, thoughtlessness, or overindulgence, they thing was, that's when we swapped our serials, things like Rocambole or 
foster in a young girl what is called a poetical taste." La Porteuse de pain.21 

a result of this harrowing experience, Charlotte issued strict warnings In this way, women who might never have bought a book improvised 
to parents about protecting the young from dangerous reading. their own library of cut-out, re-sewn and often-shared texts. 

The seductive potential of the sentimental novel was ironically treated Oral historians who have interviewed women about their reading 
by Brisset in the opening scenes of his Le Cabinet de lecture, published practices in the period before 1914 have become familiar with a few 
in 1843. The bearded and hunchbacked Madame Bien-Aim6 who keeps common attitudes. The commonest female response, looking back on a 
the reading room, advises a writer: 'YOU have, to entice Your female lifetime's reading, is to protest that there had never been any time for 
readers, some sentimental insights to seduce them,  me deliciousl~ reading. For women, and for their mothers, 'I was too busy gening on 
entangled phrases, the most chaste and shameless thoughts, fobwed by with my duties', or 'Mother never sat down idle'. Peeling potatoes, 

of passion to enrapture them, frenzied ravings and fiery out- embroidery, making bread and soap left no time for recreation, in the 
bursts!"9 In Brisset's story, a young grisette asks for a gothic novel with memory of many working-class women. As children, they recalled that 
castles and dungeons, with a happy romantic ending, to read after they feared punishment if they were caught reading. Household obliga- 
work. Then a fashionable, married Parisienne, tired of chaste, sentimen- tions came first, and t~ admit to reading was tantamount to confessing 
tal heroines, promises to send her maid to collect something stronger. neglect of the woman's family responsibilities. The idealized image of 

The novelist immediately resolves to seduce both the c o t r t ~ r i ~ e  and the the good housekeeper seemed incompatible with reading. 
rich parisienne. The novel itself, by implication, is a means of seduction. Working-class women, however, did read, as oral historians have also 

Reading had an important role in female sociability. In pubs and discovered - magazines, fiction, recipes, sewing patterns - but they per- 
cabarets, men discussed public affairs over a newspaper; fiction and sisted in discrediting their own literary culture. Those interviewed 
practical manuals, in contrast, changed hands through exclusively frequently described their own fiction-reading as 'trash' or 'nonsense- 

female One Bordeaux writer commented in 1850: 'These reading'. Reading was condemned as a waste of time, which offended 
days society is split.&to two great camps; on one side the men, who against a rather demanding work ethic. Such women, interviewed by 
smoke and gamble, on the other the women and young girls,  hose life I hne-Marie Thiesse in France, and by myself and Taksa in Sydney, 
is divided between reading novels and music.'20 When the two genders 1 denied their own cultural competen~e.~ They accepted conventional 
came together as readers, the woman was often in a position of tutelage : expectations of the woman as housekeeper, intellectually inferior and a 
to the male. ~n some Catholic families, women were forbidden to read 1 h i t e d  reader- Those who violated these stereotypical patterns read 

the newspaper. More frequently, a male would read it aloud. This was a in secret. For them, books provided furtive enjoyment (les plaisirs 
task which sometimes implied a moral superiority and a duty to select dbrobks). 

or censor material. One Young girl who struggled for her independehde as a reader and a 
While the man was expected to read the political and sporting news, Woman was Margaret Penn, autobiographical author of Manchester 

women appropriated the sections of the newspaper devoted to faits Fourteen Miles. First published in 1947, the book described the authorYs 
divers and serialized fiction. The territory of the newspaper was thus ' life near the northern city of Manchester in about 1909. 
thematically divided according to gender-based expectations. 'The Margaret, or Hilda as she called herself, had illiterate and devoutly 








































