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PREFACE


MANUALS for the single woman have existed since the invention of the printing press, and even before. From the codes of the mediaeval convent to the encouragingly titled Afternoon of Unmarried Life published by an ‘unmarried gentlewoman of England’ in 1959, to Helen Gurley Brown’s 1962 Sex and the Single Girl and Anna Johnson’s radically millennial Three Black Skirts: All You Need to Survive, women have been bossed, bullied, cajoled and consoled about the pleasures and pitfalls of the single life for the best part of a thousand years. Curiously, no equivalent of what is very distinctly a genre exists for the enlightenment of men, although given the statistical commonplace that single men die younger, commit suicide more frequently, suffer more health problems and have an altogether duller time than their married counterparts, it would appear that they are sorely in need of it. Perennially, it is women who are singled out, whose solitary state, elective or not, is somehow seen as a problem to be solved. The inherent premise of any and all such manuals is that the lone woman is in need of guidance to overcome the terrors of her peculiar and undesirable solitude. Marjorie Hillis makes no bones about her subject’s lack of a clear social role, firmly subtitling Live Alone and Like It ‘a guide for the extra woman’ (as was the subtitle of the original 1936 edition). Any good feminist would presumably toss all such rubbish in the dustbin and read a proper book. Yet women still buy these manuals, and women still write them, and the newspapers are still full of horrific stories about single women being responsible for nearly all the social evils working mothers can’t be blamed for, and singleness in a woman, no matter how brilliant or successful she may be, is still represented as odd. That being the case, why is Live Alone and Like It, published in 1936 and presumably therefore entirely irrelevant to the twenty-first-century woman, worth reading?

Live Alone is a joyful reminder that feminism wasn’t just about hunger strikes and bra burning. It sits roughly between the two major waves of the feminist movement, the achievement of suffrage after the First World War and women’s liberation in the sixties and early seventies, and the sense of energy and power it derives from the former subtly anticipates the latter. Demure though some of the advice may be, as in the chapter on affairs entitled ‘Will You or Won’t You?’ (which concludes, rather darkly, that ‘the woman always pays’) Live Alone is nevertheless suffused with a sense of exuberance at the thrilling possibilities then open to women for the first time. For the writer, and reader, in 1936, the single woman had been until very recently embalmed by popular imaginings in the crocheted catafalque of the ‘maiden lady’. Dusty, worthy, unloved and unwanted, a woman whose inclusion in any social event was a burdensome duty, whose virtue existed by default, the fate of the old maid was so dispiriting that it was hardly surprising most women felt marriage to be a matter of social life and death. Yet when Marjorie Hillis published her book, women had thrown away their hobble skirts and taken jobs in factories and offices – they were driving cars and voting for presidents, drinking martinis and wearing lipstick, activities which seem ordinary enough now, but which then augured the debut of a truly brave new world. A feminist vocabulary is already firmly in play: living alone, the book declares, will be difficult ‘if you have a dated mind and still think of yourself as belonging to the weaker sex’. Independence is freshly perceived as an exhilarating necessity, and ‘anyone who pities herself for more than a month on end is a weak sister, and likely to become a public nuisance besides.’ Living alone requires strength of character, the book suggests, implying that such strength is an obligation extracted in return for the first steps towards equality. However, Live Alone is quite clear that the achievement of such strength is a struggle, as indeed, in 1936, it still was.

Unlike her contemporary equivalents therefore, Marjorie (and after the first few pages she is definitely ‘Marjorie’), is not a hypocrite. Rather, she does not have to perform an awkward juggling act between pretending that living alone is wonderful and empowering whilst essentially giving advice on how to face the dreadful fact that one has failed to get married. Marjorie admits right from the start that her book is ‘no brief in favour of living alone’, but an encouragement to women to make the best of ‘solitary refinement’, if ‘only now and then between husbands’. Live Alone and Like It is about making the best possible virtue of necessity, which is really what all those other books are about too, though it’s no longer politically correct to admit it. Cognitive dissonance dissipates with a spritz of eau de toilette, and we can get on with enjoying the advice, which is really rather good.

One of the most refreshing aspects of Live Alone is that it makes no mention of the dread twenty-first-century palliative – therapy. Freud had long been published by the time Marjorie was writing, but presumably she was too busy whipping up canapés and dashing off to the theatre to read him. Personal improvement, the Live Alone way, is not nurturing one’s self-esteem like a sick puppy, but taking an honest look at one’s failings of character and appearance, and doing something about them. Blaming others for one’s putative loneliness, or expecting to be helped, is the first cardinal sin of the solitary woman: ‘martyrdom may be an interesting role to its player, but it is a terrible bore to everyone else.’ If you are bored and lonely, Marjorie suggests, blame it on your own lack of initiative. ‘If you’re interesting, you’ll have plenty of friends, and if you’re not, you won’t, unless you’re very, very rich.’ Being interesting need not depend on income (the book includes a long list of cheap but engaging activities for the enterprising girl about New York which could easily, with a little imagination, be updated for any modern city), but it does depend on cultivation. Being well-read and well-informed, learning to listen and draw people out, taking the trouble to refine one’s taste and develop one’s ideas about paintings, or plays, or politics are not suggested as strategies whose primary goal is to ensnare a man, as proposed by the ghastly bestseller The Rules, but as the duty of any sensible, intelligent human being who wishes to have a social life.

Live Alone proposes sociability as an essential requirement for the solitary woman. ‘Hermits and other self-sufficient people may be geniuses’, raps Marjorie briskly, ‘and contribute greatly to the scientific knowledge of the world, but they contribute practically nothing to its entertainment, and have a very dull time themselves.’ This suggestion is not so far from Helen Fielding’s idea in her book about the famous ‘singleton’ Bridget Jones, that friends create an ‘urban family’ which can provide support and comfort in the absence of more traditional ties. Being interested and interesting seems a decent recipe for a good social life, in 1936 or now, in the twenty-first century.

Practically, Live Alone bases its suggestions on the cheering thought that the lone woman may do exactly as she pleases. A solitary bathroom, Marjorie affirms, is truly one of life’s great blessings. However, along with freedom comes responsibility. Environment, for instance, ‘matters much more than if you had a husband or even a lover.’ Chic is paramount in the single woman’s ideal home, with comfort coming second, on the grounds that many people put it first, and the results are what oblige it to come second. Don’t economise on flowers, and beware of the dispiriting effects of snack meals on one’s morale. As for decoration, clutter, Marjorie daringly suggests, ‘is as outdated as modesty’. Equally precise is the chapter on the pleasure of a single bed, most gaily illustrated with a very cheerful marcel-waved lady smoking a cigarette beneath a frilly satin quilt, wearing a slinky negligee and an alluring pout. A mirror is recommended opposite the bed so its occupant may be viewed when sitting up: ‘This is sometimes depressing, but it acts as a prompter when you feel yourself slipping.’ As to any other activities in the bedroom, Marjorie considers them too vulgar to mention, but there is a deliciously discreet hint about self-satisfaction on page 85.

Appearance, for the single girls’ manual, is always a vexed question. Only the witless believe that women squeeze themselves into wonderbras and impossible shoes for their own benefit, yet looking dreadful has conversely never done much for anybody’s confidence. Marjorie is in no doubt that clothing is the objective correlative of the psyche, and whilst bed jackets, quilted satin or otherwise, are no longer much worn, the point that one may as well have pretty things as ugly ones, even if no one is going to see them, does not seem unreasonable. The assertion that many women live alone through the wrong choice of face cream is, however, one piece of advice the modern reader could dispense with. Marjorie’s recommendations as to make-up and fashion obviously need to be considered as principles, rather than models, and the same is true with her suggestions on food and entertaining. The post-modern cult of the domestic goddess can seem like one more stick to beat harassed women with, and Live Alone’s suggestions on entertaining on a small budget in a small space seem, surprisingly, more modern. The appeal of those ‘thrown together’ kitchen suppers sometimes seems like an insidious way of prodding women back to the stove; fine if you have all day to do the throwing, the money for those oh-so-simple rustic ingredients and a kitchen the size of the average flat, but otherwise as relevant to the way most women eat and entertain as a recipe by Fanny Cradock. Live Alone proposes plenty of good drinks, use of the delicatessen counter, and effort expended on conversation. Equal space is given to the solitary splendour of the large breakfast in bed, which is far more uplifting than mucking about with calves’ liver after a hard day at the office.

Live Alone and Like It will not tell you how to have a better orgasm or marry a millionaire. Nor will it insult you by telling you that a massage will relieve your inner angst or that overdressed teenagers masquerading as women in a prime-time television show are role models through which you can know yourself better. It is stern, though witty, about the need for women to manage their money properly, and it won’t pretend that your life will be revolutionised if you starve off ten pounds. In many ways, it is a dated book – it does not consider single women with children or gay women, and maids are not so easy to come by as they were in 1936. Yet it is emphatically a grown-up book, despite its playfulness, and a tremendous pleasure to read, whether or not one is in need of advice at all. In general though, Marjorie concludes, if you follow her guidance, ‘you will probably not have to live alone and like it’ anyway.

LISA HILTON, 2003



INTRODUCTION
By FRANK CROWNINSHIELD


SOCIAL changes come quickly in America. In the nineties, for example, it was thought demeaning for a Lady to go into business in New York. The stigmata of trade were too intolerable for her to endure.

It is true that, before 1900, a few ladies had dared enter the professions, and that was shocking enough. Julie Cruger and ‘Pussy’ Wharton were writing novels; Cora Potter and Clara Bloodgood were acting plays. Mary Cassatt and Lydia Emmet were painting pictures, while Mary Putnam, of all things and of all people, was practicing medicine.

But in 1900 a series of detonating cataclysms rent the foundations of New York society. Four ladies of birth and position suddenly, dramatically and simultaneously went into trade. ‘Dodie’ Osborn went into dressmaking; Elsie de Wolfe became an interior decorator; Kitty Gandy took up millinery, and Bessie Marbury started a Broadway dramatic agency. At the news of such goings-on, the Social Register, then in its teens, shuddered and went white. Nothing since the assassination of Marie Antoinette had so threatened the fortress of Society.

For a year or so, the four brazen ladies continued to be classed as outcasts, pariahs and figures of shame. But courage was their watchword; they persisted and prospered. The result of their highly successful martyrdom was that I am now daily confronted, on Fifth and Madison Avenues, by thousands of prosperous lady milliners, lady dress designers, decorators and agents of various sorts, not to mention the ten thousand other ladies of breeding who are scattered among the city’s fashion magazines, small shops, travel bureaus, picture galleries, publishing houses, tea shops and department stores.

And – as fashions have a way of percolating downward – those four early martyrs were eventually followed by two hundred thousand other young women who were, perhaps, not exactly social in their heritages – in the sense of being recognizable in the golden horseshoe at the Metropolitan – but who were, none the less, women of intelligence, education and taste.

In short, New York has witnessed, during the past thirty-six years, the mustering of an entirely new kind of army, a host composed of a quarter of a million capable and courageous young women, who are not only successfully facing, and solving, their economic problems, but managing all the while to remain preternaturally patient, personable and polite about it.

It was in that way that Business, assisted by its handmaid Emancipation, flooded our city with a never ebbing tide of working and – frequently – solitary women.

The problem of the solitary woman is, of course, infinitely more intricate than that of the solitary male. The lonely male, however unprepossessing, really has no problem. He just looks for an unattached female – usually equally unprepossessing – and goes on looking until he finds one.

One might think that the female would simply reverse the process and search assiduously for the unattached male. But it isn’t as easy as that. In the first place, she mustn’t appear to be looking: she is forced to go into ambush, always a complicated business. And then the lonely male is an elusive creature, once he realizes that he is being fished for. He is too shy or too cunning to be caught, or else, once hooked, he proves to be so unbelievably dreary that he has to be thrown back again.

The problem of the solitary female has, in any case, been settled with such wisdom in the following pages that I can hardly hope to add anything worth while. For instance, when I ask myself the really fundamental question – ‘What is a woman like when she lives alone? What are her Freudian torments, raptures, triumphs, humilities and frustrations?’ – the answer could hardly be called satisfactory. I don’t know.

There are solitary women whose loneliness occasionally and reluctantly inserts itself between telephone calls, coiffures, lunches, bridge parties, dinners, first nights and dances, and whose few leisure moments are presumably spent in sleep.

There are solitary women (new-fashioned girls, subsisting mainly on old-fashioned cocktails) who seem only to appear at bar openings, drinking parties, and the popular night clubs, and whose solitude is undoubtedly dedicated to sobering up. There are women who hope to disperse their melancholy by inviting unwary males to dinner at little tea shops and feeding them dainty repasts chiefly composed of diced watermelon, the lesser vegetables, like the lettuce and the watercress (with a very thin mayonnaise), a prune whip and a yellow peppermint to top off with. Curiously enough, this sort of treatment is often quite effective – mostly because the women who do it are extremely feminine and appealing, or else they wouldn’t dare. Then, finally, there are the women who really like to be alone.
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