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This book is dedicated to my dear friend, piano nerd, fellow reader, and author mentor, Kathleen Krull

—V. L.-H.

To Sharon, Maya, Yahli, Roee, Peleg, and Sebastian, with love.

—A. L.
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Books are powerful tools for equity and liberation. They allow readers to imagine different lives. They promote ideas like freedom and justice. They encourage the questioning of our lives and actions. Reading and having access to books are privileges that should not be taken lightly. Not everyone had or has such access. The last thing a patriarchal society wants is for women to question their positions in society. Throughout history and even today, women have been denied the right to read. But women have fought and continue to fight back. Women have read on, and they continue to do so.

Girls who read have become women who lead. For many girls, reading is a means of self-education and empowerment. It has lifted them out of poverty and/or obscurity. From reading books, women have learned new skills and gained new ways of thinking. They have started their own businesses. They have run for elected office. They have educated and uplifted their communities. They have written their own stories.

This book is a collection of little-known stories of influential women and their love for reading. In many ways these women were born reading. Their love for reading inspired them to do great things. This anthology features a select group of important women, but there are many, many other women who are both readers and leaders.

Reading changes hearts and minds, and the history of women reading tells a story of women gaining power. On women reading, author Kathleen Krull said, “Once books change their brains, girls change history.”
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CLEOPATRA LIVES IN THE LIBRARY CLEOPATRA (69–30 BC)



“I will not be triumphed over.”

(Quote attributed to Cleopatra by ancient Roman historian Livy)



For ordinary girls in ancient Egypt, education was considered a waste. They were trained at home by their mothers in sewing, cooking, and other skills needed for being a wife and mother. Cleopatra, who was anything but an ordinary girl, was destined for much more—she ruled ancient Egypt for over two decades and secured ancient Egypt’s place in history as a world power.

Cleopatra had the great good fortune to be born into a royal family. Only royal daughters received an education in reading and writing, equal to what royal sons learned. They needed to be able to help their male family members lead and fend off rivals. As such, Cleopatra was educated on politics, history, science (including astronomy), math, music and the other arts, and languages. She loved learning. She hung out by herself for long hours in the fabled library of Alexandria, the greatest in the world. She practically lived in the library. She read hundreds of books in the form of papyrus scrolls, her mind working a mile a minute, sensing that all this learning would surely enhance her power. She had Plans (with a capital P).

Cleopatra’s first language was Greek. Her tutors helped her absorb the lessons in each of Aesop’s fables, amusing stories that use talking animals to show how to behave ethically. She went on to read The Iliad and The Odyssey, epic poems by Homer about gods and heroes with noble themes, like achieving heroism in battle. Then she read all the famous Greek plays and philosophical works, which included Prometheus Bound by Aeschylus, The Frogs by Aristophanes, and The Republic by Plato. It made sense that Cleopatra learned Greek first, as she was descended from a line of Ptolemaic pharaohs. The Ptolemaic dynasty was a Macedonian Greek royal family that ruled ancient Egypt for about 275 years. These rulers spoke Greek and refused to learn the native Egyptian language, which was too complex for them to bother to learn. But Cleopatra was different. She learned to speak and read Egyptian. She was the first Ptolemaic ruler to learn the Egyptian language. She did not want to have to rely on others to interpret what Egyptians were saying. This endeared her to the Egyptian people.

She clearly had a gift for languages. Legend is that she could speak at least nine of them. In addition to Greek and Egyptian, she learned Latin, Ethiopian, Hebrew, Arabic, and others. An ancient historian said, “It was a pleasure merely to hear the sound of her voice, with which, like an instrument of many strings, she could pass from one language to another.” Plutarch, a Greek philosopher and historian, commented on her ability to also speak the “language of flattery.” Cleopatra was able to charm people to do her bidding.

Cleopatra was ambitious. She knew she wanted to rule, but gaining the throne was not an easy feat. Her family members married one another to keep their power and to keep their royal bloodline “pure.” At the age of eighteen, Cleopatra married her ten-year-old brother and ensured she’d become queen of Egypt. But their marriage was not a happy one. She was a terrible wife and a terrible big sister. She found her brother to be an obstacle to her ruling in her own right. There were rumors that Cleopatra may have been involved in the drowning of her husband-brother and the poisoning of another brother. With her brothers out of the way, Cleopatra was able to rise to power.

As queen, Cleopatra became the richest woman in the world, and she lived well. But she had a job to do. Rome wanted to take Egypt’s place as the world’s greatest superpower, and it was up to Cleopatra to stop this from happening. She wanted to avoid war with the mighty Roman Empire and sought to build an alliance. Her talent for languages came in handy during diplomatic negotiations. She had no trouble communicating with other rulers, especially with Roman rulers. Fending off a Roman invasion, she was able to pursue her goal: ruling the entire world (while continuing to read).

Sometimes Cleopatra took her love of reading a little too far—she invaded other lands just to loot their libraries. She brought home yet more books, increasing her collection at the world-famous library in Alexandria. She spent much of her time alone there, reading her treasured books. Some historians have suggested that she was more than just a reader and may have even written her own literary contribution: a book about cosmetics. She was always playing around with makeup, hairstyles, and new perfumes. She had many ideas and tips on beauty and fashion—for example, bathing in donkey’s milk and applying aloe vera leaves to the skin.

Cleopatra’s library was a jewel of the ancient Mediterranean world. For many, it was the center of intellectual life. For Cicero, an ancient Roman politician, it was a source of great envy. Cicero prided himself on his own personal library. Knowing that Cleopatra, a woman, had a better library, and thus was possibly more educated than him, offended him. He was also offended when he asked to borrow a book from Cleopatra’s library and she never followed through. He stated, “I detest the queen.”

Marc Antony, the great Roman general and leader, won her heart by gifting her with new scrolls for her library. Antony and Cleopatra embarked upon one of the greatest love affairs of all time. In addition to being extremely fond of each other, they also needed each other, politically. Cleopatra needed Antony to protect her crown and secure Egypt’s role as a world power. Antony needed Cleopatra to give him access to Egypt’s riches and resources. In general, though, they enjoyed each other’s company, often traveling, feasting, and fighting together. But the key to their success was spending hours together in the library.

In 30 BC, Antony and Cleopatra were being threatened by Roman armies that were suspicious of Antony’s close ties to Egypt. To avoid losing their power and each other, they took their own lives. Antony, thinking Cleopatra had died, stabbed himself in the stomach; his lifeless body was taken to Cleopatra. Heartbroken about Antony and refusing to be taken to Rome as a prisoner, Cleopatra, it’s believed, died by poisoning herself with snake venom. But according to Plutarch, “What really took place is known to no one.” Antony and Cleopatra were buried together in Cleopatra’s tomb. When she died at age thirty-nine, no one could replace her. The days of Egyptian independence were over. Cleopatra’s children were sent to Rome, so without any heirs, Cleopatra became the last of her family to rule. Thus, Egypt became a province of the Roman Empire.

History has painted Cleopatra as someone who used her “looks” to get what she wanted. It is common for women’s accomplishments to be belittled in such a way. There was no doubt that Cleopatra knew how to use her looks. She had a flair for drama and used pageantry to her advantage. But Cleopatra, like the best of books, should not be judged by her cover. Underestimating her cleverness and political savviness, as history and men have done, is a huge mistake. Cleopatra was a force to be reckoned with. She was an ambitious political genius and defiantly well read. An effective leader, she secured Egypt’s status as a dominant force in the ancient world. As the last true pharaoh of Egypt, she remains the most famous woman ruler in history.
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WU GETS AHEAD WU ZETIAN (624–705)



“Compassion gives rise to good fortune.”



Wu Zetian, the first and only woman emperor of China, was known as many things. She was mainly known by her own surname, Wu, and not by her husband’s name. In Chinese wu means “warrior,” and Wu was definitely a fierce fighter. She let nothing get in the way of her rise to the top. She ascended at a time when a woman’s greatest role in the empire was to bear heirs. She was not supposed to interfere in the affairs of the state, and she was definitely not supposed to rule. But she did. A controversial figure, she was known for being ambitious and ruthless, accused of committing adultery, torture, murder, and infanticide. At the same time she was known as an effective ruler who ushered her country into a golden age of peace and prosperity. During her rule China became the most cosmopolitan of the world’s major empires. Trade via the Silk Road was at its peak, giving Wu access to the world and great riches.

Wu refused to conform to the gender expectations of her time; because of that, she was able to advance far more than most women could in a world made for men. She used books to gain power. A stubborn child, she spurned traditional female hobbies and preferred to read instead. Born into a rich and noble family, Wu had access to books. Her father strongly encouraged her to get educated, which was not a common practice. With her father’s support, Wu faced no obstacles to her education. She took it upon herself to learn about all different types of topics, including literature, politics, history, and music.

At age fourteen she was selected to be one of Emperor Taizong’s many royal mistresses. Her main responsibility was to do Taizong’s personal laundry, which she used as a way to get closer to Taizong. Whenever she was in his room with him, she would chat him up. A known beauty, Wu surprised Taizong with her brains. Taizong was so wooed by her intellect that he promoted her to become his assistant. Wu was permitted to work in the imperial study, where she read official documents and gained a knowledge of state affairs at the highest levels. She read and learned how to govern a country.

Upon Taizong’s death Wu was sent to a Buddhist monastery. As per custom, it would be an insult to the deceased ruler if she were to marry another. Mistresses who did not bear any sons were supposed to shave their heads, live in confinement, and pray for their dead husband’s soul. Such a life was not for Wu. She escaped from the monastery and returned to court by bribing officials. She defied all her naysayers and enemies by making her way back into court life. One historical source referred to her as having “the heart of a serpent and the nature of a wolf.” Once again, she used her wit and intellect to woo the new ruler, Emperor Gaozong. It is believed she wrote him a poem: “Watching red turn to green, my thoughts entangled and scattered, / I am disheveled and torn from my longing for you, my lord.”

Wu became Gaozong’s empress. Lucky for Wu, Gaozong turned out to be an incompetent leader. In addition, he had bad eyesight and struggled to read. So Wu read all the official documents and ruled in his stead. After Gaozong’s death Wu ruled through her sons, who were also incompetent, lacking the leadership skills and intellect needed to effectively govern. Eventually, Wu ruled in her own right, declaring herself to be the emperor. Although being a woman made her suspicious, there was no doubt she knew what she was doing. She maintained power and eliminated opposition by having a system of spies and secret police.

She also ruled by ensuring that the common people had greater access to books and education. T. H. Barrett, a leading scholar of medieval China, has suggested that Wu was an early adopter of the concept of the printing press, which would allow for mass dissemination of texts. She was also a publisher. She published books about rules for officials. She published a collection of biographies of famous women, asserting that the ideal ruler was one who ruled as a mother does over her children. She published farming textbooks. She also wrote poems and essays. She created new characters for the Chinese writing system to demonstrate her power in being able to change the words people used. She understood that changing how people talk leads to changing how they think. Today these characters are known as “Zetian characters.”

Wu was famous for yielding great power. According to court rumors and stories, she was believed to rule over even nature. In the dead of winter she walked in her garden and recited the following poem: “Tomorrow morning I will roam the imperial garden / With great dispatch let spring be informed. / The flowers must bloom overnight / Without waiting for the morning zephyrs to blow.” The next morning all the flowers bloomed. For many in her court, this was proof of her power.

She was also an early adopter of Buddhism, which was more friendly to women than Confucianism. She built temples so that priests could explain Buddhist texts to common people. Going against Confucian patriarchal ideals, Wu was seen as a disrupter and a freak of nature. She never consulted with Confucian scholars and criticized Confucian beliefs about the superiority of men over women. This made others skeptical of her—many challenged her authority. Applying Buddhist principles, Wu sought to bring more equity into her society; in this way she was much more egalitarian and compassionate than her predecessors. For example, she supported a system of examinations for military jobs instead of just appointing noblemen. She valued education and intellect over aristocratic connections.

She was trashed in the news of the time by some of her subjects who found her boldness to be unusual and unsettling. Like many women in power, she suffered from gossip, slander, and doubt. People constantly underestimated her ability to rule, simply because she was born a girl. She may have actually done the brutal things of which she was accused; but male rulers have done the same if not much worse. Yet, because she was female, her scandals often overshadowed her successes.

Wu died at the age of eighty-one. Even though she was an avid reader, there is nothing to read on her tombstone. It is the only known blank memorial in more than two thousand years of imperial Chinese history. Some historians see this as a sign of praise, in that her accomplishments were too many to be expressed in writing. Other historians see this as punishment for her overthrowing the traditional customs of male-dominated China. The real reason is unknown. But what is known is that the well-read Wu was a powerful world leader who protected and expanded China’s empire.
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ELIZABETH RULES THE DAY QUEEN ELIZABETH I (1533–1603)



“I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.”



Queen Elizabeth I was one of England’s greatest monarchs. She protected England from invasion, supported art and culture, and forged England as a strong and independent nation. But her life began with tragedy. Elizabeth’s father, King Henry VIII, married six different women, one of whom was Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Boleyn. When Elizabeth was two years old, Henry accused Anne of treason and adultery and had her beheaded. However, Anne’s real crime was not bearing him any sons. Henry, obsessed with getting a male heir, found his daughter with Anne, Elizabeth, a female, to be a great disappointment.

Although Henry may not have been a doting father, he did make sure Elizabeth was well educated. Both Henry and Anne were intellects and spoke several languages. Elizabeth inherited his love of learning and gift for languages; she also inherited Henry’s red hair. Of her father, she said, “I may not be a lion, but I am a lion’s cub and I have a lion’s heart.” Learning alongside her half brother, Edward, who was the heir to the throne, Elizabeth received an education fit for a king. Soon after taking the throne, Edward died young, which eventually cleared the way for Elizabeth to become queen. At the age of twenty-five Elizabeth became queen of England, providing stability, peace, and prosperity for forty-four years. Her rule became known as the “Elizabethan era,” which was a golden age for the arts. When she became queen, she said, “Though you have had, and may have, many princes more mighty and wise sitting in this seat, yet you never had, nor shall have, any that will be more careful and loving.”

Elizabeth started her formal education at around age five. At this time most children’s early education was overseen by their mothers. This was not an option for Elizabeth. So her first teacher was Kat Ashley, a well-educated English governess. Kat taught Elizabeth religion and courtly subjects such as manners, horse riding, hunting, dancing, music, and sewing. She also taught her academic subjects such as reading, writing, grammar, geography, math, astronomy, history, French, Italian, Flemish, and Spanish. Of Kat, Elizabeth said that she took “great labour and pain in bringing of me up in learning and honesty.”

Elizabeth loved learning. At age eleven she wrote a letter to her stepmother, Catherine Parr, the last of Henry’s six wives, saying, “Even as an instrument of iron or of other metal waxeth soon rusty unless it be continually occupied, even so shall the wit of a man or a woman wax dull and unapt to do or understand anything perfectly unless it be always occupied upon some manner of study.” For her entire life Elizabeth was committed to her education. She wanted to be known for her intelligence and wit.

After Kat, Elizabeth’s tutors were from Cambridge University, and they were among the great humanist scholars of the time. One of her teachers was Roger Ascham, who said of Elizabeth, “Her mind has no womanly weakness. Her perseverance is equal to that of a man.” Although this comment is sexist, it was a compliment back in Elizabeth’s day. Under Roger’s tutelage Elizabeth studied classical subjects, including rhetoric, philosophy, and history. Her day started with reading the New Testament in Greek. Then she read and translated classical authors like Petrarch, Seneca, and Horace. She would first translate into English and then back into the original language. Elizabeth’s afternoons were devoted to Latin, theology, and languages. After dinner she relaxed by rereading her favorite passages.

Roger noted she read more Greek in a day than most churchmen read Latin in a week. Elizabeth studied Greek texts closely and learned oration skills from them. A talented writer and speaker, she wrote and delivered her own speeches. She also wrote poetry and songs. Her obsession with Greek and Latin continued into her adulthood. When she became queen, she and Roger regularly set aside time to read their favorite classical authors together. Some reports indicate that she spent about three hours a day reading history.

Elizabeth prided herself on being well read and well informed. She loved reading about gossip from around the globe. To both entertain her and win her favor, ambassadors would include “merry tales” in their reports. She loved saying, “I know more than thou dost.” She also had excellent memory skills. She was a regular reader of scripture, especially the Psalms. Whenever possible, she liked to show off by making witty remarks and reciting quotes. For fun, Elizabeth liked to translate books. This was her way to de-stress and take a break from her queenly duties. She translated several texts that were gifted to her stepmother, Catherine.

Elizabeth was known for always carrying a book with her. In fact, the earliest surviving portrait of her was painted a year before her father died. The artist, William Scrots, pictured a young Elizabeth with a book in her hand and a larger book on a stand next to her. The portrait is described as “the picture of the Lady Elizabeth her grace with a book in her hand, her gown like crimson cloth.” Elizabeth approved of this likeness, as she was a proud book nerd. Of this portrait, she wrote, “For the face I grant I might well blush to offer, but the mind I shall never be ashamed to present.” Elizabeth cared more about what people thought about her intelligence than her looks.

Queen Elizabeth I was an exemplary politician, orator, and musician. Under her rule England emerged as a world power. She unified a Protestant England against the Catholic Spanish, defeated the Spanish Armada, developed effective legal institutions, expanded the British Empire by colonizing lands overseas, and promoted the arts. As a woman, she defied perceptions of the time and showed the world that she was a formidable leader. She said, “Though the sex to which I belong is considered weak, you will nevertheless find me a rock that bends to no wind.”

Elizabeth was strong and witty until the end. During her final days, when she appeared to be sickly, one of her advisers said that she “must go to bed.” She responded, “Little man, the word ‘must’ is never used to princes.” She always had the last word.
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JUANA READS IN SECRET SOR (SISTER) JUANA INÉS DE LA CRUZ (1651–1695)



“I don’t study to know more, but to ignore less.”



In addition to being a nun, Sor (Sister) Juana Inés de la Cruz was a well-known and well-respected Mexican poet, writer, scholar, composer, and feminist. Because she was born out of wedlock to a Spanish father (who abandoned her at a young age) and a mother who was a “criolla” (a person of European Spanish descent but born in the Americas), she was officially registered as a “daughter of the Church” and was socially ostracized. Though she faced much prejudice, she luckily grew up on her wealthy maternal grandfather’s estate outside of Mexico City, where she found safety in books.

A child prodigy, she was reading and writing at a young age. “I was not yet three years old when my mother determined to send one of my elder sisters to learn to read at a school for girls,” she said. “Affection and mischief caused me to follow her, and when I observed how she was being taught her lessons I was so inflamed with the desire to know how to read.” Juana convinced the teacher to teach her to read as well. A quick learner, she was reading fluently before her mother found out she had been sneaking out to go to school. In addition to Spanish, Juana also learned to read and write in Nahuatl, an Aztec language spoken in Central Mexico.

Even though Juana lived at a time when women were not encouraged to be educated, her entire life consisted of self-study. “Who has forbidden women to engage in private and individual studies? Have they not a rational soul as men do?” she asked. “I have this inclination to study and if it is evil, I am not the one who formed me thus—I was born with it and with it, I shall die.” Juana cared more about learning than anything else. She said, “I do not set store by treasures or riches. And, therefore, it always brings me more joy only to fix riches in my intellect. And never my intellect to fix on riches.”

All she needed was books and a quiet place to read. Fortunately, her grandfather was a huge reader with tables and shelves overflowing with books. He also had a library and chapel right next to each other. Juana would secretly get books from her grandfather’s library and then hide in the chapel for hours reading them. She made a nest of books around her. She read anything she could get her hands on. She said, “There were not enough punishments, or reprimands, to prevent me from reading.” At age eight Juana wrote a poem for a contest at church and won. Guess what her prize was? A book! She was well on her way to starting her own library.

To her great dismay, she wasn’t allowed to attend the university, which was accessible only to males at that time. She begged her mother to let her disguise herself as a boy, but her mother didn’t approve. So, once again, Juana read in secret and educated herself. She said, “Study and more study, with no teachers but my books. Thus, I learned how difficult it is to study those soulless letters, lacking a human voice or the explication of a teacher.… I undertook this great task [of self-study] without benefit of teacher, or fellow students with whom to confer and discuss, having for a master no other than a mute book, and for a colleague, an insentient inkwell.”

When her grandfather died, her mother wanted to give the precocious Juana more opportunities. She sent her to live in Mexico City with her maternal aunt and uncle. Juana was excited about the move, as Mexico City was the bustling cosmopolitan center of New Spain’s colonial world. She continued her self-education there. She learned Greek and struggled with Latin, for which her relatives secured a tutor for her. Determined to conquer the language, she would cut off her hair every time she made a mistake in Latin. She vowed to master Latin before letting her hair grow out. She said, “It turned out that the hair grew quickly, and I learned slowly. As a result, I cut off the hair in punishment for my head’s ignorance, for it didn’t seem right to me that a head so naked of knowledge should be dressed up with hair, for knowledge is a more desirable adornment.”

Because her relatives were well connected, her love of learning was well known. She caught the attention of the viceroy and his wife, who had heard about her intelligence and invited her to court. She was tested by a panel of scholars who interrogated her with question after question. She gave such a stellar performance that she became a bit of a celebrity at court. As an intellect, however, Juana found court life to be distracting—plus, she kept getting annoying marriage proposals, all of which she turned down. At twenty years old, when most women were married off, Juana went her own way. She chose to become a nun, as this was the only way she could study as she wished (without men around to bug her). She said she wanted “to have no fixed occupation which might curtail my freedom to study.”

At her convent she thrived (at least in the beginning). She had her own study and created her own library of over four thousand books. She had a tiny room filled with books, scientific instruments, and maps. She hosted salons where she engaged in deep conversations with other intellectuals and nobles. She wrote poetry, carols, plays, and essays that were widely read. Although she was tucked away in a convent, she found great freedom in learning. As she put it, “Nothing enjoys greater freedom than the human understanding.”

Given Sor Juana’s rebellious streak, it is no surprise that a patriarchal society and strict religious orders found her to be a bit controversial. She read and wrote about all types of topics, not just religious ones. A forward thinker, she wrote about taboo themes such as romantic love and feminism. Some historical records indicate that she had a love affair with a countess who was one of her patrons. In fact, her works included lesbian love poetry. For example: “That you’re a woman far away / is no hindrance to my love: / for the soul, as you well know, / distance and sex don’t count.” Some historians refer to her as North America’s first lesbian feminist writer.

But Juana’s greatest controversy (and alleged crime) centered on her criticism of religion and religious figures of the time. She had accused the church and the state of being biased against women. She consistently argued that her love of learning was a part of God’s plan, which she presented as proof that God supported women’s education. Her most known work is her “Response to Sister Filotea” in which she defended a woman’s right to study and teach, condemning the church for keeping women uneducated. She said, “God graced me with a gift of an immense love for the truth.” She believed the key to girls’ education is more educated women, since “one can perfectly well philosophize while cooking supper.… If more women teach, maybe young girls could learn without being harassed so much.”

Needless to say, her feminist, progressive beliefs were not well received by church officials, who were male. These male officials, representing the church, banned the reading of her work. To these men, she wrote, “You always are so foolish / Your censure is unfair.” Sor Juana was censored and forced into a life of recluse and silence. She was pressured to renounce her intellectual pursuits, to retract her criticisms, and to conform to church life. As a result of this pressure, she stopped reading nonreligious texts and no longer published her work. To add insult to injury, Juana was forced to give away her library of books, which must have felt like a stab to the heart. Sor Juana, tired of fighting the patriarchy and nearing the last years of her life, had committed herself to a life of charity—she abided by church laws and gave up reading and writing. She died when a plague hit the convent.

But her impact lives on. People continue to read her writings and study her life. As a hometown heroine, she is featured on the 200 peso note in Mexico. In addition, her convent, in which she lived for more than twenty-five years, is now the University of the Cloister of Sor Juana. A girl who was forbidden to go to school now has a school named after her.
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