Chapter 1. Eyewear and Gender
I. The History of Spectacles

The study of optics has a long and ancient histauyironically it was only
relatively recently that lenses were put to useamecting visual defects. Spectacles
were most commonly used to correct presbyopiagerfralated eyesight deterioration.
“Around age forty [the eyes] begin their declinegddy about age sixty they lose almost
all of their strength They were also used to correct farsightednegsunger people,
and, less commonly, myopia, or nearsightedness.

The first theory that ground optical lenses couldect eyesight was posited by
the Arab astronomer Alhazen (985.-c. 1040A.D.) Roger Bacon (1214-1294)
followed with theoretical proof, but it was medié@hristian monks, working from
Alhazen'’s theories, who first came up with readstmnes, “grinding the first
planoconvex segments from a rock-crystal or qusptere. Depending on the thickness
of such segments, writing could be enlarged togretethat made it easier for farsighted
monks to read? The first pair of immed spectacles, however,exévo convex ground
lenses...rimmed in thick oak or horn” and rivetedettbgr, made in Murano, Italy near
the end of the thirteenth century. The Venetiansewiege only group of people known to
have made completely transparent glass at the’tieentually, riveted spectacles went
out of fashion and by the eighteenth century theyeweplaced by spectacles that used
tension on the temples to stay on, hence the ngengpte spectacles.” The discomfort of

wearing temple spectacles prompted a myriad ofratbsigns, not least the over-the-ear
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version worn today, developed around 1858ingle reading glasses or glasses for other
purposes, such as quizzing glasses, became p@swezll. By the nineteenth century,
Americans obtained optical glasses not only fronnaments who imported them from
Europe, but also from domestic opticians. Lenseewot always made of glass; a
sturdier, more scratch-resistant alternative, “Reldonaturally occurring stone in Brazil,
was used in the eighteenth and nineteenth cerdunake optical lenses in Europe and
the United States. Although the mineral is asraedlint glass, not all specimens were
suitable for lenses....The brown color in some, havegould be removed by gradual
heating, as in the sufi.”An important American contribution to the devetwnt of
spectacles was Benjamin Franklin’s highly debate@mtion of the bifocal lens. After
bifocals became popular, several alternative vasswere made, such as glasses with a
second set of lenses that flipped forward to chahgerimary set, or a separate, second
set of lenses that hung on the spectacles sinifaventieth-century clip-on reading

lenses
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Figure 1: Blue and green spectacles. Structures like thig weed as bifocals; the second set of lenses
could be worn on the sides of the head and fligpedard to change the focus of the first set, niegate
need for a second pair of spectacles. Courte§otafnial Williamsburg Foundation.

[I. The Need to See

As Linda Kerber argues, the impetus for female atlan in the northern United
States that began in the 1790s helped to closéehacy gap for womenh. With
improving literacy rates, clear vision for readimgcame increasingly important.
However, advice book after book from the early teeath century warned its readers,
male and female, of the fragility of the eyes. #artGeorg Beer mourned the
circumstances that weaken the eyes early in life:

Then come the masters, if the poor martyrs [youmgstand girls] are cooped up

at home, and there is no end to writing, drawirgyisg, embroidery, music, &c.,

until the little ones, driven beyond their powearan no longer support it without

complaining of their eyes. Too often, indeed, itlkemplaints are useless; and

although an experienced physician should be calledho may speak from the
dictates of his conscience to the headstrong pgrpainting out the excess of

" Linda K. KerberWomen of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology indRetionary AmericgChapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 1980), 199.
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hurtful labour, yet the ordinary reply is, ‘thatthcannot too soon accustom them
to employment, if they wish to make any thing afrth®

Beer and other authors warned of reading and \gratmight or in dim lighting as a
major strain on the eyes. Many contemporary lettéiers complained of strain caused
by reading and writing, particularly at night, aseleral took up wearing spectacles
specifically at nighttime. Even girls involvedtimde experienced hazards to their eyes:

Several Young Ladies, of only about 25 years of Agere complained to me that
they could not work without Spectacles of 30 Incfoesis—who | found, on
inquiry, very justly attributed this premature tai of their Sight to having been
obliged frequently to sit up at Needle-work hakt thight during the time they
were with Dress-makers.

Occupational pursuits were not the only dangetbésight, however. Beer warned
against the female fashion of wearing veils:

Amongst the great number of the inventions of lyxlimean those particularly
prejudicial to the sight, there are few, if any,igthhave more hurtful effects than
the veils now used by the fair sex....The continwiNation of these gauzes or
nets, thus intercepting objects in a confused amtigb manner, weakens the sight
so much that | frequently have under my care yqergons, not more than
seventeen or eighteen years of age, whose eyematenmally very good, but who
already complain of visual weakness, and are ngdoable to execute any of
those fine works with which they have been accustbtn amuse themselV8s

Opticians’ concern about the subject was undimeadsthirty-three years later. In 1848,
John Harrison Curtis admonished his female readers:

Many naturally good eyes have been permanently ereak by the apparently
innocent custom of wearing a veil, the constantislgi of which affects the eyes
so prejudicially, in its ceaseless endeavour tastdfself to the veil’s vibrations,
that | have known not a few young ladies who hawaipht on great visual
debility by this means alofie

8 Georg BeerThe Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old AgdLondon: Henry Coburn,
1815), 121-2.
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Both authors expressed concern about tight cloftuolgrs, and fashion in general.
“Will these martyrs to fashion never be truly séhsiof the injury they are thus doing to
themselves?” lamented Be®r\Women'’s fashions and activities injured theirepefore
the natural decline of vision in their old age ofteecessitating the use of vision aids.
Visual aids had been available for hundreds ofsjeard widely available since
the eighteenth century. Spectacles, particularhodel called temple spectacles, which
used tension against the temples to remain ondhéd (rather than looping over the ear,
as glasses do today,) were a very popular chd\though often bought as imports, they
were also made domestically; John McAllister ofl&dtelphia was one of the most

famous of the early nineteenth-century Americancogois.

{

Figure 2: McAllister spectacles, c. 1840. Nancy N. Schifteyeglass Retrospective: Where Fashion
Meets Scienc@Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing Ltd., 2000), 42.

Although both Beer and Curtis gave examples of gonamen who ruined their
eyes early as a result of fashion or feminine w@nktis estimated that “most persons

begin to feel the necessity for some assistantieeioeyes in reading and working after

12 Beer,The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to artr&xe Old Age35.
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the age of thirty or thirty-five®™ This is a measure of the natural decline of greieto
farsightedness with age and use (presbyopia),rrdtha the more congenital myopia, or
nearsightedness. In either case, consumers dbales could find spectacles. Not all
spectacles were alike, however. Although the tpafilens-making had steadily
progressed over the course of the eighteenth gentiairning after warning in self-help

books reminded readers that cheap merchandisefteasdefective.

E3TABLISHED IIN 1796.

McALLISTER & BROTHER,
OPTICIANS,
No. 728 Chestnut Street,

One blosk east of the *'Continental,”

{Nearly opposite Magonic Hall,}

o
,f;—,;‘-ﬂr/

'd&liﬂﬂ'ﬂ()&fﬂﬁn

Mathematical Instruments, Spy Glasses,
Philosophieal Apparatus, Opera Glasses,
Thermometers, Microscopes and
Microscopie Objects.

Tape Measures, Platina Points, Magic Lanterns,
STEREOSCOPES & STE 2EOSCOPIC PICTURES

BY§WHOLESALE OR RETA.IL

I Oor priced and 1llnstrated Cntnlol:'nl furnished
application, and sent by mail free of o asrge.

Figure 3: Advertisement, April 1860, courtesy of The Libr&@gmpany of Philadelphia.
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Georg Beer spoke of spectacles ““manufactured byledale,’ from all sorts of
defective materials, even sometimes made fromdh&mon window glass....[that]
infallibly destroy the sight they were expectedssist and to preserv&.”

Beer added a few more points of error in “mass-pced” lenses (ground “two to
six at a time” by the same work®):

The points of complaint respecting the common gues, in general, are,

That their assortment of the lenses is irregulae, af the glasses having generally

a different focus from the other ;

That they are badly polished, which affects th@insparency ;

That the two glasses, or lenses, are never ofjaal ¢hickness ;

That the glass is often full of specks and impéibes, which being partly ground

down are not easily observable ;

And, finally, that the convexity is not regularetbides not only differing, but

different degrees of convexity being absolutelytim same side of the leffs.

Beer pointed out that it was very difficult for on@rker to produce one quality lens at a
time, and that different focal lengths in the sdems and between it and its mate were a
major source of eye strain and even scarring ocdiheea. He compared wearing cheap

17 A few decades later,

spectacles to “falling into Charybdis whilst avaidgiScylla.
Curtis gave a similar warning: “persons cannotdmedautious of whom they purchase
spectacles ; for it is a fact that they are to gt wholesale at little more thane
shilling per dozen ; and the use of such inferior articemot be too much reprobatéd.”
Even with quality spectacles, there were pitfadte which the consumer could
fall. A common practice in the early part of theeteenth century was to measure and

label different strengths of spectacles by theagehich that the consumer was expected

to use them. However, William Kitchiner, M.D., diahis readers in his self-help book on

4 Beer,The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old Age237.
15 Beer,The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old Age240.
16 Beer,The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old Age239.
"Beer, The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old Age240-3.
18 Curtis, Curtis on the Preservation of Sigh, footnote.
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optical medicine that “nothing can be more errorseibian the common notion, that there
is an invariable Rule that certain form of Glass is calculated for a certé&ige. No

Rule has more exceptions :--but thiglgar Error has been productive of great and
irremediable Injury to the Eyes of Thousand$!Opticians also debated about whether
colored lenses were better for the eyesight thaar dnes, although dark green lenses
seem to be almost universally discouraged in neaim terms. Single-lens glasses
were also available in a variety of hand-held farenen without prescription lenses for

the fashion conscious.

[ll. Gendered Glasses

Historian Kate Haulman argues that “at the hebréwolutionary contests over
fashion lay the power to define gender identity aadtrol relations between the sex&%.”
This gender war continued in the post-revolutior@yiod, and extended to eyewear.
During the first half of the nineteenth century, émeans in the first half of the
nineteenth century associated specific and oftaetradictory gendered stereotypes with
two of the most popular forms of visual correctignizzing glasses and spectacles. The
quizzing glass, or quizzer “consisted of a smalklencased in a frame with a short
handle....While very few of the lenses were myopia] therefore truly useful in
distance vision, most were ground convex for choswing or were plano for cosmetic

21

effect only.”™ Quizzing glasses were shaped to fit fashionsidi@ally the quizzing

glasses were round. As they became more fashienasl and rectangular shapes were

9 Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eye&

% Kate Haulman, “Fashion and the Culture Wars ofdRetionary Philadelphia,The William and Mary
Quarterly, 62, no. 4 (2005), http://www.historycooperativg/fpurnals/wm/62.4/haulman.html (accessed
March 11, 2008).
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also used. They were usually worn on a silk cardbbon around the neck® Quizzing

glasses had long been an attribute of Europeaaretican fops.

Figure 4: Quizzing glassesTop left: Frédérique Crestin-BilleCollectible Eyeglassesrans. Jonathan
Sly (Paris: Editions Flammarion, 2004), 13Top Right: Courtesy of Colonial Williamsburg Foundation.
Bottom: D. C. DavidsonSpectacles, Lorgnettes and Monod8hkire Publications, Ltd., 1989), 13.

This style of masculinity had been widely poputathe pre-Revolutionary
period, but faced opposition during and after tieedtution as an overly European

convention. An American traveler in Europe in 1&8®4&cribed a dandy that he viewed as

22 Richard Corsonkashions in Eyeglassé€hester Springs: Dufour Editions, Inc., 1967), 81
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“an Exquisite perfuming the air as he passes, with rings offitngers, diamonds in his
broach, and a gemmed quizzing glass at his $iti@he backlash attacked such attention
to jewelry and appearance as effeminate, and mteksaepublican virtues of
neoclassical simplicity of dress and manner. &dtngly, as more women began to wear
quizzing glasses and the stereotype became innghageminine, men who used
quizzers circa 1820 changed the way that they W, fitting them into the eye as an
early form of monocle rather than holding themhia hand* The shift in masculinity

and its battle with the older popular style wasvilgaxpressed in the negative depiction
of fops in the satire of the first decades of threeteenth century. British trendsetter and
dandy Beau Brummell was mocked in a Cruikshanlcagure, “A Fashionable of 1817,”
(Fig. 6) as an emasculated fop whose bony figunegesexpression, mismatched shoes,
and weak, slouched posture hardly complementedatues of rugged strength and
confident sociability that Americans like Thoma#fdeson advocated in the Early

Republic.

23« etter from Ireland: Extract of a Letter from &merican Gentleman Now Travelling in Europ@Hie
New-London Gazette and General Advertigargust 4, 1824, in America’s Historical Newspaper
http://iw.newsbank.com/iw-search/we/HistArchive¢¢assed December 9, 2007).

%A Spectacle of Spectacles: Exhibition Catalqgee Wolf Winkler (Jena: Carl-Zeiss-Stiftung, 19883.
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Figure 5: “A Fashionable of 1817Cruikshank caricature of Beau Brummell. Susan \atkane Austen
In Style(London: Thames and Hudson, 1990), 139.

Importantly, the central feature of the caricatof®&rummell is the small
quizzing glass he holds to his eye, marking himuastjonably as a fop. A New Year’s
poem addressed to “the patrons of the Americanrfstbem, for 1826” desired fops to
realize their ridiculousness: “To Fops, and Dandiissuchquizzingelves,/We wish
they’d turn the glass uponthemselves$?® In 1819 a satiric story attributed to an
anonymous London newspaper was published widelyarAmerican news. Entitled
“The Highlander and Dandy,” the short tale openthaiconfrontation between a kilted
Scotsman and a dandy, who peers rudely at ther8antthrough his quizzing glass,

“and seemed greatly astonished at his robust amdlyrf@m, particularly his brawny and

% «The Wreath, The Hallowell GazetteJanuary 18, 1826, in America’s Historical Newsgrap
http://iw.newsbank.com/iw-search/we/HistArchive¢¢dassed December 9, 2007).
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shapely limbs, which appeared bare and free.” Higalander, offended by the dandy’s
behavior, immediately breaks the quizzing glasé Wwis stick, and further provoked by
profanities from the dandy, grabs him by the chastl is astounded when the dandy’s
frill, false vests, and pair of corsets are eadiggged off, revealing his bare skin. The
dandy is described effeminately as “the tremblirguesite” and is terrified when the
astonished Highlander misconstrues the situatidnga@merously gives him a half crown
to “to help to buy you a sark,” or shift. A crowd gathers to laugh at the dandy, and
“The hardy Highlander, in walking off, observedhis friend, ‘How thankful we
Caledonians ought to be, when Nature has so kientipwed us with bodily forms that
do not require the assistance of milliners andetarakers to give us an artificial
shape.™’

The dichotomy presented is between two forms ofcolasty vying for

superiority. Importantly, the first thing that tdandy does is to pull out and use on the
Highlander the universal mark of his form of masgaty, the quizzing glass, and the first
thing that the Highlander does to assert his masedlominance in the situation is to
break it. The breaking of the quizzing glass drednsuing interaction paint the dandy
as helpless, unable to fight back, frightened, thond effeminate. It is no surprise that
“The Highlander and Dandy” was so popular in thetg®evolutionary United States. It
describes concisely the escalating war over mastubetween dandies and rugged self-

confidence.

% The Oxford English Dictionans.v. “sark, n.”,
http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50213508?quéype=word&queryword=sark&first=1&max_to_show
=10&sort_type=alpha&result_place=1&search_id=YThi¥aSu8-10551&hilite=50213508 (accessed
March 12, 2008).

?"“From a late London paper: The Highlander and Dan@ihe New-York Evening Postlarch 29, 1819,
in America’s Historical Newspapers, http://iw.newwsk.com/iw-search/we/HistArchive/ (accessed
December 1, 2007).
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As the rugged Republican ideal began to replacpeiop the dandy was viewed as
increasingly effeminate, and, not surprisingly, disibutes became acceptable for
women’s use, including the all-important quizzingsg. With quizzing glasses, young
women were able to correct their visual deficieadgrepublic, a sphere in which
spectacles were not socially acceptable for ladies desired a feminine persona. A
fashion plate in.e Beau Mondef May 1807 (Fig. 7) depicts a demure, turbanaahgp
lady holding a quizzing glass which she wears chan around her neck. This is
telling; another reason for quizzing glasses téeb@nine was that they were considered

jewelry.

Figure 6: Woman using a quizzing glass at a fancy dinnerCIDavidsonSpectacles, Lorgnettes and
Monocles(Shire Publications, Ltd., 1989), 13.
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Although occasionally sold with utilitarian optidalstruments such as spyglasses,
or with miscellany’”® quizzing glasses were generally listed in advemtisnts for jewelry
and ornamental items, particularly in the contédtvomen’s jewelry. This is
unsurprising, as “The main purpose of this optialice was to decorate oneself and
impress others. Invariably, the quizzer was hum@ cord or tape that encircled the
neck. This arrangement was convenient, as it wakable for use at a moment’s notice
and was quite visible to others as wéfl.”

Quizzing glasses, like the women who chose to wean and preferred the
feminine persona popular in the eighteenth ang/ eamnketeenth centuries, were
decorative objects. By contrast, spectacles wenemlly listed with optical instruments,

utilitarian items or hardwar?.

The social acceptance of quizzing glasses for wowees limited by the gender
war and by age group. An articleTine Ticklerof Philadelphia in 1812 criticizes the

modern belle. her quizzing glasgised to her eye, to recognize with unblushing
cheeks their various features, [of the people énrtdom she just entered] and,
with assured ease, placing herself in the centdr aftracting, by theaisedtones
of her conversation, or tteearcely clothed colours of her fashionable fpthe
observatiomot ADMIRATION of our sex, and surely the pity thie better

judging of the othef!

#4John Ashton, Jr.,The New England Palladium & Commercial Advertjseme 1, 1819, in America’s
Historical Newspapers, http://iw.newsbank.com/ivarsd/we/HistArchive/ (accessed December 1, 2007).
% RosenthalSpectacles and Other Vision Ai@R0.

30«By Joseph Varey & Co.,Mercantile AdvertiserApril 17, 1818, in America’s Historical Newspaper
http://iw.newsbank.com/iw-search/we/HistArchive¢dassed December 1, 2007).

314On Modern Manners,The Tickler April 22, 1812, Vol. V, Issue 11, Page 4, in Aioa’s Historical
Newspapers, http://www.newsbank.com/readex/?cordéntaccessed December 1, 2007).
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This opinion was clearly in line with that of Wdin Cobbett's complaint of the new
styles worn by the “bold, daredevil, turban-heaftedales” that he observed on the

streets of Philadelphf&.

Figure 7: Morning and evening fashion plate, May 1807, simova fashionable and feminine young lady
wearing a quizzing glass. Susan Watkilame Austen In Stylgondon: Thames and Hudson, 1990).

During the transition from eighteenth-century toeteenth-century gender ideals,
quizzing glasses came to be in vogue for both gsrtdehe point that they were used
solely to give the impression of fashionable imgelhce. J. William Rosenthal points out

that instead of being ground convex or concave yngaizzing glass lenses were left

32 Susan BransofThese Fiery Frenchified Dames: Women and Polit@alture in Early National
Philadelphia(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pres¥)D), 69.
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“plano for cosmetic effect only*® The irony of the situation was, however, thatuke
of false glasses precipitated the use of real ones:
A Single Glassset in a smart Ring, is often used by Trinkeciars merely for
Fashion’s sake, by folks who have not the leastaten their Sight,--and are not
aware of the mischievous consequences of sucatiomt-- this pernicious
plaything will most assuredly, in a very few Yedrang on an imperfect vision in
One or Both Eyed!
Quizzing glasses were not only a vision aid, biatshion statement, and as an item of
jewelry were open to women for use in public. $aeles, on the other hand, had more
complex connotations. Often ridiculed as unsightig undesirable, they had gained
popularity with the Frencphilosophesand later in America with influential individuals
such as Benjamin Franklin:
whereas eyeglasses had long been the mark ofreetearan, many people in the
eighteenth century shied away from them for persand other reasons. The fact
that Franklin wore eyeglasses and had them on Wwhemtered Paris set an
example for others to follow and helped increasir fhopularity®®
Contemporaries felt, however, that spectacles mamheen look prematurely old and
worse, educated or bookish. A story in @edey’s Lady’s Bookf April 1836 illustrates
the embarrassment a young woman felt at being désed wearing spectacles by her
suitor—an embarrassment amplified by her sudddizagian that he was extremely
unattractive, having seen him clearly for the finste. The author claimed that myopia
was widespread among young women: “The fact was Lhcy, like all young ladies of

the present day, was very short-sighted, and, nquwer the difficulties of Mozart and

Rossini, she always practiced in spectacles.”

33 RosenthalSpectacles and Other Vision Ai@R0.

3 Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eyeis.

% Stanley FingerDoctor Franklin’s MedicingPhiladelphia: University of Pennsylvania Pre€03), 256-
8.
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Figure 8: Benjamin Franklin wearing his trademark spectaclesnca Acerenz&gpectacles: Gli
Occhiali, trans. Johannes Henry Neuteboom (Milan: BE-MAtia#, 1988), 39.

Spectacles, however, obviously did not match thg lwecy wanted to portray herself to
the world: “Now, a heroine (and that was my cousimatural vocation) could not be
supposed to wear spectacles — and these specatarie&ept as great a mystery as a
murder, or a ghost. Lucy went about the worldsgéialf and imagining the rest”
Women who desired to maintain a feminine persoitiaed quizzing glasses in public,

or wore no vision aids at all.

% Charles Loraine, “The Spectacle€odey’s Lady’s BogkApril 1836, in Accessible Archives,
http://www.accessible.com/ (accessed January 8)200
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IV. Spectacles and Aging

The obituary of British Naval Captain James Coalwdow in Godey’s Lady’s
Bookof September 1835 celebrated the 94-year-old wsriaminine achievements,
including her autonomy and independence, even foch things as reading glasses.
“Her mind was perfectly clear and active to thepeast, so that she not only read the
psalms and the newspaper every day, and read thibwwivspectacles, still extremely
near-sighted as she had always been, but manddest alwn affairs till within a few
days of her death..3* Mrs. Cook was an ideal case of femininity, a wartteat, like
Lucy from “The Spectacles” was nearsighted at angoage, but managed as best she
could without disfiguring herself by wearing spet¢s. Spectacles were clearly
associated with old age. The popular Currier aed picture “The Life & Age of
Woman: Stages of Woman'’s Life from the Cradle ®@rave” (Fig. 9) depicts a woman
first wearing spectacles at age fifty, and agagmding over a cane sporting a different
design of spectacles with larger lenses at agayeigbpticians of the nineteenth century
well understood presbyopia, the farsighted, agatedldeterioration of the eyes, and
created a proliferation of spectacles to combalnitfact, in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, a primary way of determining prescriptstrength was by the age of the
consumer, particularly if the person who would wikar spectacles was absent, having

sent a friend or relative to procure lenses inrtbtsad.

37“Death of Captain Cook’s WidowGodey’s Lady’s BogkSeptember, 1835, in Accessible Archives,
http://www.accessible.com/ (accessed 1/9/2008).
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Figure 9: The Life and Age of Woma@ourtesy of The Library Company of Philadelphia.

“One set of rules called for a convex glass ofde@rees for a person between thirty and
forty years of age; 2.5 degrees, if between fonty fifty; and on up to more than 5.0
degrees for an individual over eighi "The system had its dangers. Dr. William
Kitchiner told his readers that “nothing can be enerroneous than the common notion,
that there is an invariable Rule tlzatertain form of Glass is calculated for a certain
Age. No Rule has more exceptions :--but tfidgar Error has been productive of great

and irremediable Injury to the Eyes of Thousants!”

3 Finger,Doctor Franklin’s Medicine259.
% Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eye&
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Figure 10: Portrait of an unknown Quaker woman, circa eamgteenth century. Unusually for a portrait,
she wears her spectacles on top of her head, ddsl Iner spectacle case. Courtesy of The Library
Company of Philadelphia.

The system persisted, however, and was utilizeadoypen, who often procured
spectacles through family members or close frierflibe Spectacles you Sent are to
young none Under Sixty fits my Eye¥‘tomplained 45-year-old Abigail Bilhah Levy

Franks in 1741. Although age was often simply us®d measure of lens strength, it is

“0 Abigail Bilhah Levy Franks, “Letter from AbigailiBah Levy Franks to Naphtali Franks”, October 18,
1741, The Lee Max Friedman Collection of American Jev@sionial Correspondence: Letters of the
Franks Family, 1733-1748Naltham MA: American Jewish Historical Societ@6B), 171, in North
American Women'’s Letters and Diaries, http://wwwenanderstreet2.com/NWLDIive/ (accessed January
9, 2008).
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likely that the system made women like Abigail Fksufieel prematurely old. Like
women of today, those of the nineteenth centuryeweluctant to show their age,
according to Dr. William Kitchiner:

...[People with prematurely bad eyesight] suppose3pactacles are such

unequivocal evidence of Age and Infirmity—thatytltesire to dispense with

exhibiting them as long as possible—therefore, hheghase “A RADING

GLASS,” and habitually put it up to One and the same,HBsaving the other

involuntarily to wander;--after a few years, thghgiof the Idle Eye becomes of a

different focus to that which has been employedhwhe Glass—and is often

irreparably impaired®
The embarrassment was exponentially more acutiaéoyounger members of society.
In the 1854 story “Mrs. Daffodil at the Theatre,fia of thirteen or fourteen who is
nearsighted and wears spectacles to the operdasyrasked by an old woman to share
them. She is confused, but is saved from embanessby her gentleman companion,
who purposely reinterprets the request and givesistonished old woman his opera-
glass or lorgnette inste&d.

In an attempt to save themselves from aging, wocoeld accidentally achieve
the same physical debility of growing old by makilkgnformed decisions about vision
aids. Dr. Kitchiner’s self-help optics book rederd the embarrassment felt by middle-
aged people in seeming prematurely elderly:

When would-be-thought-young Persons, first feltrireessity of giving their

Eyes Optical assistance, they are, nevertheleggfshountingSpectacleswhich

they seem to consider an inconvenient manner aéréiding their Age upon their

Nose—not reflecting that they are worn by many pessvho have not seen half

their years, but who beirfghort Sightedare obliged to walk about in Spectacles,
or forego the sight of ‘the Human Face Divifi¢.’

*L Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eye2-3.

“2Virginia de Forrest, “Mrs. Daffodil at the Theatr&odey’s Lady’s BogkOctober, 1854, in Accessible
Archives, http://lwww.accessible.com/ (accessed Ma&, 2008).

3 Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eyei2.

28



Figure 11: Single reading (magnifying) glass. Courtesy ofd@al Williamsburg Foundation.
In the same way that the quizzing glass was aibatitr of fops and dandies, spectacles
were almost universally associated with elderlygbeo Nineteenth-century Americans
commented, “She is seventy-two, and wearing splest&¥ “grandfathers and
grandmothers put on their spectacl&sa lock of hair] will serve to make you
remember me when locks are crisp and gray, andutet cap, and the spectacles...are
all that is left of you.*® In a dialogue in th&odey’s Lady’s Bookf December 1831, the
young Hon. Catherine Somerton’s very conservatreatggrandmother, portrayed as a

relic of the eighteenth century, is described mdhage directions as wearing silver-

4 Elizabeth Blackwell, “Letter from Elizabeth BlackW’, November 1, 185(Rioneer Work in Opening
the Medical Profession to Wom@dew York: Longmans & Co., 1895) 265, in North Atican Women's
Letters and Diaries, http://www.alexanderstreet2i&cs Lady’s Book.com/NWLDlive/ (accessed
September 16, 2007).

*5 Susan Augusta Fenimore Cooper, “Diary of Susarnfiene Cooper”, March c. 1848purnal of a
Naturalist in the United States, vokllondon: Richard Bentley, 1855) 328, in North Aican Women’s
Letters and Diaries, http://www.alexanderstreet2udtWLDlive/ (accessed September 14, 2007).

“5 Emily Elizabeth Dickinson, “Letter from Emily Digkson to Emily Ford”, 1848The Letters of Emily
Dickinson, vol. ledited by Mabel Todd Loomis (Boston: Roberts Brb894) 241, in North American
Women'’s Letters and Diaries, http://www.alexandeet2.com/NWLDlive/ (accessed September 14,
2007).
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rimmed spectacle¥. Another story asks if the reader has ever consitihat her
grandmother, who “is shriveled into wrinkles, whasHost all her teeth, and wears a
plain cap, and heavy gold spectacles,” was oncagand “had not lost her teeth, and
did not wear spectacles and a cap. She was fsillginas you*® Here, spectacles are
not only a mark of age, but a sign of the losse#uiy that was seen to accompany it.
(Fig. 12)

Spectacles were the only widely acceptable formyefvear for older women;
there were not only gendered but age-related aingdron quizzing glasses. Several
articles in contemporary newspapers describe glédemen with quizzing glasses as
grotesque, leering, and licentious, not to menpiaimting negative images of their failed
attempts to appear fashionably younger than thiyalg were: “Here is a great display
of fashion; but it is disgusting to me to see oluhven of seventy with a thousand curls
dangling about their faces, and a quizzing glasstamtly at one eye, viewing those that
pass them?® Older women were strictly limited in their fashable self-expression;

attempting to appear too young by the use of gugzglasses was socially unacceptable.

" “Flirtation,” Godey’s Lady’s BogkDecember, 1831, in Accessible Archives, http:Awaccessible.com/
(accessed March 28, 2008).

“8“Now and Then,'Godey’s Lady’s BogkNovember, 1855, in Accessible Archives,
http://www.accessible.com/ (accessed March 28, 008

494A Letter from One of the Editors of the N.Y. DaiRvertiser, now in London among Other
Miscellaneous Subjects RemarkByovidence Patriot & Columbian PheniAugust 6, 1825, Vol. 23,
Issue 63, Page 2, in America’s Historical Newspsplattp://www.newsbank.com/readex/?content=96
(accessed December 1, 2007).
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Figure 12: lllustration ofSleeping Beauthy Gustave Doré, nineteenth century, contrastmgtywith
bespectacled extreme age. Pierre Marly eS@éctacles and Spyglassians. Barry Tulett (Editions
Hoébeke, 1988), 96-7.

Spectacles were so strongly associated with grpwid that there was even a
natural expectation of wearing them as an accesgaging, even for women who
possessed good vision. Kitchiner pointed out thiatinderstandings about the nature
and function of spectacles caused

more nice than wise folks, who without any nee@péctacles, yet hearing their
acquaintance talk of how charmingly they can se@lasses, they long... ‘to be
better than well'—and will not believe, that altlgtuthey have not the least
occasion for Optical assistance, yet, without myatl sorts of Glasses, cannot be
convinced, that however this branch of Optics mbweate the infirmity of the
Eyes...they can receive no more assistance from €da&s the ordinary
purposes of the Sight—than a person who is not Peafrom a Hearing
Trumpet—"

0 Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eyek3.
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Dr. Kitchiner continued with the humorous case @Bayear-old woman whose vision no
optician was able to correct, and whose complaat thiat she could not read in
spectacles. The optician she was visiting attechfsteeomfort her, to which she retorted
with sufficient vehemence, and, to his extremerastonent, exclaimed,--'Sir,
You are strangely mistaken, Sirl—I did not tell yiat | could not see to Read,
Sirl—I can see to Read, Sir, as well as ever |detlonly complained that |
could not see to read in Spectacléslan see to read very well withoutbBut my
Acquaintance say how charmingly they can see widssgs, and surely, it is very
hard that | cannot enjoy the same Advantage.’
Although this story of a foolish woman has misogyici overtones, it clearly describes a
drawback of the strong cultural relationship betmvage and spectacles, and perhaps also
the poor level of education that eighteenth-centusynen had received in the sciences.
Women could, however, take advantage of the pesdigreotypes of
bespectacled age. The public use of spectaclpsilpsophesand figures such as
Benjamin Franklin, as well as by the elderly, bestd a sense of venerable wisdom upon
wearers of both sexe$odey’s Lady’s Bookpoke of a man who wore spectacles and
“appeared...like a wandering son of spleen or sciéffc portraits, young women
almost never appeared wearing or holding spectaulgsa fair number of elderly women
did so. Their spectacles add gravity to their @i, and demand age-related respect.
As will be explored in the next section, women vgfecific reasons for appearing wise,

such as authors or the founders of academies, afte@ared with spectacles, drawing on

the stereotypes associated with spectacle-wearerg m

*L Kitchiner, The Economy of the Eyex0-1
2“The Tortoise-Shell SpectaclesGodey’s Lady’s BogKluly, 1837, in Accessible Archives,
http://www.accessible.com/ (accessed March 28, 008
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V. The Educated Woman

“And why should girls be learnd or wise,/Books osgrve to spoil their
eyes./The studious eye but faintly twinkles/Anddiag paves the way to wrinkle¥”
warned American artist John Trumbull. (Fig. 13khaugh the Republican Mother was
expected to be well-versed enough in practicalrahdious literature to teach her sons
properly, the line was drawn at a genre enjoyechagy women of the time, the novel.
“If any abuse of our sight is blameable,” chide®Béwhat shall we say to those silly
women, and giddy girls, who every night sacrificeaat of their repose for the purpose of
reading absurd romances and insipid novels? Whaent to them the least portion of
pity?™>*

Historian Linda Kerber described the gendered @iwdreading practices: “Men
were said to read newspapers and history; womeae thieught to exercise their weaker
intellects on the less demanding fare of fictiod devotional literature. A vigorous
proscriptive literature warned of the dangers womsked if they persisted in what was
said to be their taste for frivolous and romarititién.”*> Despite the warnings, women
persisted in enjoying novels, even amelioratingléucally unacceptable practice by
changing the nature of novels themselves, “writmmantic fiction that counseled

against the loss of self-control. 2%"

>3 John Trumbull in Linda K. KerbeWomen of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology indRetionary
America(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Pre4980), 185.

>4 Beer,The Art of Preserving the Sight Unimpaired to atr&xe Old Agel50.

% Kerber,Women of the Repub]i235.

%% Kerber,Women of the Repub]i235.
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Figure 13: Woman Readingeighteenth century. Pierre Marly et. @phectacles and Spyglassians.
Barry Tulett (Editions Hoébeke, 1988), 72-3.

Ironically, as in th&odey’s Lady’s Booktory of Lucy’s reluctance to wear
glasses in fear of not being as much like a heraineels could reinforce cultural
negativity toward young women wearing spectackatt of her embarrassment may
have been in looking old in front of her suitort part may also have been a reluctance

to appear bookish.
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Figure 14: Portrait of Margaret Morris, diarist. CourtesyTdfe Library Company of Philadelphia.
Interestingly, as much as men disparaged womeating them, novels were
stereotypically relegated to women. In 1836, Rehdératz found amusement in her
brother’s fulfilling a female role: “he is readifjenzi with as much perseverance as a
school girl- you will think it a singular cause plkasure in a grave character like me- that
with spectacles on my brother should be readingveld™’

Women'’s education greatly improved in the earlyet@enth century, and
afforded girls a wider reading base. The most g thing to consider, however, was

that participation in the world of the educated wahoice made on an individual basis.

" Rebecca Gratz, “Letter from Rebecca Gratz to M@i& Gratz”, February 17, 183Betters of Rebecca
Gratz, edited by David Philipson (Philadelphia: Jewistbiation Society of America, 1929) 454, in
North American Women'’s Letters and Diaries, httpaiv.alexanderstreet2.com/NWLDIlive/ (accessed
September 14, 2007).
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Women who decided to partake were marked as uotiaand their reputations had
consequences for those close to them. The chomedr spectacles in public for women
who were not elderly was a strong statement tlatraan participated in the illicit
culture of the “blue-stocking,” defined by the OsddEnglish Dictionary asBlue
Stocking lady..sneeringly [referred] to any woman showing a té&stdearning, a
literary lady. (Much used by reviewers of the figsiarter of the 19th [century]...}"
Bluestockings were seen by many as masculine,ranfitte, and dangerous. In
the 1844Godey’s Lady’s Booktory “Baby-Visiting,” the author stands positive
stereotypes about women on their heads as a gfatipldren are led by their nurse to
the homes of their mother’s neighbors, all of whanm@ rude, terrible parents, or awful
with children. One woman, Mrs. Colgar, embodiesnkgative view of the
bluestocking, as well as of the Republican MothHehe is first described as “the large
lady with blue spectacles, who always has bookeirhand when she calls.” This
ambiguous statement is given a decidedly negabive later in the story: “The dictatorial
address and self-appropriating manners of this, ladgrge, masculine person, with
hollow, gray eyes and very thin lips, at once amued her intellectual pretensions.”
Needless to say, Mrs. Colgar is very decidedlytuaetive. A classic Thurber
Woman, she is overbearing and ostentatious in é&sgrgbtion of an article she has
written, in which she urges women to become RepablMothers, but takes it one step
further. Instead of mothers’ educating just b@yse advocates education for girls as

equals to men. In her very aggressive view, mstebould

*8 Oxford English Dictionarys.v. “Blue-stocking”, http://dictionary.oed.cofaiccessed January 17, 2008).
¥ Mrs. A. M. F. Annan, “Baby-Visiting,Godey’s Lady’s BogkDecember, 1844, in Accessible Archives,
http://www.accessible.com/ (accessed March 28, 008
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lay the foundation of an intellectual superstruetwhich will endure for ages.
The nation’s destiny is in your hands; you may miakae in which each
individual will be a statesman, an orator, a plujdser, a poet — a nation such as
the world has never seen, such as was never ceaacef\by the most enlightened
imagination of the past. Why should you shrinknirthe effort? Regard it as a
solemn duty to exert the power with which nature éadowed you, and your
influence will become a tremendous engine whicHl sleatrol the world!
Mrs. Colgar embodied all that was frightening abediicated women. Not only do the
things that she advocates threaten male dominaitice¢he force of an unnatural,
mechanical engine, but her movement into the maseaphere menaces traditional
female gender roles as well. The author of theyst@s a married woman, Mrs. A. M. F.
Annan, who in writing for a magazine could possibiyve been considered a borderline
bluestocking. Perhaps in Mrs. Colgar, Mrs. Anneswdthe line between a “good,”
socially acceptable bluestocking and a “bad,” ovaggressive and power-hungry
bluestocking. Her message to her female audieragehave been one not of eighteenth-
century conservatism, but of moderation: it wagight for women to be educated, but
not overly so. This was not only for their sakagt for the sakes of their children. In the
story, Mrs. Colgar has no qualms about humiliaheg children in front of her
intellectual circle, and disparages a man who tioegrotect his child from the
widespread social humiliation of her stepmothesdsihg told the circle that the little girl
had stolen a gold necklace from the stepmotherisinse. Mrs. Colgar’s three
daughters are far better educated than boys thejrreer eldest is confined at the time of
the visit to her quarters for doing badly in trigometry, but the six-year-old declines
Latin nouns, and the five-year-old can recite theek alphabet. As a result, the girls are

physically distorted with information not meant foeir age or sex: “pallid, meagre little

creatures, with dull, sunken eyes, prominent foaeleand their scanty hair cropped
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close to their disproportionately large heads.thaugh very young, they already begin
to look hollow-eyed and masculine like their moth&heir gaze is vacant, and their
voices are parrotlike. When Mrs. Colgar leavesrtizan, they reveal themselves as
selfish, secretive children, whose vacant expressawe a defense against their mother’s
abuse, who are rude to their guests and to eaeh, athd who regularly steal from the
pantry the sweets their mother denies tH8nT.oo much education for women, argues
Mrs. Annan, is both physically and socially destie:

Women who wore spectacles in portraits tended taubieors or the founders of
female academies. Classic examples of “blue-stgskiwho wanted to be seen and
understood as such. These women deliberatelyfisadrstereotypical beauty in order to
be taken seriously as intellectuals in a natiot, thahe post-Revolutionary years,
temporarily recognized the importance of womerhmpolitical sphere of a republic. In
doing so they brought about consequences thatayon their own personal lives,
however, and affected those close to them. 22-giebiElizabeth Payson Prentiss wrote
in annoyance in 1840, “Mr. ---- talked to me akefimagined me a blue-stocking. Just
because my sister wears spectacles, folks take grénted that | also am literar§:”
Elizabeth Prentiss chose to present herself asdelned femininity, a goal that was

frustrated by her sister’s defiance of traditiocatural norms.

€9 Annan, “Baby-Visiting.”

¢ Elizabeth Payson Prentiss, “Letter from Elizalfeélyson Prentiss to George Shipman”, September 22,
1840,The Life and Letters of Elizabeth Payson Prer{fisw York: A.D.F. Randolph, 1882), 573, in
North American Women'’s Letters and Diaries, httpaiv.alexanderstreet2.com/NWLDIlive/ (accessed
January 9, 2008).
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Figure 15: Isabella Graham, humanitarian and educator. Ceyid€The Library Company of
Philadelphia.

Prentiss’s sister and those like her were certainticized by men, but may not
have had trouble finding matrimonial prospects.e @tord revealed that there were at
least a few males who agreed with Jane Austerain‘ten of sense...do not want silly
wives.”™ Rebecca Gilman Miller counseled her brother'sltfe in a letter to him, and
both her opinion and her quote of his descriptibthe young woman he is in love with

are telling: “now that you kneel at the shrine oeavhom you describe as sensible, fond

62 Jane AusterEmma(Modern Library, 2000), 47, in Ebrary,
http://site.ebrary.com/lib/williamandmary/Top?chatitame=williamandmary&cpage=1&f00=text&frm=s
mp.x&hitsPerPage=20&id=5002383&layout=document&pBa@wna+austen&sch=sch&sch.x=0&sch.y=0
&sortBy=score&sortOrder=desc (accessed March 16820
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of books &c, &c, and ‘pretty, quite pretty’, | cadsr you as in perilous situation and if |
mistake not you will now be obliged to surrended aswn the force of female charms’
or rather female excellenc&®” Chandler Robbins Gilman may have used the girl’s
beauty to excuse her literary tendencies, butitrsemore likely that he was seeking a
companionate marriage with an educated, intelligenhg woman who was more an
example of “female excellence” than simply “femel@arms.”

Letter-writing was another education-related afgtithat often both required
spectacles and precipitated their usage. In teeHalf of the nineteenth century, letter-
writing was a primary means of keeping in touchtipalarly for women.
Correspondence as a medium was simultaneouslycpartudi private. It networked
women with family, close friends, acquaintancesl even business contacts, while at the
same time giving the writer full control over heivacy. A woman could retire to her
own desk and put on her spectacles without heespandent ever knowing of their
existence. Like Lucy, her spectacles could be tkepgreat a mystery as a murder, or a

64 0On the other hand, she could choose readersizhvd confide her secret, or

ghost.
she could be entirely open about the fact thavsire spectacles. Letters from women,
particularly to family members, are full of shorsclissions about eyesight and
spectacles. A particular topic of discussion & thf obtaining glasses; some women

bought spectacles in person, like Elizabeth Sardiinker, who “went to McAlesters

[in Philadelphia] for Spectals — ordered new glagaet into bows | had®® but

%3 Rebecca Ives Gilman Miller, “Letter from Rebecdér@n Miller to Chandler Robbins Gilman,” 182&,
Family History in Letters and Documer{&t Paul: Privately published, 1919), 596, in Kokmerican
Women'’s Letters and Diaries, http://www.alexandeet2.com/NWLDlive/ (accessed September 14,
2007).
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oftentimes women would write to close friends datiges, especially males, requesting

that they buy spectacles by proxy.

Figure 16: Engraved spectaclefresented by Mrs. Francis Van Rensalaer.” Courtésjolonial
Williamsburg Foundation.

In some cases this was probably a measure of ceanam as quality spectacles
tended to either be imported to major cities od slstores like McAlister’s, in major
cities. In other cases, it may have had to do thighembarrassment of “premature
aging” due to damage to the eyes from reading amgr In 1843, 35-year-old Narcissa
Whitman wrote from Walla Walla, Washington to heother in Angelica, New York,
“Your spectacles are of great use to me. | shoatcknow how to do without them. My
eyes have failed me almost entirefy." The year before, Narcissa Whitman had been a

missionary to the Nez Perce and wrote to her sister

® Loraine, “The Spectacles.”

% Elizabeth Sandwith Drinker, “Diary of Elizabethrvith Drinker”, December, 180Zhe Diary of
Elizabeth Drinkervol. 2, edited by Elaine Forman Crane (Bostonttheastern University Press, 1991)
845, in North American Women's Letters and Diarlgtp://www.alexanderstreet2.com/NWLDlive/
(accessed September 16, 2007).

% Narcissa Prentiss Whitman, “Letter from Narcissaitlan to Jonas Galusha Prentiss”, April 14, 1843,
Mrs. Whitman'’s Letters 1843-184%alem, OR: Oregon Pioneer Association, 1894) t6North
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My eyes are much weaker than when I left home andlander, | have so much
use for them. | am at times obliged to use thetsptes Brother J. G. [probably
Jonas Galusha Prentiss] so kindly furnished nebo not know what | could do
without them; so much writing as we have to dohkbntour own language and
the Nez Perces; and, besides, we have no waysbdaaminds with knowledge
necessary for health and spirituality without regdiand here the strength of the
eyes are taxed agdih.

Books spoiled the eyes, as John Trumbull had watmedhey allowed women to pursue
rich and varied lives, aided when necessary bytapkss. Because of their literacy,
upper and middle-class white women were able te palt in the rich opportunities of
correspondence across America, post-Revolutionalriigs and Republican

Motherhood.

American Women'’s Letters and Diaries, http://wwena@nderstreet2.com/NWLDlive/ (accessed
September 14, 2007).
87 Whitman, “Letter from Narcissa Whitman to JanePAentiss.”
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Conclusion

American Women in the early decades of the nimtkeeentury lived in a
tumultuous world of revolution, backlash, and coaxpdocial norms. Opinions on the
traits that constituted masculinity and feminirsplit after the Revolutionary War into
several different camps. For men, foppery, wihaitribute, the quizzing glass,
continued to be popular, but was also heavily degped as effeminate. As this shift
occurred, the fops’ quizzing glasses became inorglgsfeminine objects, so much so
that they were acceptably carried by young womea wished to appear fashionable and
feminine. Spectacles, on the other hand, bothnedeaheir connotations of advanced age
and facial disfigurement while also bestowing aréwisdom attractive to men and
women of the Early American Republic. Male anddérauthors, journalists, satirists,
and correspondents hotly debated women'’s roldseipost-Revolutionary era, and many
women actively broke from the traditional submissigighteenth-century stereotype.
They did so to a variety of degrees, and were geafilcal of the extremism or lack
thereof that other women displayed. Women of gdélsacould and did risk ridicule as
masculine, bluestocking, or prematurely aged inrimgaspectacles publicly. They were
savvy enough, however, to use the ancient, masgdimd age-related stereotype of
spectacles revealing the wisdom of the wearerdw #dvantage. Educated,
“bluestocking” women, particularly younger ladiesarked themselves as intellectual by
wearing spectacles in public, utilizing conflicte@reotypes to present their personae in
an instantly recognizable way. Older women cousdmspectacles without a literary
stigma, but those with careers in literature orcation sometimes carried or wore this

attribute of wisdom in portraits. Bluestockinggblican Mothers, or Enlightenment
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ladies alike, these women'’s use of visual aids iples/a lens that helps to clarify a
tumultuous past. It might be conceivable that tbeyld be shuffled off into a
subordinate cultural category by the mandatespataarchal society, but in fact women
took active, differing roles in defining themseha®d their place in American society.
Far from being pushed into a single stereotypey, thaintained a range of options for
personas that they pursued at will. The choiceg thade about visual aids made firm
statements about their self-imaging and chosers reithin the fluctuating social

construct of the Early American Republic.
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