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Chapter 9

“With All Due Reverence and Respect to the
Word of God”: Aphra Behn as Skeptical

Reader of the Bible and Critical Translator
of Fontenelle

MARGARET FERGUSON

“Translation,” Eve Sanders has written, “carved out an intermediary
zone between reading and writing in which it was possible for [some
early modern women] to claim position as [authors].”! I want to explore
the intermediary zone that Sanders identifies in order to consider trans-
lation not only as a textual field in which we can discern traces of female
authorship but also as a significant resource for students of the history
of reading. Translation is often devalued in ideological schemes that
privilege some kind of original creation and ownership of one’s own lit-
erary property. Such schemes are already evident in early modern dis-
courses about texwal production—think, for instance, of Florio’s
famous dedicatory epistle in which he characterizes his translation of
Montaigne's Essais (1603) both as a “defective edition” and as a species
of writing “reputed femelle,” as “are all translations."”? While it is still
fasy to see translation as a defective or at least a secondary form of writ-
Ing, some recent critics have invited us to theorize and historicize trans-
lation as a cultural act only partly interpretable with reference to
.rnodem or even early modern concepts of the (literary) author.® Dan-
ielle Clarke, for instance, has recently analyzed Mary Sidney's translation
.Of Robert Garnier's Marc Antoine (Antonius, 1592} as a coniplex political
Intervention in which the translator is neither a “handmaijd” to the orig-
inal nor a rebellious subverter of it. A romantic overvaluation of author-
ship considered as originality underlies the tendency to construe the
}"elation between a translaton and its (chief) original in ‘tenns of a Bloom-
ian theory of agonistic influence. Although such a critical paradigm may
work for part of the early modern terrain of translation—best, perhape;,
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for the tvpe of translation John Dryden identified as “imitation” and
wittily defined as that kind in which “the translator (if he has not lost
that i\lame) assumes the liberty not only to vary from the word‘s anfl
sence, but to forsake them both, as he sees occasion”ﬁ—l.he'paradlgm is
inadequate for many carly ways of understanding the relation be‘f\\ecn
translation and original, and for understanding the concept 9[ I?dc!-
iv.” As Luther’s amazing theory and practice of biblical tmpslntlon indi-
cate, the notion of “fidelity,” in Renaissance and Reforn'lauon coplchs:
may raise complex questions about a subject’s competing fl!lcglanc?s.
for Luther, fidelity to the German language and to his own vision of bib-
lical truth takes ﬁrccedence over any notion of fidelity to the“Greek L
Latin or even the Hebrew texts of the Bible.’ Dryden’s verb .forsake,
when we consider it in relation to Aphra Behn's writing practice, turns
out to have multiple meanings inflected by different textual traditions
(classical and Judeo-Christian) and by the reader’s awareness ol th.e
writing-subject’s gender. Wives are enjoined by Gcnes]s o forsake their
parents in order to cleave to their husbands, but O\1dmn' nyvmphs are
forsaken by their lovers (rarely also husbands) and Chl:lsl—a model
available to both male and female writers—famously felt h[msclf, on the
cross, 1o be forsaken by his Father. As thesc examples indlcmc,‘\‘\'e can-
not ascribe a simple moral valence to a woman writer's act of “forsak-
ing” her source. ' ‘
iphm Behn, whose various noms de plume arguably dcrl\'t_a nel(tjhcr
from her biological parents nor from her (alleged) husband,: made a
somewhat paradoxical contribution to the volume of tmns!auons E:;at
Dryden presented to English readers. The paradox of Bffhn s conl.rl :11;
tion opens mv path toward discussing other paradoxe§ in her (se.\cra A
personae as translater. While Dryvden’s 1680 volume:s a collection o
translations of Ovid’s epistles done in “several hands, l.hc lone female
contributor (Drvden somewhat ambiguously suggests) is also thci only
translator who does not actually know Ovid’s original language: *1 was
desir'd to say that the Authour, who is of the Fair Sex, unclers.lood not
Latinc. But if she does not, I am afraid she has given us occasion lo'bc
asham'd who do.”* Who *“desired” him to sav this? Th.e cov phl‘F‘lSll'lg
invites skepticism.” Might Behn have known enough !_.ann to I:C:l(l‘ll (as
many modern academics do) with the aid of others transl:guonsr She
may well have desired not to reveal the whole truth and nothmg.bm the
truth about the nature of her educadon, which is a process that involves
cultural appropriation in some of the same wavs that .w.riting. dqcs, In
Bchn's oewte there are no clear lines benveen original, imitated,
adapted, and transiated material. 1 o ‘
The text on which I focus in this essav—Behn’s traps]ntlon, mcludln.g
a preface on “prose translation,” of Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle's

However, the questi

true meaning of the

line mode of trans

Dryden describes as
Authour is kept in vi

without altering it i
among the amplifica
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Entretions sur la pluralité des mondes—seems to follow its original closelv.!"

on of the translator's fidelity is, as T hope to show,

quite complex. To whom or what is Behn the translator—and theorist
of transtation—faithful? Her oWn statement on the matter goes as fol-
lows in her translator’s preface: “1 have endeavoured 10 give vou the

Author, and have kept as near his Words as was pos-

sible; [ was necessitated to add a little in some piaces, otherwise the Book
could not have been understood.”" In this formulation Behn seems to
place her work modestly in the second of the three categories of transla-
tion defined by Dryvden. She offers neither “imitation,” the most liber-

lation, as we have seen, nor what Dryden calls

“metaphrase,” “turning an author word by word."'? Instead, like a good
Anglican seeking the *“via media,” she is offering “paraphrase,” which

“Translation with Latitude,” that is, “where the
ew by the Translator, so as never to be lost, but his

words are not so strictly follow’d as his sense, and that too is admitted o
be amplvfied, but not alter'd.” How exactlv one can “amplify” a text

S an interesting question, however—especially if
tions is a preface that instructs the reader on what

she/he should think about the translated work’s merits in particular
and, in general, about the enormously vexed relation between the New
Science of Copernicus and Galileo, on the one hand, and God’s divine
Word, on the other hand. "

Fontenelle's text in its Arst edition, which Behn translated, consists of
five dialogues or “conversations" between a learned and courtly male—
the Fontenelle figure—and a high-ranking, curious, but somewhat najve
and certainly badlv educated “Marquise.” Behn is critical of this figure;
she also appropriates some of the Marquise’s intellectual interests, par-

ticularly her fascinatj

on with the moon, for the persona of the female

translator constructed in the preface. This text, which has onlv recently
begun o be discussed by critics, advertises the translator’s presence

while completely faili

ng to mention the fact that there is also a preface

by the work’s “author”—a preface that takes second place in the struc-
ture of Behn's book. Translation, like Eve, mav be defective and second-
ary in the view of some early modern writers, but some women who were
readers as well as writers did not accept such analogies.

Behn’s translation of Fontenelle dramatizes several ways in which the-

ories and practices of
the female reader in 1

translation illuminate the historical emergence of
he early modern period. Translation is, to be sure,

not the same as an act of reading either phenomenologically or materi-

ally; on the contrary,

translation represents, in wTiling, multiple read-

ings of a souree text and, in manv cases, other acts of reading as well that

leave their traces in th

€ translation as a written object. Because. however,
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translation points so interestingly to complexities in acts ofrcar'iing_lrhul
cross linguistic and cultural boundaries, and because translation is 53
central to an international field of earlv modern cultural debate suture
(and fissured) bv theological, political. and sexual problems pertaining
to ideas about fideliw, it seems worthwhile to discuss what one prolitic
early modern woman writer has (o sav on the topic of translation. .Hcr
reflections lead us toward questions about the workings of cen.?orship—-
including sclf-censorship—in the practice of translation consuc!erelc-l as
the representation (not the same as a record) of Ia_\jercd acts nl'tenl(.;]r_\:g:
Her reflections also raise questions about the rclnuve. prestige of differ
ent languages and about the competition between science nnfl |el:g|irl
as sources of culural authority, Moreover, and more practicallv, her take
on science and religion focuses attention on both phenomena as sets of
texts aimed at. and bought by, particular groups of gendered rc:\dﬁrs
with particular kinds of education and hence different amounts of lin-
zuistic capital.
L“;:;(c:lzn': anglophone critics and translators llsl‘lEl"'\‘ refcr to.ane-
nclie’s work (now shelved under the category science fiction in onc
Berkeley bookstore) as Conversations on the Plurality n[ Worlds. Marv Baine
Campbell describes it as a “tremendously dense, witty, and also sn‘:pgl
proto-Enlightenment dialogue [on cosmolog'v]‘. N thfn put the p]lll’:l‘ it
of worlds on every European coffee table (including some .Ru«:mn.
ones).” " The first of the work's manv French editions appearf-‘d in ]GBF:‘::
later editions were amplified and corrected as Fonwru.:lle the 'SllTlallC‘!.Il
scientist learned more about his subject. Ironically, it was this wnrl: 0:
popular science—married, one critic has suggested, to the ge.nrrc [o
romance—that got him elected, in 1691, to the post of sccretary of the
Académie des Sciences." Behn's translation, which \\'ouid.lnu' hcr‘ no
such prestigious position, came out with rerjr?arknble speed in lﬁﬂf{ lln z;
vear when she desperately needed monev.!” She remarks at the l:ﬂ.( 3
her translator's preface that she would ha ?.preﬁ.arred o give hclr lenl )
ers “the subject” of the “pluralit of worlds “qu.ntc cIL:mgcd ang m;;‘c
mv own,” but she had “neither health nor l<:|511|"c 10 clf) so I.).
Instead she hopped on the bandwagon of Fontenelle's engaging 5\11;[16-
sis of astronomical ideas drawn not only from Copernicus and Galilco
but also from Kepler (Somnium, 1634) and from Cyvrano dc.Bcrqfa-mc',‘
who explored hvpothetical worlds on the moon and the sun in texts o
1637 and 1662.'* . e
The long title of Behn's 1688 volume stresses tht in her i c"..u'c.
least. she is offering her English reader something “Whallv new™:

A Discoverv of New Worlds,
From the French.
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Made English

Bv Mrs. A. Behn.
To which is prefixed a Preface, by way of Essay on Translated Prose: wherein the
Argumenis of Father Tacquet, and others, against the Svstem of Copernicus (as
t the Motion of the Earth) are likewise considered, and answered: Whollv new.

Behn or her Printer changes Fontenelle's title in a wav that dramatizes
her project’s affininv to New World travel narratives. For one critic. this
change occludes the (ext's status as a scientific treatise while suppressing
“both the conversational qualitv of [Fontenelle's]) text and its uncom-
fortabl provocative idea about the possible existence of many other
worlds." " It seems to me, however, that an English texu purporting to
represent a “discovery of new worlds” (in the plural) would not neces-
sarilv have seemed tamer or even less “scientific” than the original tite
sressing: “conversations” about “other worlds.” Behn's tite reealls,
after all. not only works such as Sir Walter Raleigh's A Discoverie of Guiana
(1593}, which provocatively likened a new world landscape 1o a female
body that “hath vet her maidenhead ™™ Behn's text might also have
reminded English reaclers of texts such as john Wilkins's Discovery of a
World on the Moon (1658) and perhaps also of John Milton's Paradise Lost
1667). Milion's angel Raphael “sails between worlds anc worlds™ on his
descent from heaven to meet Adam and Eve, and Raphael opens Adam's
mind (but not Eve's) 10 the possibilit that his universe is Copernican
rather than Plolemaic: it is Milton’s Satan, however, who maost explicity
recalls {or anticipates) the figure of the New World discoverer as he
seeks first to “spv™ and then to destrov God's “*new created World, "
Any description of a world different from that limned in (he Bible
could lead readers astray, as Behn slviy acknowledges when she praiscs
Thomas Creech for translating Lucretius and for thus lifting the prohibi-
tons on women imposed by their education and, implicitly, bv Chris-
tanit. Most women lacked knowledge of classical languages, and (his
denied them access 1o the “Divine Mvsteries™ of ancient cpics: “We are
forbid all grareful Theams., * No ravishing Thoughts approach our Ear.”
writes Behn, arguably altucling to Milion's jrortrait of Satan bringing a
false dream of temptation 10 the ear of the sleeping Eve. In Behn's
revisionary scenario of the biblical urstory of the Fall. Creech hecomes

arevalued version of Milton's Satan., beneficenth freeing latter-day Eves
from their fetters:

So thou by this Translation dost advance

Our Knowledge from the State of Inorance:

And Equallst Us to Man! Ol how shall We

Enough Adore. or Sacrifice enough 1o Thee! (“To the Unknown
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Daphnis on his Excellent Translation of Lucretius,” 1682, in Works,
1:26, lines 41-44)

In the preface advertised as “wholly new,” she undertakes the task of
defending Copernicus’s new system of astronomy against Ptolemy’s old
one and against those who say that “this new Opinion was expressh con-
trarv to the holv Seriptures, and therefore not 1o be embraced; nay, it
was condemned as Heretical” (78). No one in England in 1688 was in
danger of Galileo’s fate for hewing to Copernican teachings, but the
Church of England had not officially embraced them. Behn does so
both in her translator’s preface and in her decision to bring Fontenelle’s
dialogues to English readers. She docs so in part, I suggest, because in
Copernicus’s system she arguably finds allegorical support for a newly
complex relation of equality between earth and moon (both often fig-
ured as female) and a sun traditionally figured as male—and. o ordi-
nary vision, as moving around a stationary earth. The Copernican
svstem, as expounded by Fontenclle in a series of dialogues between a
male philosopher who purports, like the sun, to enlighten a noble-
woman who allies herself with the night and the moon, offers fruitful
matter to a writer concerned to revise the traditionally stable hierarchy

in which male is superior to female as author is superior to translator.
Behn, 1 argue, wishes to destabilize such hicrarchies with the help of
Fontenelle and Copernicus.

She begins by acknowledging that “the Novelty of the Subject in vul-
gar Languages” is one of her motives for undertaking the translation of
Fontenelle's dialogues about astronomical matters most often debated
in Latin treatises. Other motives include the “General Applause™ the
French original has garnered and the appealing (and unusual) fact that
Fontenelle introduced “a Woman as one ol the speakers . . . for |
thought an English Woman might adventure to translate any thing, a
French Woman mav be supposed to have spoken™ (iorks, 4:73). The
female translator here opens space for a nationalist competition with
Fontenelle's marquise and with his text more generally. She admits,
however. that she found the translator’s task “not so casic as I believed
at first” (78). Therc is a parallel, [ suggest, between the difficulties of
translation and the difficulties of believing in a scientific svstem that
counters the evidence of a stationary earth and a moving sun given by
the body and particulariv by the human eve. Emphasizing the theme of
difficulty, Behn claims, implausibly, that Italian and Spanish are both

“closer’ to English than French is, and thus French is “of all the hardest

to translate into English™” (74). The argument lacks persuasive foree, but

it does have wit, especially when it encompasses the foibles of the French
people in its (rather low) estimate of their language. The French, Behn

4%
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rcmm‘l\‘s. are so enamored of the sound of their language that they “will
go aga:jnst all the Rules of Sense and Grammar" rather than pr;::duce
br.:ll]:riln l:(,:-" lcon;slcler ugly.. The cxample she selects shows the French
e ‘gspe;:]:i. :g irramf\r;anfal‘%epde[] to produce an acceptable sound
: a Man’s Wife, thev say, s i i
‘Grammflr, it ought to be sa Epouse; but this \.\:o:;?l tilzg\l:'s: 'F“hCTICﬂ? n
Into a Fit of a Fever” (75), renen Man
)
an-:]-]::fj:]l::slf];:iis to::le, here and throughout the preface, is urbane,
et }bm]; 5212 i l?’ reassure the reflder that this writer can weigh
cenee ° sides o..an argument with cool rationality even as she
§ her rhetorical skills to win a contest. She does not howev
show her full hand about the nature of the contest and ’its -n'lk:n
'l;hough she seems (o be scoring easv points against the Frencﬁ | e‘he :;
?‘r“s:, luwﬁu]d suggest, se.uing the stage for her later arguments i;l-fa\'o;'
Cu; :;1.\- ta tlzgoncal reading of the Bible to support the ideas of Coperni-
er those of Ptolemy. The French wav of breaking a rule in orde
;;1) a((l:hleve an effect “against all the Rules of Sense and Grammar"” forel:
cozrln :1\(\)5:1 tl\]les i\o\':rll_\' ilm: the Copernican system apparently breaks rules of
S V,“: nc common sense—and of a literal reading of the
or the sake of a higher truth,
OrI:::il; s :iJ:ml ?f challenging con\.'entional hierarchies of value and wavs
g 1S also apparent, early in her preface, when she presents the
cultural difference between the French and English languages i
of th?. cultural relativity of icleas of personal heaun'—speglﬁ‘ciglll.\' l:l w; N
tl}nl what we think a Deformity, they may think a Perfec.tidr;' . ;llCL
Negroes of Guinney think us as ugly, as we think them” (76) H'e?s [I‘c
scems to degrade and distance the French—England's age—olc'i rimf: ]g
:zri‘im'hlle conqueror—while also adopting the position of cosmopol;t:n
St;z:::gz;l:::ti h;?:qmlgge El“ld famou.sl,v limnec! in his essav on cannibals.
oo ar patesand o lq'uely allies her writerly perspective with the
tew that optenelle s Marquise expresses on the first night of her con-
Versattons with the philosopher. Despite her own “fairness,” which F .
lencllc: praises, she finds a beaury “of a brown Com I‘é::ion"c“] e
ch;rmmg_" and “a true Emblem of the Night™ (94), P o
mo::ﬁn: ctll‘:fll.'cﬂ[cn:':cs of opmi‘m.] about languages anc complexions, Behn
‘ iterences of opinion that her readers mav have about the
ll:_ncm of the specific work she is choosing to bring 1o England from
1,;:%:3;;‘}).:;.;0:; r:llght th‘u.1§ is just across [}l‘(:_‘ channel but which she
Wew oy beg |. gge.ﬁt is "another world,” as far from England as
iop o .I‘ 1 perhaps \:‘onclcrful rather than inferior. She ofters a
ol | ica nsscssmcp.t, a “Character,” as she calls it, of the text she is
anslating flnd also of'its male French producer, who, she remarks with
apparent disapproval, writes “as if the universe he is describing were
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entirely the product of Nature™; he “savs not a word of God :\II'I'II:ghl\'.
from the Beginning w the End; so that one would almost take him to
be a Pagan™ (77). Pagans, we know, abound in Alrica, but do thev also
inhabit England’s old rival France, which was marked, as Er.ngkfnd was,
by deep rifis between Catholics and Protestants? By her crlll‘cm‘n‘zmd
choice of epithet. Behn cstablishes, on the surface at least, a jucticious,
almost ethnographical perspective on a text she has distanced from her
readers as if she were using the scientific instrument of the telescope.
The rhetorical gesture that separates Behn and her English t'eladers
from alien pagans. however, masks a problem inherent in translatt‘on. a
potentially pleasurable problem: it involves an erasure of bounflarms. a
promiscuous mixing of the kind Behn will explore in manv ol‘ her fic-
tions that deal with crotic liaisons that cross lines of hair or skin color,
of social status, of nationality, and of religion. Behn seems well aware of
the censorious comments that she mav prompt by merging her writerly
identity with that of a Frenchman who mav be (mis)taken for a pagan.
In the dialogues her “I” will indced become at times indislinguishublf:
from that of her male Author, When the Marquise asks for *‘some sensi-
ble Sign, by which we might discover the turning round of so vast a Body
[as the Earth].” the philosopher, here a composite version of Fonten-
elle ‘Behn, replies: “The Motions (answer'd I) which are most nawral
to remove, arc the least perceptible™ (110).

In the second part of her translator’s preface, Behn seems to c.‘:lel‘ld
her critique of Fontenelle as insufficienuy Christian, but she. also contin-
ues the task of making common cause with him on potentiallv flzlngef-
ous matters of religion and science. Her defense of Copernicus and his
followers against literal readers of the Bible swifily turns into a defense
of the Bible—or rather. a defense and illustration of a certain wav of
reading the Scriptures that allows (English) reverence to marrv ( Frcn?ch
or I'or-cign) skepticism. Behn's argument and method of nllegtlm'cal
reading preserve the Scriptures from the appearance o.l' contradicting
the findings of modern science. Behn takes Copernicus’s part. she says
humbly. only “as far as a Woman's reasoning can go' (78); and she
deplovs a similar modest formula, the one cited in my title. when she
intervenes in learned debates about the Scripuires. “With all due Rever-
ence and Respect to the Word of God.” she writes, “I hope I mav be
allowed to sav. that the design of the Bible was not to instruct Mankind
in Astronomy, Geometry. or Chronology. but in the Law of God™ (79).
Neither of Behn's modesty formulas fullv hides the audacitv of her
undertaking, for despite repeated assertions that she is \‘(.,’l.lllll'illg to say
“nothing but from good Authority™ (85), her wav of citing all‘l‘h()l‘.lt)'
produces something she is quite aware mav be judged “too .Bnlcl {83).
What she sets out to do is not onlv 10 show that certain scripmral pas
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sages held 1o confute a Copernican cosmology can in truth be interpre-
ted as supporting it; she also ventures to tell us what God’s true “design”
was in producing the Bible. His design, as she describes it in the passage
quoted above, is an important but severely limited pedagogical one: not
aiming to instruct his people in “Astronomy, Geometry, or Chronol-
ogy.” God, as Behn describes him performing his authorial act, focused
solely on tcaching his readers his law, to “lead us to Eternal Life: and
the Spirit of God has been so condescending to our Weakness, that
through the whole Bible, when anvthing of that kind [chat is. pertaining
lo science] is mentioned, the Expressions are alwavs turned to fit our
Capacities, and to fit the common Acceptance, or Appearances of things
to the Vualgar™ (79),

Her account of God's authorial design draws an uncanny line of
resemblance between his verbal practices and those she describes as gov-
erning Fontenelle’s cosmological dialogues as well as her own work as a
translator. Recall the passage quoted earlier in which she professes to
have translated her source closelv except when “I was necessitated to
add a litle™ in order to make the work understood, in order to translate
the esoterie, that is, into something exoteric. To Fontenelle, she ascribes
exactly the same aim of turning his expressions to “fit the Capacities™
of the vulgar reader: his “Design,” she writes, is to treat the astronomical
part of “Natural Philosophv in a more familiar Wav than any other hath
done, and 10 make every body understand him” (77). She seems highly
self-conscious about the fact that such transiation entails Kinds of “turn-
ing” or troping that may have serious intellectual consequences.**
Indeed, immediatcly after stating her own aim to give us the “true mean-
ing of the Author,” she acknowledges that her work may requirc accom-
modations to the reader: ““I was necessitated to add a little in some
places™ so that the book could be understood. The examples she offers
are not self-cvidently supportive of her claim, however: one example is
of how she added a Latin word that differs from what English readers
might ordinarily have expected; the second example is of how she has
“retained” a French word rather than anglicizing its orthographv or
finding an English cquivalent. Significantly, both of her examples of the
translator’s ostensibly truthful and helplul art consist of words connot-
ing kinds of fuming: both call avention to the translator’s learning—
over and bevond what she read in her source text—and to her creativity.

Her first example of what she as translator has added to her original
is the word *“axis™; the second is the French word tourbitlion. In the case
of “axis.” she has indecd added a word to Fontenelle's French: when he
describes the moon as tiring “sur elle-méme.,” for instance (Second
“Entretien,” ed. A. Calame, 54), Behn writes that the moon “turns upon
her own Axis™ (11.1). She repeatedh adds this foreign but not French
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word, which, as she explains, “is Axle-Tree in English, which I cl‘icl not
think so proper a Word, in a Treatisc of this nature; but "tis what is gen-
erally understood by every Bodyv™ (76). Her second example is even
more perplexing because, as I noted, it shows her not adding but k-ccp-
ing a French word used by Fontenelle. This word was “very uneasic to
me,” she writes (76); it is “Tourbillion [“Tourbillon™ in Fontenelle's
text], which signifies a Whirl-wind, but Monsieur Des Chartes under-
stands it in a more general sense, and I call it a Whirling; the Author
hath given a verv good Definition of it, and I need say no more, but tITat
I retain the Word unwillingly, in regard of what I have said in the begin-
ning of this Preface” (here she is evidently referring to her earlier com-
ment that most translators avoid printing a French word in an English
text “titl use has rendered it more familiar 1o us™ [75]). _

This passage tortuously explaining and justifiing her procecllu.re with
words connoting “turning” in a text that argues for recognizing the
uirning motions of the moon and the earth suggests that the practice of
translation itself involves constant negotiations, on the translator’s part,
between the needs of the reader, on the one hand, and the demands of
the original text on the other. Because no single “rule” of fm.nslation
governs all of Behn's decisions about language, she herself is involved
in a constant “whirling,” we might sav, benveen her source {and other
authorities such as Descartes) and her readers. In this whirling. the ques-
tion of the translator’s agency and hence her degree of cremi\'inl' is
alwavs problematic, as Behn suggests through formulations b'alnnrmg
active and passive aspects: 1 was necessitated to add a little.”” Who or
what is the higher authority invoked here but also left curiously unspeci-
fied? .

Behn's persona in her preface is dramatically complex; she msht?S, she
confesses, she describes herself as being in difficult situations without
hope of rescue: “If one endcavours to make [a French text] English
Standard. it is no Translation. If one follows their Flourishes and
Embroideries, it is worse than French tinsel” (76). Nonetheless, Behn's
pcrsona moves on, turning and mediating among nlternmivcs‘: French
and Lnglish at the beginning of the preface; and the Copcrnu?an and
the Prolemaic systems in the treatise’s second (longer) part, which, as |
have suggested, also engages with an opposition between religious func!:
amentalists. on the one hand, and (by implication) atheists or "“pagans,
on the other. From these oppositions she constructs a defense of allego_r-
ical reading and, by implication, of allegorical writing (0o as a via media
among extremes. .

Her preface works from beginning to end to allv the practice of trans-
lation to the chnamic epistemology of the new astronomy and its accom-
panving implications for the social order. In Christa Knellwolf s succinct
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formulation, “the major threat of the new theory, related to the dissolu-
tion of a single perspective and the subsequent impossibilitv of imagin-
ing a universe with the earth asits centre and rationale[,] . . . went hand-
in-hand with changes in social order”; among these changes was “the
Perception of women’s role in the propagation of knowledge.”* Behn
altegorizes a new role for women in general, and for the female wransla-
tor in particular, by suggesting that the traditional relation between sun
and moon, whereby “the Moon receives her Light from the Sun, which
she restores again by Reficction” (83), is supplemented, in the Coperni-
can system, by a more dynamic relation between moon and earth than
has heretofore becn acknowledged. Adherents of both astronomical §vs-
tems agree, Behn writes, that “the Moon is the nearest Planets [sic] to
the Earth, and subservient to it, to enlighten it, during the Night, in
Absence of the Sun” (83). However, Behn's description of the moon
makes its quality of subhservience less and less visible. Indecd, she con-
strues the moon as mysterious: its nature, movements, and powers are
not vet fully known even to those who accept Copernicus’s view of the
universe. The moon becomes, in Behn's prefatory essav, an allegorical
emblem for the scientific project understood as a quest to find, sce, and
understand that which exists but is not vet known: “[T]he Moon has
other strange E(fects, not onlv on the Earth it self, but upon all the living
Creatures that inhabit it; many of them are invisible, and as vet unknown
to Mankind” (83).

What are (the moon’s “cflects” on “unknown™ creatures® How might
such cffects be understood in relation to those effects that are “most
apparent” but nonetheless unpredictable? The moon, whose powers are
always relational, with respect both o the sun and 10 the earth, plavs a
key role both in Behn's preface and in Fontenelle's night-time dia-
logues: in her preface the moon figures not onlv the aswvet-unknown but
also the translator's mediating role. with its potential for producing new
knowledge rather than simply reflecting or conveving it according to the
translator’s conventionally subservient role in the universe of dis-
course,”

Fontenelle's dialogues gender the emergent domain of science as
masculine while figuring the audience for a popular science as female.
In this figuration, however, as Knellwoll rightly insists, “woman was not
simply a figure for ignorance, any more than man was simplv a figure
for knowledge. Women occupied an ambivalent mediating role, and
consequently were not entirelv powerless.” In her own formuladion,
Knellwolf moves from discussing a texwal figure of “woman” 10 discuss-
ing “women” who had the power to interpret “the figure of the mar-
chioness in much more positive terms” than Fontenelle implies.
Knellworth infers the existence of such historical readers both from her
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knowledge of French salon culture and from Fontenelle’s addition in
1687 of a sixth “cntretien™ that seeks to stabilize the highlv fluid rela-
tion between the marquise and the philosopher in the first five dia-
logues. The new dialogue shows the philosopher “no longer plasfully
patronizing’ his female interlocutor but instead “demonstrating his
superior authority.”* Behn did not include this sixth dialogue in her
version. perhaps because she did not see it in time or perhaps because
it dicl not suit her purposes.

These arguably include complicating the boundaries that usually sep-
arate different tvpes of textual authoritv. She presents God. Fontenelle,
and herself as writers who all advance translatdion as a mediating—hut
also. potentially, socially leveling—activity requiring labors of interpreta-
tive reading. Translation, whether of classical or bibtical texis, made
materials heretofore reacdable by onlv a few available to the manv. Oppo-
nents of hiblical ranslation, of course, saw this as a kev political as well
as epistemological problem. The many might {mis)interpret translated
texts in politicallv cdisruptive wavs. Exploring different kinds of readers’
abilitv to confer meaning and value on a variety of writerlv projects
including God’s, Behn insists that she intends nothing unconvendonal
and certainly “no Reflection on Religion by this Essav'': she leaves the
political significance of her writing finallv to the reader to assess. I her
translation of Fontenelle is “approved of by the World,” she mav “here-
after venture to publish somewhat [that may] be more useful to the Pub-
lick™ (85},

Her preface makes some sarprising claims on behalf of vulgar readers,
especiallv but not onlv those females who are represented tinade-
quately, in Behn's view) by Fontenelle's figure of an ignorant but ciuri-
ous Marquise. Behn's argument is tricky, however. in its political
implications because she does concede an “esoteric” dimension—and
hence a livelihood for the learned elite—to those parts of the Bible that
deal with things "'material to the Salvation of Mankined™ but that do not
deal with matters “indifferent.” such as astronomy, gecomeu, and chro-
nology. The problem is that her own analvsis of the later parts as “alle-
gorical” makes the distinction between critical and indillerent matters
in the Bible hard to grasp. Although she concludes her hiblical exegesis
with a pious bow to the authoriw of the learned and of the established
church. she has herself asserted precisely the kind of allegorical reading
she mentions, apparently disapprovingly, as a necessarv product of the
“Age” in which she lives: “*We live in an Age, wherein many believe
nothing contained in that holv Book, others turn it into Ridicule: Some
use it onh for Mischiel, and as a Foundation and Ground for Rebellion:
Some keep close to the Literal Sense. and others give the Word of God
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onlv that Meaning and Sense that pleases their own Humours. or suits
best their present Purpose and Interest” (85).

Behn. 1 contend, belongs in that later group, on the evidence of what
sl'1e actually does with passages of Scripwire. Her preface implies that
giving the word of God a sense that pleases the humors of those who
prefer Copernicus to Polemy is a relatively small price to pav to keep
such people within the pale of religion at all. If there appears to he any
contracliction between the divine words and what Behn regards as true
science, the former, she decrees, shall be read as allegorical. She illus-
trates this point by choosing and interpreting, among others, a scrip-
tural passage (from Psalm 19) about the sun that others had cited in
support of a Ptolemaic theory of the universe: “In them hath he set a
Tabernacle for the Sun, which is as a Bridegroom coming out of his
Chamber; and rejoices as a strong Man to run his Race.” Behn states
that it is “most plain™ that these words are “Allegorical: “Does not the
Word Set impart stabilitv, Fixdness and Rest, as much as the Words run
his Race, and come forth of his Chamber, do signifiec motion or turning
round: Do not the Words Tabernacle and Chamber express Places of Rest
and Stabilin? And why mav not I safelv believe, that this makes for the
Opinion of Copernicus, as well as for that of Piolemv? For the Words
of the Scriptures favour one Opinion as much as the other” (82), Her
technique of reading Scripture here (re)presents the Bible as agnostic
on, indiffcrent to, sublimel undecided about the opposition between
Ptolemaic and Copernican universes and, bv implication, ideas about
the male as active rather than passive.

Her strategy of reading the Bible as neither proving nor disproving
either major theorv of the universe contrasts strikingly with the use of
Scripture o support a single correct view that we find in manv of her
major opponents’ writing, both the representative Catholic she names
(the Jesnit mathematician Father Andreas Tacquet) and the conserva-
tive English Protestants whom she tactfullv does not name {amongy
them. for instance. Alexander Ross. author of The New Planct No Planet:
or the Earth no Wandering Star, Except in the Wandering Heads of Galileans,
1646). She uses Scripture 1o open a space for enteraining new hvpothe-
ses while remaining nominallv faithful to the Bible's authoritative spirit
i not its leter. She aims at saving the appearances of the national
English religion while also delimiting its truths, or truth claims. into an
area clearly separate from those ruled by empirical science. Although
her discussion of the Bible is never avertly skeptical, her preface moves
awav from orthodoxy in some of the wavs her poems do; consider. for
example, her “paraphrase™ of the Lord’s Praver, which elaboraes as fol-
lows on the line “Lead us not into Temptation™: “Bud if without some
Sin we cannot move.  Mav mine proceed no higher than to love:  Anel
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may thy vengeance be the less severe, / Since thou hast macde the c?biecl
lov'd so fair” (Works, 1:171-74). The sin, the paraphrase suggests, is not
really a sin at all, and the prose commentary works similarly to suggest
that it is not really a sin or an error to believe in a view of the universe
that appears to be contradicted by Scripture. Behn's reading works to
distance us from the idea of the Scripture as God's voice and to stress
instead the text's status as a matcrial object. She lets us know that she
has consulted “the best Edition of the English Bible, which is printed in
a small Folio by Buck, in Cambridge™ (83). Glossing Joshua’s commnr}d
that the sun should “stand still,” she remarks that a marginal note in
the English Bible puts an “asterism™ by the word “stand”” to inform even
the non-Hebrew speaking reader that the original verb is “to be su!enl :
“if it be so in the Hebrew, be thou silent makes as much for the Motion of
the Earth, according to Copernicus, as for the Motion of the sun accord-
ing to Ptolemv™ (83).
Behn's prefatory argument could be paraphrased as follov:vs: Rgndcr
unto God the things that are his; by all means keep the things in the
Bible that pertain to really important theological matters—but do not
mind me if as a mere woman I expound a theory of allegory that blurs_
the line benveen the parts of the Bible that concern sal\ntion—{lle Sllt‘l:,
Son "“moving,” as it were, in his work for mankind—versus “indifferent
parts that concern astronomy, geometry, or chronolog_v—mallers-lhnt
show the Sun.’Son at rest (as it were} in his tabernacle. At those times
the moon comes out to illustrate a different mode of enlightenment,
one that calls the distinction between literal and figurative language into
question. In her theological views as in her practice of translation, then:
Behn appears to adopt a certain “latitude™ as she quietly turns ot.hcrs
interpretations of biblical passages to serve her own purposcs. Under
the rubric of modesty and moderation, her text actively explores pas-
sages of Scripture that have gencrated doubt in previous readers; she
mentions, for instance, Bishop Vitalis's perplexity about how Solor?wn
could have begotten a son at the age of eleven as recorded in _] Kings
14:21 (81). Citing authority selectively while also demonstrating her
method of reading allegorically, she insists, in a perfectly orthodolx way,
that “the Letter of the Scripture does often kill, but the Spirit ?11I|\'ens
(81). The Spirit, however, as her text figures it, scems quite often to be
turning or whirling in an unorthodox direction. . o
Her wav of reading the Bible to suit her purposes is not dissimilar
from her wav of reading Fontenelle's secular text. With the latter, hoTs'-
ever, she feels free, as she does not with the Bible, openly to voice dis-
agreement. The meanings of her criticism mav, howm:er, be partly
hidden. For all her interest in expanding the cultural territory of those
readers traditionallv seen as *“vulgar,” she is also and sometimes contra-
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dictorily interested in creating new secret socicties, new elites limned in
multiple media including spoken, handwritten, printed, and theatricallv
performed words. We have scen Behn criticizing her French original by
calling Fontenelle a “pagan” even as she slyly changes his text—as Line
Cottegnies puts it—to make his “covert skepticism more radical.”*
While it is hard to know what degree of prudence and,/or ironv may be
lurking at certain points in her preface, it scems clear that her distanc-
ing gestures arc part of a dialectic that includes also expressions of acimi-
ration: “The whole book is very unequal,” she remarks; the “first,
fourth, and the beginning of the fifth Discourses arc incomparably the
best” (77). The reader is thus enticed to proceed into the transiation
proper. to sce for herself or himself what the “incomparable” parts look
like (compared to the others). One of Behn'’s most interesting extended
passages of mixed but enticing Judgment on her source occurs in her
description of Fontenelle's decision to introcluce the Marquise in order
to aid in his “design” of rendering science “familiar” to “evervbodyv":

For this End, e inwroduceth a Woman of Quaiity as one of the Speakers in these
five Discourses, whom he feigns never to have heard of anv such thing as Philoso-
phv befare. How well he hath performed his Undertaking vou will best judge
when vou have perused the Book: But if tou would know before-hand my
Thoughts. I must tell vou frecly [note the paradoxical language of forced (rec-
dom], he hath failed in his Design: for endeavoring to render this part of Natu-
ral Philosophy familiar, he hath wirned it into Ridicule; he hath pushed his wild
Notion of the Plurality of Worlds to that heighth of Extravagancy, that he most
certainly will confound those Readers, who have not Judgment and Wit 10 distin-
guish benween what is truly solid (or at least, probable) and what is trifling and
airy; and there is no less Skill and Understanding required in this, than in com-
prehending the whole Subject he treats of. And for his Lady Marquiese, he
makes her sav a great many verv silly things. tho’ sometimes she makes Observa-
tons so learned, that the greatest Philosophers in Europe could make no betier.
His way of Arguing is extremely fine. (77}

This passage holds up a contradictory mirror to Fontenelle's lady: she is
at once made to say “sillv"" things and appears as a font of “learned”
observations better than anv made by Europe’s male philosophers. Behn
hersell, preemptively shaping the reader’s judgment, models a female
reader who is skeptical of, indeed resistant to, the author’s design even
as she appreciates and appropriates it.

Neither a faithful handmaid o Fontenelle’s text (in Drvden's terms,
amaker of “metaphrase”) nor a rebellious deviator from it (in Drvden's
terms, an ambitious “imitator”}, Behn mav indecd firlv be called a
tanslator, or reader, who paraphrases the original text—and who does
so with richly paradoxical clfects, reminding us that the root meaning
of “paraphrase” is “saving-beside.” Perhaps the best short wav of
describing Behn as a critical reader of Fontenelle and of manv other
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male precursors, including Shakespeare and Ovid, from wh.om s.hc I?or-
rowed extensively, is to think of her as entering into a quasicrotic trian-
gular relation not only with her source text but also with the new readers
she hopes to gain through the work of translation. Behn's prcclcccss'or
Katherine Philips had denounced “paraphrasers” as writers who exhib-
ited a Jack of modestv and fidelity toward the original they were claiming
to translate.” Behn, it would seem, embraced the dubiously faithful role
of the paraphraser—a moonlike role—partly because it encouraged a
kind of translation in which the question of fidelity was never fuily
answered.
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Chapter 10

Female Curiosities: The Transatlantic Female
Commonplace Book

SUSAN M. STABILE

Antiquities, or remnants of history, are when industrious persons, v an
exact and serupulons diligence and olbservations, out of momuments, names,
words, firoverbs, traditions, private records and cvidenees, Sragments of sto-
nies, passages of books, that concern not story, and the like, preserve and
recover somewhat from the deluge of time,

—rFranas Bacon. De Augmentia Scientiae

She herscif was a relic of the pasti—and while the young hung with delighted
attention, on her glowing and beautiful recitals of a In-gone age, and cher.
ished decply in their hearts, those lessons of wisdom, which had been the

resull of experience, the aged and middle-aged alike, were eharmed with her
eloquence.

—Dehoral Norris Logan s Ofituary, The Friend

The Curiosity Cabinet

Indian arrowheads and haichets from Philadelphia’s outlving pastures:
an ancient iron coat of mail unearthed along the Susquehanna River
banks; a sliver of William Penn's door frame at Pennsbun a relic hox
comprised of wood fragments from Columbus's house in Haiti and from
the mythical Treatv EIm under which Penn negotiated with the Lenape
Indians; a bundle of Cherokee newspapers resisting Andrew Jackson's
Indian removal policies; a transfer print of Nicolas Scull and George
Heap's 1752 map of Philadelphia on white satin; a newspaper clipping
recounting the oddity of Siamese twins; another announcing the Octo-
ber 1835 reappearance of Hallev's comet of 1303; an engraving of the
newly famous Fairmount Watenworks; pottery shards from a pre-Revolu-



