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jterate v that s, having been turned off reading, especially liter
" Lcading, as a teenager and coming back to it only as an adult.
| one point, frustrated with her inability to find books she liked
| to Sl
v ex boviriend had left behind, including a paperback copy

k with them, “I remembered a bag in the closet with

ant
qufl ! .
| Qut iutwal Friend, his favorite novel, A few tl.n,‘s' later | emerged
ll m that ¢ xquisite book and cursed myself for w asting so much of
" | life doing things other than what God in all his wisdom ¢ learly
,“ml for me to do for the rest of my life: read Dickens.” For
< hine this discovery “was a detining moment,” and “it could never
have h\ppvm't] it I had not been |)lcssv(ll\' illiterate.”
That is to say, she came upon a world of wonderful books when
e was ready for them-—when she could receive what they have
o offer. “] got to rcad Huckleberry Finn for the first time when [ was
j5 years old. I read My Antonia for the first time last month. That is
Luld of grace. If...Thad read Huckleberry Finn at 14, would I have
ccad it at 357 Maybe, but it wouldn't have been the same tran-
endent experience as discovering it as an adult.”

So the books are waiting. Of this you may be confident: they’ll

he ready when the whim strikes you,

All in your head = What's odd, when you think about it,

i« that penplt’ can be seized by the whim to read in the first place.
it's not exactly a natural thing to do. As Steven Pinker once

qoted, “Language is a human instinct, but written language is
When children are thrown together without a usable lan-

not....
guage, they invent one of their own.” But as for writing, “A group
of children is no more likely to invent an alphabet than to invent
the internal combustion engine. Children are wired for sound, but
print is an optional accessory that must be painstakingly bolted

on.” Yet once the ability to make sense of printed words gets
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black marks on hound pieces ui'papvr? s it not passing strange that
a person gazing at such marks can be i'“"‘P“"i""'-"-'d by laughter?
Yet most of us have had that happen to us, and almost all of us have
seen it happen to others. Few things could be more mundane,
Cognitive saientists have made much progress in recent vears in
their attempts to understand how reading works— -how it hap-
pens in the brain. A number of recent books have described this
research, most notable among them Maryanne Woll's Proust and
the Squid and Stanislas Dehaene's Reading in the Brain, and their

account goes something like this:

Allin your head |

wrhe tale ol reading,” Dehaene writes, “begins when the retin
poceives photons reflected off the written page. But the retina hd
ot a homOgERCOUs SCASOF, Only its central part, called the fovea
s dense in high resolution cells sensitive to incoming light, w hII‘t"
e rest of the retina has a coarser resolution, The lin‘\‘-a: \\'iurh

accupics about 15 degrees of the visual field, is the only part of

the retind that is genuinely useful for reading” This limited field of
b -] [}

high_n-,.n!minn sensing means that our eyes have to travel across
» page in a series of zig-zag movements called saccades, which “
e W have become experienced readers, allow us to itlvnlil"\'
ords even when we just discern some of the letters in them l.m:l
entences even when we can only truly see a couple of wnrds.at a
ime. We arc, however, usually aware in a general way of a lli.i?l'll‘
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yords we've already read to make surt-' we got them tri. lht 1(.:"_'-
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cquipment that mandates the dance places a pretty Hrn; “:::m
o OUF Maximum reading speed. Fluent readers .\ch‘irw about five
hundred words a minute, and that's not far from the best we ¢ ,
do, given the limited tocal abilities our retinas possess ‘ -
Our brains, however, can process words much [aster than
our eyes can” and are extremely skilled at Iillvring out noise and
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Such a response i largely unfair to Wolf and Dehaene. Of

course they are talking about reading—just a different aspect of
reading than | am habitually interested in. Their concern might

be summed up in this passage from Dehaene: “A written text is
nota high-!idrljty recording, Its goal is not 10 reproduce s )m'("h
we pronounce it, but rather 1o code it at a level abstract clu;u h :
to allow the reader to quickly retrieve its meaning,” At Ih;. prt'ly
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