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INTRODUCTION

Then let us have our Libertie againe,

And challendge to our selves no Sov’raigntie;
You came not in the world without our paine,
Make that a barre against your crueltie:

Your fault beeing greater, why should you
disdaine

Our beeing your equals, free from tyranny?

If one weake woman simply did offend,

This sinne of yours, hath no excuse, nor end.

- - Aemilia Lanyer, “Eve’s Apology”

Aemilia Lanyer, with these lines, draws attention to the necessity
of abolishing the gender hierarchy in every sphere of life. Only by the
empowerment of women can they overcome male oppression and
achieve equal rights with men in all aspects of life, including art,
education, science, and politics. However, the hierarchical structure of
the seventeenth-century England continued to exclude women from
social, intellectual, and political spheres, so suppressing their self-
expression and public speech. Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673) had
great determination to create her literary works in such an environment
characterised by male-dominated systems and cultural norms. Despite
the limitations and biases of her era, she became a highly productive
writer who challenged traditional literary and socio-cultural standards by
venturing into a wide range of genres, including poetry, drama, and
utopian literature. Within this restrictive atmosphere, Cavendish realised
that she had no choice other than expressing her opinions through
literature. Accordingly, the aim of this book is to examine how as a

woman writer, she presents her accomplishments in several domains



Arzu CEVIRGEN | 6

such as science, literature, philosophy, and politics through her literary
works. In line with the main purpose of the book, the introductory part
will concentrate on the condition of women in the seventeenth century to
understand Cavendish’s contributions to the male-dominated scientific,

political and literary world.

Throughout centuries, women have been imprisoned in the
domestic sphere with the household responsibilities of cooking, cleaning,
and raising children, which has made them subservient to men. During
the seventeenth century, women’s social role, which was determined by
patriarchal laws and the Church, was tied to principles such as chastity,
silence and obedience. Women were expected to behave in accordance
with the idealised Christian qualities, including “wisdom, piety,
humility, meekness, love, constancy, charity, good household
government and godly devotion” (Trill 33). Furthermore, their social
roles were designated as obedient daughter, submissive wife and good
mother. A woman’s status, and even her name were determined by the
man with whom she had a relationship through birth or marriage. Thus,
during the seventeenth century, marriage held significant value in
relation to its impact on women’s social status. Thomas Edgar, the
compiler of the book The Lawes Resolutions of Women'’s Rights (1632),
which is regarded as the first book in English that brings together laws

concerning women'’s rights, argues that

[i]t is true, that Man and Wife are one person, but understand in
what manner. When a small brooke or little river incorporateth
with Rhodanus, Humber, or the Thames, the poore Rivulet loseth
her name, it is carried and recarried with the new associate, it
beareth no sway, it possesseth nothing during coverture. A woman
as soone as she is married is called covert, in Latine nupta, that is,
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vailed, as it were, clouded and over-shadowed, she hath lost her
streame. | may more truely farre away say to a married woman,
her new selfe is her superior, her companion, her master. (124-25)

As it is seen in this book, which draws attention to the socially
accepted roles of women in the seventeenth century, women lived in the
shadow of their fathers before marriage, and then they were subordinate
to their husbands who had a dominant position within the institution of
marriage as well. As pointed out by Trill, “as a result of their association
with Eve, women were perceived to be inherently unruly and intemperate
and were aligned metaphorically with the ‘body,” which required the
guidance of the ‘head’ (that is, father or husband) in order to be kept in
check” (31). In the seventeenth century, the principles shared by social
norms and Christianity dictated that women must be subservient. These
imperatives had negative effects on women’s social standing as they

endorsed female subordination.

However, women’s social class determined their rights and, to a
certain degree, granted them freedom in relation to their educational
opportunities. Barrett asserts that in the seventeenth century, education
was exclusively available to women who were born into educated
families, whereas individuals from the working class, regardless of
gender, were denied access to education (7). The influence of
Humanism, which originated in the fourteenth-century Italy, was also
evident among the educated classes in early modern England. Smith
explains that it was limited to universities, which excluded women, and
it was primarily applied to family administration and public office, which

were not considered women’s responsibilities (10). The objective of
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humanist education, therefore, was to provide males with guidance

regarding their obligations towards God, family, and nation.

Moreover, Renaissance humanism was closely connected to the
professional life of a gentleman, since education shaped his ideals and
guided his actions as the leader of a household, owner of a local political
or legal position, or part of the royal administration (Smith 11). The
relationship between humanist education and public duty flourished
during the 1630s. Yet still, women did not find a place in such male-
oriented educational programme as it specifically trained men for public
positions. As Clare suggests, regarding the role of women, male
humanists like Vives, Erasmus, Thomas More, Thomas Elyot, and Roger
Ascham held progressive beliefs about the education of women,
particularly noblewomen; however, the purpose of female education was
seen as limited to personal development rather than the acquisition of
formal abilities (37). During the seventeenth century, the idea of
providing women with a completely equal education was dismissed since
it would pose a danger to the dominant power of men (D’Monté and

Pohl, “Introduction” 10).

Accordingly, in the seventeenth century, grammar schools were
only available to boys. At these educational institutions, male students
acquired a comprehensive understanding of classical subjects, with a
particular focus on Latin. Additionally, they occasionally received
training in Greek and Hebrew. The sons of the aristocracy and gentry
either enrolled in these grammar schools or received education from
private tutors so they obtained higher education at a university whereas

the daughters of the wupper class never had equal educational
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opportunities. For instance, prominent noblewomen like Margaret
Cavendish and Ann Fanshawe received their education in the confines
of their own homes, under the teaching of their mothers. In addition to
grammar schools, there were also “contemporary dame schools and
boarding schools” special for women that focused on teaching reading,
writing, and practical skills related to “motherhood and housewifery”
(D’Mont¢é and Pohl, “Introduction” 9). Women’s education, indeed, was
primarily associated with their responsibilities as mothers and wives, and
was deemed acceptable only if it served the benefit of the family and
society. The daughters of the gentry, like Sarah Davy, were registered in
these types of educational institutions. Katherine Philips, a woman of
noble birth, also received her initial education at home before being
enrolled in Mrs. Salmon’s school. According to Hobby, these institutions
prioritised teaching girls the skills such as singing, dancing, needlework,
and French, rather than focusing on the study of classical authors, which

was the main focus of education for middle-class boys (Virtue 192).

Due to male dominance in the field of education, women were
systematically excluded from the literary world, too. Only women of
aristocratic and educated backgrounds, who had privileges due to their
social standing, were able to engage in literary production. Nevertheless,
men disapproved of women’s writing because they held the belief that
women were subordinate, possessed limited knowledge, and lacked self-
control (Crawford 163). Men maintained that women, due to their limited
access to education and perceived intellectual abilities, were incapable
of being both women and writers, especially poets. As Pearson asserts,

if women were not motivated to actively engage in reading or writing,
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they were instead encouraged to serve as muses and inspire male poets,
or were regarded as “passive texts to be read” (84). Due to such negative
comments on women’s ability to write, poetic creativity had been

ascribed to male writers.

Moreover, the concept of authority (auctoritas), a crucial factor
causing the limited production of literary works by women compared to
men, has traditionally been attributed to males rather than women.
Barratt states that “[t]he supreme and highest auctor (the Latin word
from which ‘author’ ultimately derives), the creator of the universe, the
First Cause, was God Himself who in the Middle Ages was indisputably
male” (5). For that reason, authorship has been attributed for many
centuries to male poets, and women have been disregarded and excluded
from the literary world. According to Wynne-Davies, it was very
challenging for a woman to separate herself from her perceived position
of inferiority within the dominant worldview, as the term “authorship”
was closely associated with male “authority” (18). Therefore, the belief
that authority and authorship were not compatible with femininity was
the reason why women had limited educational opportunities and why

there were fewer books written by women (Barratt 4).

Another obstacle to women’s writing in the seventeenth century
was their position in the public and private spheres. According to
Sharrock, writing was a way for individuals to express themselves
publicly (109). Therefore, for women who were confined to the
conventional role of being wives and mothers, writing could be risky
since it challenged social norms and expectations. Graham argues that

“[w]riting the self for such women,” was ‘“a matter of negotiating,
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exploiting or denying a whole range of social and discursive
determinants” (217). Thus, women in the seventeenth century were
particularly restricted from speaking publicly or publishing their work.
As Pearson suggests, “[t]he woman writer was often depicted as a whore
because of her intrusion into a public sphere and her control of the pen,
a metaphorical penis” (88). When writing was perceived in such sexual
context, women, who were traditionally expected to display modesty,
were accused of impropriety, resulting in the ruin of their family’s

reputation.

However, throughout centuries, women writers have presented
diverse justifications for writing and have employed multiple strategies
to both produce and publish their works. As Pearson puts forward,
literacy can be seen as a domain associated with women, governed by
the goddess Athena, where authority is held by symbolic female figures,
and access is granted by female Muses (84). Women, at first, frequently
employed this conventional symbolism to advocate their own ability to
engage in literature as both authors and readers (Pearson 84). Later, they
tried to validate their writing by defining it as virtuous. Female mystics
during the medieval period, for instance, believed that their connection
to God enabled them to receive divine instructions to write, and their
writings served as evidence of their obedience and modesty in fulfilling
God’s will to write. Margaret Cavendish, who provided another
justification for identifying writing as virtuous, thinks that it is better for
her to engage in writing rather than indulging in gossip (PF, “To All
Noble and Worthy Ladies” 62).
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Women writers realise that their subordinate position in writing is
also related to the language used by male writers because the exploitation
of women starts with language that is controlled by men. As Saul, Diaz-
Leon and Hesni argue, men possess significant power through their
capacity to control language, as “the maleness of language contributes to
the invisibility of women” (par. 23). In order to express themselves,
women need to destroy the dominant influence of men on language. As
the language has been encoding male privilege, “oppressor’s language,”
called by Rich, is inadequate to present women’s experience (151).
Women should have access to language used by male writers in order to
change the representations of authority that oppressed and portrayed
them as submissive. It envisions the notion of Ecriture féminine, also
known as “women’s writing,” which was introduced by French feminist
and literary theorist Héléne Cixous in her 1975 essay “The Laugh of the
Medusa.” In her essay, she asserts that “woman must write her self: must
write about women and bring women to writing” (253). Otherwise, men
would continue to classify women as silent and “invisible” individuals
in the “asylum corridor” (Morgan 46). To avoid being labelled as such,
women writers, also referred to as “The Thieves of Language or Female
Prometheuses” by Claudine Hermann in 1979, have consistently
attempted to steal language throughout history (gtd. in Ostriker 69). In
order to develop a clear definition of women’s roles, it is necessary to
achieve equality between the languages used by female and male writers.
Women thus need to embrace a new attitude to assert their voices,
express their talents, and demonstrate their capacity for achievement.
Significantly, as argued below, Cavendish displays her ability to write in
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various fields, science in particular, through a choice of language

associated with women’s everyday experiences.

During the seventeenth century, women writers employed another
remarkable strategy, described by Hobby as “making a virtue of
necessity,” to resist the demands of men who wanted to control them
(Virtue 8). They chose genres deemed appropriate for female authors and
focused on subjects traditionally associated with women’s
domestic sphere. Therefore, they produced conduct books which were
among the most popular works written by women between the years of
1500 and 1700. According to Wayne, conduct books, which “came in the
form of manuals, dialogues and commentaries on behaviour, marriage or
the household,” gave advice on women about “the practice of daily
living,” and “their audience included all readers who sought direction in
how to lead a godly and proper life” (56). Despite being predominantly
created by men, the conduct books produced by women writers at the
beginning of the seventeenth century gave a new direction to women’s
writing. These books were mother’s advice books “where the writer’s
role as mother offers her a position of authority from which to speak”
(Wayne 56). Thus, they granted women authority through motherhood.
Mother’s advice books, specifically intended for women to teach wisdom
to their children, were already written before the seventeenth century.
However, the ones written in the seventeenth century demonstrated that
they were “not innocent productions” because ‘“they were fully
embedded in the social and economic relations from which they arose
and on which they had some effect” (Wayne 66). As Salzman argues,

mother’s advice books “are the clearest example of the construction and
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dissemination of a specifically female writing community” (43). Several
of these texts were composed in manuscript form, intended solely for use
in the family, while a small number were printed. Dorothy Leigh’s The
Mother’s Blessing and Elizabeth Jocelin’s Mother’s Legacy to her
Unborn Child, published in 1616 and 1624 respectively, can be regarded
as two notable works that were written, printed, and republished in that
particular tradition (Suzuki 43).

In addition to mother’s advice books, women writers in the
seventeenth century wrote skill books about housewifery, medicine, and
midwifery. One of the most popular skill books was receipt or recipe
books, which focused on foods and medicines. For example, Montagu
Walter’s The Queens Closet Opened (1655) provides an extensive
description of the recipes used in the kitchen of Henrietta Maria, the
spouse of King Charles I. The subtitle of the book, “Incomparable
Secrets in Physick, Chirurgery, Preserving and Candying, &c. Which
were presented unto the Queen By the most Experienced Persons of the
Times, many whereof were had in esteem when She pleased to descend
to private Recreations,” indicates that these recipes involve exceptional
knowledge in the fields of medicine, healing, preservation, candying, and

more.

A significant portion of receipt books were handwritten
documents; however, they were predominantly published during the
second half of the seventeenth century. Hannah Wolley can be accepted
as the first woman who made her living by publishing such books.
Especially, her voluminous work in the 1660s and early 1670s

encouraged women to write in this tradition. For example, in 1678 Mary
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Tillinghast printed a cookery book called Rare and Excellent Receipts
through which she tries to teach the cooking skills to women. Besides
cookery books, Wolley also wrote medical recipes. During the
seventeenth century, women who wrote such recipes were in danger of
being accused of engaging in witchcraft. Wolley was lucky because she
avoided punishment, but other women such as Joan Peterson did not. In
1652, she was accepted as a witch and thus executed for her crimes.
Another woman writing recipes for medicine is Mary Trye. She
published her Medicatrix, Or, The Woman-Physician (1675) in order to
advocate women-physicians. In this book, she presents a list of the
medicines that she can prepare and gives information about which
medicine to use for curing various illnesses. Women could write on
scientific subjects like medicine and childbirth with their own
experiences and first-hand knowledge; however, among these writers,
Cavendish stands out for her courage to write about experimental

science.

Like the skill books on housewifery and medicine, the books on
midwifery which emerged in the second half of the seventeenth century
were essential for women in the seventeenth century. They provided
explanations on reproductive anatomy, the processes of conception,
pregnancy, and childbirth, as well as treatments for different infections,
womb prolapses, and abnormal presentations during labour. The most
popular one was The Complete Midwives Practise (1656), a collection
including the notable works of Louise Bourgeois, an influential French
midwife from the early seventeenth century who served the French royal

family. It is surprising that despite the high death rates among women in
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childbirth and new born infants, no college offered any professional
midwifery training. Hence, in order to teach other women about
pregnancy and childbirth, women writers documented their experiences
through diaries and memoirs, specifically focusing on the risky and
potentially fatal nature of pregnancy for women during that era. Their
concern was focused on their troubled marital relationship and the
process of pregnancy.

Moreover, women wrote diaries to document their religious
experiences. The oldest known diaries in English are attributed to Lady
Grace Sherrington Mildmay (1522-1620), who likely kept a spiritual
diary, and Lady Margaret Dakins Hoby (1571-1633), a devout Puritan.
Lady Grace Sherrington Mildmay compiled a retrospective account with
religious reflections for her daughter between 1570 and 1617. Lady
Margaret Dakins Hoby’s diary, written from 1599 to 1605, demonstrates
her focus on details about daily life, which is commonly seen in diaries,
along with her religious enthusiasm (Sage 187). Furthermore, during the
seventeenth century, women writers wrote a significant number of letters
that can be considered essential in the field of women’s writing and
history. These letters covered both personal anecdotes and public events
pertaining to the condition of women at that time. Graham asserts that
there is a widespread belief that a considerable amount of published self-
writings, which were not accepted as valuable literary works, emerged
in the seventeenth century (210). The autobiography and biography
might also be considered innovations of the seventeenth century, as this
period witnessed a significant rise in the production of such literary
works (Hobby, Virtue 78). Through these kinds of published writings,
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women writers like Hannah Wolley, Elizabeth Cellier and Theodosia
Alleine shared their own experiences. Margaret Cavendish also wrote a
biography of her husband. Yet still, in that period these writings by
women were also disregarded by male writers since they were considered

to have so-called secondary literary merit.

In the seventeenth century, particularly from 1630 to 1689, politics
and religion were closely intertwined. Women made efforts to create
various political and religious works in order to contribute to social,
religious, and political matters. They wanted to change government
policy by arguing that they should be allowed to express their opinions
since they were subject to and affected by state affairs. However, since
the 1650s, they had been largely discouraged from actively participating
in politics and eventually faced censorship during the Restoration period
(Hobby, Virtue 17). Between the 1640s and 1650s, there was a rise in the
number of prophetic works authored by women, although the majority
of these writings were produced by a small group of female writers
including Eleanor Davies (or Douglas), Eleanor James, Anna Trapnel,
and Jane Lead. They had the belief that they were God’s messengers and
were hence gifted with divine inspiration. In addition to these subjects
and genres, translation was the most widely recognised and appropriate
genre for women in the seventeenth century, as it did not necessitate

profound creativity or extensive knowledge (Clare 45).

It is observed that during the seventeenth century, women faced
significant limitations and obstacles that prevented them from engaging
in literary pursuits across a wide range of subjects and genres.

Additionally, it was hard for women to publish their works. Over the
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course of centuries, as in the seventeenth century, the field of publishing
had been mostly controlled by men, since editors, critics, and publishers
were exclusively male. At the time, numerous women who created
diaries, letters, advice for children, recipe books, or religious works of
various types did not identify themselves as “writers,” while others in the
early modern period, like Anne Dowriche, Mary Sidney, Aemilia
Lanyer, and Margaret Cavendish, “presented themselves as authors” by
publishing their works on a wide range of subjects and in various genres
(Woods et al. 302). Evidently, women’s authorship was primarily
associated with the distribution of their writings through print rather than
composing in manuscript form. As King argues, there was an obvious
distinction between “print (vigorous, demotic, progressive) and
manuscript (attenuated, elitist, nostalgic)” in that print was seen as
“public” and “masculine” while manuscript was regarded as “private”
and “feminine” (130). During this time, it was challenging for women to
distribute or publish their own writings: “to do so was a bold, much
criticised and frequently isolated action” (Wilcox, “Introduction” 2).
However, some women challenged these limitations imposed upon them
and emerged as pioneers in diverse fields. The first autobiography in
English was written by Margery Kempe and was published in 1501; the
first translation of a secular text was done by Margaret Tyler and was
published in 1578; the first play known to have been written by a woman
was Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedie of Mariam which was published in
1613; the first secular autobiography was published by Margaret
Cavendish in 1656; Sarah Jinner (1658-1664) was the first woman to
earn her living by writing; the first play scripted by a woman to be

performed on a British stage was composed by Katherine Philips in 1663
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(Wilcox, “Introduction” 4). These accomplishments by women writers

are noteworthy advancement for women’s writing and print culture.

However, during the early seventeenth century, poets (both male
and female) avoided engaging in printed circulation to prevent being
associated with “commercialism;” and some women were hesitant to
participate in this practise due to concerns about immodesty, as they were
taught that chastity, silence, and obedience were considered essential
virtues during that time (Hageman 192). Some of these aristocratic poets,
who chose not to print their works, kept their writing private while the
others preferred manuscript publication rather than print as “manuscript
copies were more prestigious than printed books” (192). Aristocratic
women would prefer to distribute their poetry in manuscript form, until
they were ultimately published with the help of a male family member.
Nevertheless, as Clare indicates, although aristocratic women had more
free time to write and more chances to share their work through
manuscripts or publications, their high social status might have made
them more constrained in the type of literature they produced (46) and
their writing was not regarded as equally respectable as that of men of

the same social status.

Evidently, seventeenth-century women endeavoured to engage in
writing during a period when the act of women’s writing was regarded
as an unacceptable and unsupported pursuit. Until 1640, only a small
number of women were able to write for publication. The majority of
these published works authored by women were disregarded, even with
a significant number of them being falsely credited to male writers. As
noted by Crawford, between the years of 1616 and 1620, “the total
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number of new publications by women was a mere eight” while “the total
number of works published in that half-decade catalogued in Pollard and
Redgrave’s Short-Title Catalogue was around 2240; indeed, “women’s
publications amounted to only 0.5 per cent of all publications in that
decade” (158). Over the period from 1630 to 1689, despite being
encouraged to be quiet and modest, over two hundred fifty women
managed to publish their written works (Hobby, “Usurping” 67). Clearly,
the number of women’s publications was extremely limited. However,

their numbers gradually increased each passing decade.

Moreover, the impact of the Civil Wars and the Interregnum on
women’s writings was noteworthy, resulting in a significant increase in
their numbers. Crawford attributes this growth to two factors: First, the
Wars compelled women to assume several unconventional roles. With
the absence of husbands, fathers, and sons who were either engaged in
warfare or living in foreign lands, women assumed the role as protectors
of their households, advocates for their properties, and overall caretakers
of their families’ well-being. Second, in order to discuss matters of
politics, they had to participate actively in contentious debates (160). The
encounter with criticism and hatred prompted them to enhance their
arguments, hence resulting in additional publications. The petitions that
women issued in April and May of 1649 for the release of the imprisoned
Leveller leaders provide a vivid demonstration of this (160). Particularly,
after the censorship of the press was collapsed in 1641 women gained
much freedom to publish. Moreover, “[t]he period of greater political
stability after 1688 encouraged an increase in middle-class literacy and

leisure, accompanied by a growth in the publishing trade” (Shaw,
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“Introduction” 5). As Shaw argues, “[w]omen writers had opportunities
as never before and although their participation in this expanding literary
market was still limited by ideals of feminine decorum, both the amount
and variety of their writing increased” (“Introduction” 5). Thereby, in
order to mostly take part in the male-dominated literary tradition or to
create an alternative literary tradition, women writers, to some extent,
got strength from their publications even though they were restricted. As
Crawford expresses, while most of the names in their tradition are not
well-known today, it is worth noting that the tradition persisted until
more recent times with notable writers like Anne Bradstreet (1612-1672)
and Katherine Philips (1631/2-1664) (173). Furthermore, such names as
Anna Maria Schurman (1607-1678) and Aphra Behn (1640-1689) were
added to them by the end of the century.

Like women’s publishing their works, their literacy was
problematic in the seventeenth-century England, too. Thus, it is not
surprising that the rates of female literacy were lower than those of males
in all social classes. More specifically, as Cressy puts forward, at the time
of the Civil War, “nine-tenths of women were illiterate, compared with
two-thirds of men” (121-22). Pearson states that literacy was
traditionally measured by one’s ability to write her/his own name;
however, at this time, writing was taught as a different skill and at a later
stage than reading. As a result, even someone who could not write her/his
name could nevertheless have proficient reading skills (81).
Additionally, Spanish humanist and educationalist Juan Luis Vives
asserts that a woman did not have the right to “follow her own

judgement” in the choice of reading so that she was controlled by “wise
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and learned men” (qtd. in Watson 34). Since the conduct books were
widely recommended for women readers, women’s reading, like their
writing, was regulated by men and it was permitted or allowed in a way
to shape them as chaste, silent, and obedient women. Reading non-
permitted books for women was associated with “disease, madness,
deception, rebellion and transgression of the boundaries of acceptable

femininity” (Pearson 86).

In spite of all these obstacles that women faced in the seventeenth
century, Margaret Cavendish, a remarkable woman with her appearance,
behaviour, and achievement, managed to become a prolific writer of the
seventeenth-century England. More specifically, writing at a time when
women had limited educational opportunities, were deprived of property
rights, and were regarded as quite emotional and irrational, Cavendish
secured a place for herself in the male-dominated literary world through
her works. However, she was not satisfied with these achievements in
writing because she wanted to gain lasting fame and recognition through
the publication of her remarkable works. From this vantage point,
especially by breaking the social norms that define seventeenth-century
women, Cavendish tried to redefine her role as one who deserved to
become a widely esteemed and accomplished literary woman throughout

centuries.

In this context, Margaret Cavendish’s personal life, family
background and the places where she lived shaped her thoughts and
literary life. Cavendish’s life can be divided into three periods such as
her upbringing in the Lucas family, her life as a maid to Queen Henrietta

Maria, her married life in exile and her prolific literary life supported by
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her husband following this marriage, especially after the Restoration.
Margaret Lucas Cavendish, the Duchess of Newcastle (1623-1673), was
born into an aristocratic family in Colchester, Essex. Margaret Lucas was
the youngest of the eight children of Sir Thomas Lucas, a wealthy
landowner in Essex, and his wife Elizabeth Leighton Lucas. In her
autobiography, A True Relation of My Birth, Breeding, and Life (1656),
in which she basically presents her intellectual development as a woman
writer along with her family background and upbringing, she firstly tells
her father’s noble birth and then states that her father, who was banished
for a time under Queen Elizabeth’s reign, was restored to his estate by
James I, where he “died peaceably, leaving a Wife and eight Children,
three Sons, and five Daughters” (369). Her mother succeeded in
managing her husband’s estates and family after the unexpected death of

her husband which is explained by Margaret Lucas as follows:

[A]nd though she would often complain, that her family was too
great for her weak Management, and often prest my Brother to take
it upon him, yet | observe she took a pleasure, and some little pride
in the governing thereof; she was skillful in Leases and setting of
Lands, and Court-keeping, ordering of Stewards, and the like
affaires. (TR 49)

She clearly admired her mother’s stance in life, which had an
immense influence on her behaviours. As Shattock argues, “[u]nder her
mother’s aegis, family life was relaxed and indulgent, education
undisciplined, and Margaret’s penchant for flamboyant dress
encouraged, a characteristic for which she was notorious in later life”
(312). Her childhood in this sense might be seen as advantageous due to
the presence of her mother, a powerful female figure, as opposed to her

father, a male character who imposed restrictions on her. From a young
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age, she recognised that social class and sex were crucial factors in
shaping an individual’s upbringing. Regarding this matter, she affirms
that as a woman in an aristocratic family, she was “bred Vertuously,
Modestly, Civilly, Honorably, and on honest principles” (TR 369). Her
education adhered to the conventional standards expected for a daughter
of the gentry. Contrary to her brothers, who were given specific career
instructions to have a profession, she and her sisters were just taught to
be kind and morally upstanding. As pointed out by Margaret Lucas, “[a]s
for tutors, although we had for all sorts of Vertues, as singing, dancing,
playing on Musick, reading, writing, working, and the like, yet we were
not kept strictly thereto, they were rather for formality than for benefit”
(TR 369). These lessons were not rigidly regulated because they were
more for appearance rather than actual educational purpose. Owing to
the various areas in which her brothers were bred, they were able to
engage in military and governmental matters, as well as academic
endeavours, as part of their education. Regarding this matter, she asserts
that her two brothers were “excellent Soldiers,” and her oldest brother,
who was more knowledgeable in the fields of arts and sciences, was “a
great Scholar” (TR 371). Yet, her education was conducted in traditional

gender-based educational standards.

Despite being brought up in accordance with the then-current
social norms, Cavendish grew up in a stable environment until the Civil
War which resulted in the destruction of her family’s properties and
estates. Because of their Royalist sympathies, the Lucas Family had to
escape to Oxford, where Charles | and his queen resided in exile,

following the beginning of the war. Margaret Lucas wanted to become
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one of Queen Henrietta Maria’s Maids of Honour, a strong ambition
instilled by her mother, who was renowned in court circles for her “great
beauty” (Kunitz and Haycraf 89). Following the Royalists’ loss in 1644,
the Queen and her court were forced to seek refuge in France, and
Margaret Lucas also accompanied her into exile. The second period in
Cavendish’s life starts with this accompaniment to the Queen. As Katie
Whitaker, a biographer of Cavendish, suggests, “[a]ttending on the
queen, Margaret frequently observed the ‘great factions both amongst
the courtiers and soldiers,” but she later realized that she had been too
young fully to understand the complex and devious machinations of all
‘their intrigues’” (Mad Madge: The Extraordinary 24). Hence, her time
in court was brief and unsatisfying as she, who described herself as
“fearfull, and bashfull” (TR 373), realised that she would never be able
to adapt to this role. The third period starts with her marriage to William
Cavendish. She was able to break her previous connections when she
was residing at court in France upon meeting and marrying William
Cavendish, a prominent Royalist who held the titles of Marquis and
eventually Duke of Newcastle. Stone referred to it as a “companionate
marriage” (n. pag.), which is explained by Cavendish as follows:
“[N]either could Title, Wealth, Power, or Person entice me to love; but
my Love was honest and honourable” (TR 375). By marrying her first
and true love, she was able to change certain unfavourable notions
associated with her, being labelled a “natural fool” due to her shyness
and eccentricity (Kunitz and Haycraft 89). Clearly, this marriage would

provide her with unprecedented opportunities in her literary career.
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William Cavendish, who was a poet, playwright and writer on
horsemanship, “was the grandson of Sir William Cavendish, a Privy
Councillor and Treasurer of the Chamber to Henry VIII, Edward VI, and
Mary Tudor” (Kunitz and Haycraft 90). Following the execution of
Charles I in 1649, the Cavendish family moved to Antwerp. They stayed
there for a duration, with the exception of the years 1651-1653 when
Margaret Cavendish went back to England alongside her brother-in-law,
Sir Charles Cavendish, in order to gain an income from her husband’s
estate. However, this endeavour ended up being unsuccessful.
Consequently, they faced economic difficulties until the monarchy was
reinstated in 1660, at which point Margaret and William Cavendish, who
had spent sixteen years in exile, returned to England with Charles II. In
1665, Charles Il granted them the titles of Duke and Duchess as a kind
of compensation for the financial assistance that William had provided
to Charles I in 1639 (Whitaker, Mad Madge: The Extraordinary 262).
During this period, they travelled to London and spent a significant
amount of money on various items, including a portrait of Cavendish
painted by Peter Lely. This portrait symbolised ‘“grandeur, rank,
authority, and wealth,” serving as a celebration of the Newcastles’ recent
ascent to the highest levels of aristocratic hierarchy (Mad Madge: The
Extraordinary 263).

Cavendish obviously used her husband’s significant economic and
social power to her advantage to produce and publish her works.
Especially during their time in Antwerp, William Cavendish and his
brother Sir Charles Cavendish tutored Margaret Cavendish in the fields

of science and philosophy. As William Cavendish was the patron of
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notable English writers like Ben Jonson, Sir William Davenant, and John
Dryden, as well as philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes, Pierre
Gassendi, and René Descartes, William and Charles Cavendish
frequently organised meals and engaged in long discussions with these
intellectuals. By virtue of her husband’s connections with the Royalists
and intellectuals, she was offered the opportunity to become a part of the
literary group associated with the Cavendish family. As she was shy,
silent, and spoke only English, she was largely unable to participate in
their conversation. Yet still, despite her limited and unqualified
education, her literary career was influenced by her interactions with
diverse intellectual figures and the support of her husband and brother-
in-law. As a result, she wrote extensively in a wide range of genres,
including poetry, prose fiction, drama, letters, autobiography, biography,
fiction, and even science fiction. Regarding this matter, she expresses her
desire to engage in writing stating that “I confess my ambition is restless,
and not ordinary; because it would have an extraordinary fame. And
since all heroic actions, public employments, powerful governments, and
eloguent pleadings are denied our sex in this age, or at least would be
condemned for want of custom, is the cause | write so much” (Life
xxxix). Cavendish was well aware of her gender in the male-dominated
culture, yet she possessed the bravery to write during a period when
women were not allowed to receive a formal education. This lack of
education prevented women from engaging in writing on subjects that
required an understanding of science and philosophy. However, from
1653 to 1671, Cavendish, as a woman writer, produced fourteen so-

called scientific books on various subjects including “atoms, matter and
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motion, butterflies, fleas, magnifying glasses, distant worlds, and
infinity” (Merchant 270).

While writing her works, she substituted her fancy with any
scientific approach, an attempt and a strategy that refers to Cavendish’s
endless imagination and curiosity which will be elaborated upon in the
following parts of the book. Due to her unconventional approach, she
was criticised, and her works were ignored. However, as a result of her
interest in science, and also of the current social and political issues of
her time, she produced remarkable works. In 1653, she published Poems
and Fancies and Philosophicall Fancies, which was revised as part of
Philosophical and Physical Opinions (1655 and 1663), and as Grounds
of Natural Philosophy (1668). As Shattock posits, Cavendish whose
“interests were eclectic, sometimes maverick, her work impulsive and
undisciplined” also dealt with “[c]Jontemporary science, natural history,
the natural world, human behaviour, [and] language” (313).
Furthermore, in her plays such as Plays (1662), the Convent of Pleasure
(1662), Bell in Campo (1662), and Plays never before Printed (1668) she
presented her views on the condition of women through different
representations of women characters. Despite all criticism, she sent some
of her published works to the libraries of the universities with a
designation as “written by the thrice noble, illustrious and excellent
Princess the Lady Marchioness of Newcastle” (Shattock 313). Moreover,
she wrote a utopian fiction, The Description of a New World Called the
Blazing World (1666), in which women’s sovereignty is presented and
glorified. In 1656, she published Natures Pictures, which included an
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autobiography; A True Relation of my Birth, Breeding and Life, and she
also published a biography of her hushand in 1667.

Throughout her literary life, Cavendish was exposed to harsh
criticism. Even women writers such as Dorothy Osborne, a
contemporary of Cavendish and a writer of letters, mocked her literary
efforts by saying “[s]ure the poor woman is a little distracted, she could
never be so ridiculous else as to venture at writing books and in verse
too. If I should not sleep this fortnight I should not come to that” (100).
In fact, she was criticised not only because of her writings but also
because of her appearance including her weird clothing. She was
notorious for her desire for writing in various genres and topics without
having formal education, and her eccentricity through which she is
characterised as “the world’s most ridiculous poet” (Pile 94). However,
Cavendish defines her eccentricity in relation to her works and
appearance, which was against the gender stereotypes in the seventeenth
century, as creativity and originality. Especially regarding her dress, she
states that “I took great delight in attiring ... especially such fashions as
I did invent myself, not taking that pleasure in such fashions as was
invented by others” (Life 312). She chose to dress in attractive clothing
of her own design. As claimed by Whitaker, for instance, while going to
a play she was accompanied by a velvet-clad footman and wore an
“antique dress ... which bared her breasts, to reveal scarlet-trimmed
nipples” implying such a style of “heroic women of antiquity” (Mad
Madge 294). Because of Cavendish’s peculiar appearance, in a letter
written in 1818, Mary Evelyn describes her as a lady “of so much

extravagance and vanity” that she should be “confined within four walls”
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(qtd. in Whitaker 355). However, in her various works, Cavendish
reminds the readers of the relationship between her wit and her
distinctive appearance or eccentric behaviour that she exhibits as

follows:

I should weep myself into water, if | could have no other fame than
rich coaches, lackeys, and what state and ceremony could produce,
for my ambition flies higher, as to worth or merit, not state or
vanity; | would have my actions known by my wit, not by my folly,
and | would have my actions so wise and just, as | might neither
be ashamed or afraid to hear myself. (SL 93)

Cavendish emphasises that her wit makes her follow interests
which are seen as unusual for the seventeenth-century women and she
overtly states that she would prefer being dead to being known for her
outlook rather than her wit. That is why, through the originality of her

wit that she calls fancy, she wants to gain recognition and lasting fame.

In order to grasp what Cavendish means by fancy, it would be
helpful to have a brief look at how the term is often used interchangeably
with imagination. The terms fancy and imagination were often employed
by poets and writers like Homer, Plato, Aristotle and Thomas Hobbes
throughout history. The concept of fancy is a term only defined in detail
by Samuel Taylor Coleridge in Biographia Literaria in the early
nineteenth century, and thus it is commonly associated with him,
especially in the context of poetic imagination. However, Cavendish’s
use of the term should not recall Coleridge’s classification of
imagination. Cavendish does not evaluate fancy and imagination as
different faculties, but instead, she uses these two terms interchangeably.

Moreover, the term fancy becomes the representation of her curiosity and
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enthusiasm for numerous fields of study. Cavendish thinks that fancy is
part of the creative process of the mind and the best way to perceive
creative power. Bowerbank proposes that fancy represents her “true wit”
which “is natural wit unrestrained” (393). Cavendish possesses an innate
talent that to some extent compensates for the need for formal education,
and she states that “Learning is Artificial, but Wit is Natural” (OEP, “To
the Reader” 11). Her fancy offers various alternatives as it enables her to
overcome the limitations and strict rules of the dominant institutions of
the seventeenth century. Due to her use of fancy, she has been subjected
to mockery and criticism. For instance, in A Room of One’s Own,
Virginia Woolf tries to find a seventeenth-century “Judith Shakespeare”
and sees in Cavendish’s works ‘“a vision of loneliness and riot ... as if
some giant cucumber had spread itself over all the roses and carnations
the garden and choked them to death” (59-60). By employing the
metaphor of a cucumber, she demonstrates that Cavendish entered the
realm of literature with her eccentric nature, and her works were driven
by an unconventional compulsion rather than a deliberate intellectual
purpose. Yet still, she acknowledges Cavendish’s sincere passion for

poetry despite her lack of a formal education.

Although Cavendish’s use of fancy may appear somewhat
ridiculous, it is actually a paradoxical element that solidifies her
distinctive position. By deviating from the norms followed by learned
writers, she avoids engaging in direct rivalry with them and instead
embraces a relatively modest approach to establishing her presence in
the literary world. In Philosophical and Physical Opinions, Cavendish

sincerely expresses her weak points and warns her readers by saying that



Arzu CEVIRGEN | 32

“I shall not need to tell you, I had neither Learning nor Art to set forth
these Conceptions, for that you will find yourself” (476). The reason for
her “naivete of method” can be attributed to her limited education and
absence of access to knowledgeable and intellectual communities
(Bowerbank 393). However, she manages to overcome her educational
deficiencies by using fancy as a writing strategy, which presumably
enhances her originality and strong creativity. Fitzmaurice argues that
Cavendish delights in depicting herself “as a solitary genius who
depended on the power of fancy to conjure up original compositions” or
to create “fancies” (“Fancy” 199-200). Makin, who also esteems
Cavendish’s genius based on her fancy, asserts that the Duchess of
Newcastle, through her own natural brilliance rather than formal
education, surpasses many learned men (10). Through her modest
strategy, Cavendish portrays herself as a solitary genius. Furthermore,
she assumes the roles of a “melancholic,” a “harmless eccentric,” and
most notably, a “happy wife” as a defence against criticism and to
strategically avoid any possible challenges to her decision to publish her
works (202-3). Various other roles that she acquires through her fancy
also grant her authority and capacity to write. In “To All Noble and
Worthy Ladies,” a preface to Poems, and Fancies, she describes fancy

with words that belong to women’s daily lives. There is fancy

in their several and various dresses (in their many and singular
choices of clothes and ribbons and the like), in their curious
shadowing and mixing of colors, in their wrought works and
diverse sorts of stitches they employ their needle in, and many
other curious things they make (as flowers, boxes, baskets; with
beads, shells, silk, straw, or anything else), as also in all manner of
meats to eat. And thus their thoughts are employed perpetually
with fancies. (“To All Noble and Worthy Ladies” 61)
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Cavendish defines fancy by using the images from the domestic
world and associates fancy with women by presenting the relationship
between fancy and fashion. Moreover, she identifies fancy with vanity,
even justifies it, and therefore, she claims that it is “so natural to our sex”
(PF 61). In fact, she unveils fancy as the essential quality in writing,
particularly in poetry, and believes that “Fancies bound up with Verse”
bring a poet lasting fame (PhF 84).

Stating that she employs fancy both in her poems and prose
writings, Cavendish distinguishes herself from such writers as John
Dryden and Sir Philip Sidney who received classical education and
adhered strictly to neo-classical literary rules. Cavendish refuses to
follow literary rules and wants women writers to leave “Forms, Terms,
Words, Numbers, or Rhymes ... to Fools” (SL 7-8). She believes that
fancy enables women to “move their braine another way” (PhF 87).
Thus, she asks for “the free and noble style / Which seems uncurbed
[unbridled], though it be wild” (PF 212). For Brown, Cavendish’s
“literary method [the use of fancy] is really a refusal of method” which
is mainly related and attributed to reason (33). Throughout history, male
writers like Jonathan Swift and John Milton, have consistently
emphasised the existence of a hierarchical relationship between reason
and imagination. A clarifying example is the conventional subordination
of imagination to reason in Swift’s A Tale of a Tub and Other Satires
(1704). Swift associates fancy with “madness” by highlighting that
madness is the triumph of fancy over reason (114). In a similar vein,
Milton advocates the superiority of the power of reason, which is

associated with men, over fancy as follows:
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But know that in the soul

Are many lesser faculties that serve
Reason as chief; among these fancy next
Her office holds; of all external things,
Which the five watchful senses represent,
She forms imaginations, airy shapes,

Oft in her [Nature’s] absence mimic fancy wakes

To imitate her; but misjoining shapes,

Wild work produces oft, and most in dreams,

Il matching words and deeds long past or late. (Paradise Lost V,

100-13)

Milton claims that reason is superior to fancy, as reason is the sign
of order and close to nature, but fancy is the representation of disorder
and thus unnatural. Different from both Swift and Milton, Cavendish
perceives fancy as inherently related to women. She opposes their ideas
by saying that reason is enslaved by necessity, whereas fancy is natural
and voluntary (BW, “To the Reader” 123-24). Cavendish advocates the
use of subjective expressions unrestrained by reason and rules, and
favours the notion that fancy enhances individual creativity and
originality. She describes her desire by saying “I had rather sit at home
and write ... I must say this on behalf of my thoughts, that I never found
them idle; for if the senses bring no work in, they will work of
themselves, like silkworms that spins [sic] out of their own bowels” (TR
208). Cavendish, therefore, as a woman writer, goes beyond the imposed
limitations of both the society and the established rules of the male-

dominated mainstream literature. Like the silkworm to which she refers,

she manages to take on all of the roles that were unacceptable at the time.
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In the light of what has been explained so far, this book analyses
Cavendish’s efforts to create an unconventional style and her claim a
place in the male-dominated literary world. With this aim, it examines
“Atomic Poems” in her poetry collection Poems, and Fancies (1653),
her closet drama Bell in Campo (1662) and her fantastic utopian fiction,
The Description of a New World, Called The Blazing World (1666). The
first chapter analyses Cavendish’s fascination with science. The second
chapter delves into her exploration of the realities of her era, particularly
the Civil War, to demonstrate that she addresses matters besides science.
Lastly, the third chapter explores how she further reveals her interest not
only in science but also in politics and all aspects of life through a utopian
narrative. After an in-depth analysis of her whole oeuvre, this study
concludes that Cavendish refashions herself as an “authoress” in the
male-dominated literary world by employing various genres and
addressing different topics.

In line with these objectives, in the first chapter, Cavendish’s
“Atomic Poems” in Poems, and Fancies are analysed to discuss how she
employs atomism and materialism, in her own way, in poetry. The
chapter reveals that Cavendish presents her own perspective on “matter”
and “motion,” drawing on the concepts of atomism and materialism
which were developed by the philosophers and scientists of the
seventeenth century. It argues that she uses atoms as the primary theme
in her “Atomic Poems” to demonstrate her “vitalist materialism,” which
represents the active nature of matter. At the core of her materialistic
thought, matter is endowed with vitality and liveliness in relation to the

motion in atoms. This approach represents a departure from the
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perspectives of Thomas Hobbes, Descartes, and Henry More, who all
defended the notion of matter’s inherent passivity like old materialists.
The chapter also suggests that through Cavendish’s own appreciation of
matter, she re-evaluates everything related to human existence including
the creation of the universe, human understanding, natural phenomena,
health, sickness, life, and death in terms of atoms. As a result, this chapter
discusses how she reshapes her position in the male-dominated world of
science and literature by using atoms as a metaphor to bring a new

perspective to science in her poetry.

In the second chapter, Cavendish’s closet drama Bell in Campo,
which reflects her political perspectives and her beliefs regarding the
social and political roles that women might have, is primarily analysed.
The play selected for this chapter is remarkable as it explicitly focuses
on the political events of her time that Cavendish personally witnessed.
She published nineteen plays in two collections Playes Written by the
Thrice Noble, Hlustrious, and Excellent Princess, the Lady Marchioness
of Newcastle (1662), which includes the play Bell in Campo, and Plays
Never Before Printed (1668). This chapter particularly examines
Cavendish’s Bell in Campo in order to explain how she presents a diverse
range of possibilities concerning the position of women in both political
and domestic spheres. It argues that the play explores the themes of
warfare, virtue, and the social status of women, through which
Cavendish offers a critical analysis of the social and political concerns
prevalent during her era. It also reveals that Cavendish not only
illustrates the unfavourable circumstances experienced by women in the

real world but also emphasises how a woman can gain a new status by
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being “heroickess” and “Generaless” in a fantastic heroic world.
Considering the political and historical background of the period, it is
suggested that Cavendish scrutinises what a woman can do in such a

political world.

In the third chapter, her fantastic utopian fiction, The Description
of a New World, Called The Blazing World is examined to display how
Cavendish expresses not only her scientific and political thoughts but
also her ideas on social structure by creating a utopian world of her own
through her fancy. In this work, she sets up an ideal scientific academy
founded by a woman who is, indeed, the fictionalised version of
Cavendish herself. In this imaginary world, she attributes herself various
roles ranging from being the head of a scientific academy, an authoress,
creatoress, empress, political leader and a savior; all shaped by
Cavendish’s scientific, political and social ideas. Through an in-depth
study of The Blazing World, the chapter aims at demonstrating how
Cavendish presents her accomplishments in particular and the potential
of all women in general. It also explores how she liberates herself from
the social and political limitations, and redefines her female self through
various roles, albeit in a fictional setting. In this imaginary world, she
freely expresses her ideas on a variety of topics including science, natural
philosophy and politics, and presents the accomplishments of a woman
in acquiring freedom, power and authority; at least, in her own utopian

and fantastic worlds.
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CHAPTER 1

“MY AMBITION IS SUCH, ...”: MARGARET CAVENDISH AS
A CREATOR AND NATURAL PHILOSOPHER IN “ATOMIC
POEMS”

This chapter aims to scrutinise Margaret Cavendish’s “Atomic
Poems” in Poems, and Fancies (1653) in relation to how she employs
atomism and materialism and offers a new viewpoint about matter, even
though her “Atomic Poems” cannot be regarded as a scientific study or
a discussion of the atomic theory. Interestingly enough, with her ideas
on “matter” she might be considered to have envisioned the emergence
of new materialism coined in the second half of the 1990s. However,
Cavendish presents her ideas through an approach which is shaped by
both her enthusiasm in science and her own perception based on what
she calls fancy. While employing some of the terminology related to
atomism, matter and motion of atoms in particular, she uses her natural
wit, rather than any scientific theory to express her ideas. Cavendish uses
fancy as a strategy in writing her work.? Due to her keen interest in
atomism and materialism® which were developed by the scientists and
philosophers of the seventeenth century, Cavendish introduces her own
understanding of the universe based on two inseparable terms, “matter”

and “motion.” For Cavendish, fancy is related to the physical movements

2 In the thematic organisation and grouping of the “Atomic Poems,” I followed a similar
pattern in H. Sadun’s article “Where Science Meets With Fancy: The Atomic Poems of
Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle” (2005).

3 Hereafter, while dealing with the materialist approach of the seventeenth century, the
term old materialism, which signifies the passive nature of matter, will be used.
However, while addressing the current materialist approach, the term new materialism,
which stands for the active nature of matter, will be used.
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of matter in her mind; and is, therefore, “material.” As atoms embody
innate liveliness, Cavendish chooses them as a theme in her “Atomic
Poems” to indicate her “vitalist materialism,”* — which signifies the
dynamic nature of matter — and by presenting them as a metaphor of her
female self, she refashions herself in the male-dominated scientific and
literary world. In line with this primary objective, this chapter initially
introduces the scientific developments of the seventeenth century and the
role of women in this scientific field. Then, it investigates how
Cavendish, as a woman devoid of any scientific education, perceives the
concepts of atomism and materialism and thus employs these ideas
within the framework of her literary works. The introductory part is
followed by the analysis of “Atomic Poems” which sheds light on her
distinct role in establishing herself as a female poet, ultimately leading
to her stepping into the male-dominated scientific world and hence her

attainment of recognition and fame.

When Cavendish wrote Poems, and Fancies, she was in London,
where she went with her brother-in-law Charles to request the Parliament
for some income from her husband’s estates. In 1651, William’s
confiscated estates were going to be sold to finance the Parliament’s
ongoing war in Ireland (Black et al. 1). As a traitor despised by the
Parliament and exiled under the threat of death, William was powerless
in this situation. However, as Whitaker suggests, William’s wife might
petition for one-fifth share, which was the percentage allocated to all
delinquents’ spouses under English law, who were considered innocent

and politically passive dependents of their wrongdoer husbands (Mad

4 Called by Lisa T. Sarasohn (Natural Philosophy 35) and Deborah A. Boyle (63).
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Madge 136). Cavendish expresses her decision to accompany Charles by
saying “[f]or I, hearing my Lord’s estate amongst many more estates was
to be sold, and that the wives of the owners should have an allowance
therefrom, it gave me hopes | should receive a benefit thereby” (qtd. in
Bowerbank and Mendelson 51). She expected that some income from
William’s estates would provide a favourable opportunity for herself and
her husband to alleviate their financial difficulties while living in
Antwerp during their exile. Margaret Cavendish and William arrived in
London in 1651, and the Cavendishes’ financial situation began to
improve in 1652 due to the release of Charles’s properties from
sequestration in June 1652, as reported by Whitaker (Mad Madge 151).

This release ensured the family’s financial security.

Despite facing difficulties with the Parliament and feeling
melancholic due to her separation from her husband, Cavendish persisted
in writing poetry in this period. She engaged in an intense program of
reading and self-education with the help of her companion Charles in
London which led to the creation of her first published book. According
to Siegfried, Poems and Fancies served as “intellectual cartography” for
Cavendish as she meticulously studied various scientific works to
understand the natural world, including texts by (Sir Walter) Raleigh,
Hakluyt, and Purchase for a broad view, and works by Euclid, Aristotle,
Lucretius, Dee, Galileo, Descartes, Hobbes, and others to delve into the
details of nature’s intricacies (Siegfried, “Introduction” 7). Before her
return to Antwerp in early 1653, she chose to compile Poems and
Fancies. Yet still, she lacked the courage to express her intention to

publish her poems to anyone. She explains that she did not seek
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permission from any friend since the dread of being rejected kept her
quiet, and she mentions an old saying that suggests “it is easier to ask
pardon than leave [ask for permission beforehand]. For a fault will
sooner be forgiven than a suit granted” (PF 64). According to Whitaker,
Cavendish only shared her plans for publication with her maid, Elizabeth
Chaplain, who is now known as Lady Elizabeth Toppe, after marrying
Sir Francis Toppe, an English merchant in Antwerp and a significant
figure in controlling the Newecastle household (Mad Madge 158).
Elizabeth was introduced to Cavendish as her maid in their youth and
faithfully served throughout her life, accompanying her during her
distressful travels in exile. Furthermore, Elizabeth, despite being
married, accompanied her mistress to London and played a significant
role in supporting and promoting Cavendish’s first publication. As
Whitaker states, Elizabeth likely served as an intermediary, delivering
Cavendish’s manuscripts and letters to the booksellers in London who
would publish Poems, and Fancies, the title Margaret had chosen for her
volume (Mad Madge 158). In “An Epistle to the Lady Toppe,”
Cavendish expresses her gratitude towards Elizabeth and especially

emphasises her determination to publish her work:

For though my ambition is great, my designs are harmless and my
way is plain honesty—and if I stumble at folly, yet will I never fall
on vice. 'Tis true, the world may wonder at my confidence, how I
dare put out a book, especially in these censorious times. But why
should | be ashamed or afraid where no evil is, and not please
myself in the satisfaction of innocent desires? For a smile of
neglect cannot dishearten me; no more can a frown of dislike
affright me (not but I should be well pleased and delighted to have
my book commended). But the world’s dispraises cannot make me
a mourning garment. My mind’s too big, and I had rather venture
to commit an indiscretion than lose the hopes of fame. (PF 63)
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Cavendish guesses the criticism that will likely be directed at this
first published work. However, she opts to take risks rather than staying
at home and completing mundane tasks. As a reply to the Duchess’s
epistle, in “To Her Grace the Duchess of Newcastle,” Elizabeth reveals
her admiration for Cavendish and conveys her belief in Cavendish’s
achievement of success and recognition by declaring, “[y]ou are not only
the first English poet of your sex, but the first that ever wrote this way”
(PF 65). For Elizabeth, anything written later will only be a copy of her
original work, so anybody who writes later must acknowledge Cavendish

as their model.

Cavendish’s publishing procedure for her first work Poems, and
Fancies, ended in 1653 (shortly after her return to Antwerp), when it was
printed by Thomas Roycroft and published by John Martin and James
Allestrye, who were partners having London’s leading publishing house.
When Cavendish returned to Antwerp in 1653, she found a husband who
wholeheartedly supported her writing and publication pursuits. She was
deeply grateful for his support, which facilitated the publication of her
subsequent works. Accordingly, she states that “though Your Lordship
hath many Troubles, great Cares, and much Business in your particular
Affairs, ... you are pleased to Peruse my Works, and Approve of them
so well, as to give me Leave to Publish them, which is a Favour, few
Husbands would grant their Wives; But Your Lordship is an
Extraordinary Husband” (PO 46). William disregards society’s reactions
to his attitude because what matters most is his love for his wife.
Supported by her husband, Cavendish continued her literary endeavours

during the period she spent in Antwerp. Moreover, she maintained her
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career as a writer when they returned to England in 1660, after the
restoration of the monarchy (Baker 59; Partner 70; Fitzmaurice,

“Introduction” xx).

After Cavendish’s Poems and Fancies were published without any
revisions, she recognised some errors in spelling, punctuation, and
grammar. In one of her epistles, Cavendish, who was exposed to the
dissatisfaction of her contemporaries about the mistakes in her first
publication, expresses her anger to the publishing house with the
following words: “The printer should have rectified that” (WO 93). As
Whitaker suggests, in her collection, Cavendish identified almost 200
printing errors including false rhymes, incorrect numbers, misprinted
words, and unclear transitions between speakers in her poetic dialogues,
which resulted in misunderstandings and false interpretations (Mad
Madge 177). She corrects these inaccuracies within years, leading to the
publication of three editions of Poems, and Fancies: 1653, 1664, and
1668. Furthermore, its modern spelling edition, revised by Brandie R.
Siegfried, was published in 2018. This book uses the 2018 edition titled
Poems and Fancies with The Animal Parliament, which is a modernised
version based on the 1668 edition, as a primary source. The book begins
with multiple dedicatory epistles and six poems. The collection consists
of five main parts, Parts 1-5, including a total of two hundred seventy
poems. Each section also includes prose dedications, asides, and
dramatic interludes. The volume contains a prose narrative titled The
Animal Parliament following Part 5, and ends with a conclusion with
four poems. The collection comprises a total of two hundred eighty

poems. Poems and Fancies covers a wide range of topics including
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natural philosophy, political theory, mathematics, local history, folklore,
and moral philosophy.

The first part of Poems and Fancies includes ‘“atomic” and
“mathematical poems,” classified by Siegfried, which reflect
Cavendish’s scientific and mathematical interests (“Introduction” 23). In
“atomic poems,” she questions the atomism of the seventeenth century
by emphasising the dynamic characteristics of atoms. In “mathematical
poems,” she mostly writes poems that explore the concept of the circle,
a geometric shape. Through these poems, she aims to illustrate the
circle’s connection to ethical matters, specifically wisdom and justice.
The second part of the book, which is introduced as Moral Philosophy
and Moralists, includes moral discourses and numerous dialogues with
the natural world, such as dialogues between man and nature, body and
mind, melancholy and mirth, wit and beauty, learning and ignorance, and
anger and patience. It especially focuses on the significance of sympathy
in both moral and natural philosophy. Moreover, it explores the complex
nature of the human mind and its desire for recognition. The third part of
the book further examines the human mind by focusing on fancy.
Cavendish emphasises the significance of this section by saying “I must
entreat you to read this part of my book very slowly—and to observe
very strictly every Word you read—because in most of these poems,
every word is a fancy” (PF 229). Cavendish suggests that readers read
slowly in order not to miss the general meaning of the poems.
Furthermore, in this part, there are various poems on nature where nature
Is personified as a housewife. The fourth part of the book consists of

poems about fairies. Instead of describing the fairies, she uses them as a
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metaphor to address the topic of conflict in politics and religion. In the
fifth part of the book, Cavendish presents a group of poems that explore
the theme of war, stressing the inescapable nature of human mortality
and its profound effects. The last part of the book consists of a prose
work titled The Animal Parliament. Cavendish posits that the parliament
is comprised of three distinct components, namely the soul, the body,
and the thoughts including will, imaginations, and passions (PF 347).
The various subjects explored in Poems and Fancies demonstrate its

originality and all-encompassing nature.

Margaret Cavendish’s curiosity about science is related to the
increasing interest in this field both in England and continental Europe.
Founded in 1660, the Royal Society was responsible for conveying the
results of scientific research, especially the advancements in science
during the Restoration period (1660-1689), to the country’s agenda. This
development was the factor that strengthened Cavendish’s interest in
science. Therefore, it is crucial to briefly introduce the scientific
developments during that era to determine the extent to which women
are included in the field of science. As the oldest national scientific
society in the world, the Royal Society, officially known as the Royal
Society of London for Improving Natural Knowledge, had a significant
role in the rise and institutionalisation of science. Following the
establishment of the Royal Society, its weekly meetings were held in
Gresham College in Bishopsgate Street until Henry Howard, who later
became the sixth Duke of Norfolk, offered his residence to the Royal
Society due to the fact that the Great Fire of London in 1666 had
damaged the College (Lyons 64). The Royal Society, thus, started to
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gather at Arundel House, Howard’s residence in the Strand between the
years of 1667 and 1674. Later, when Gresham College was restored, it
became the new home for the society until 1710. At that time, the Society
acquired its own premises by purchasing Crane Court in Fleet Street,
which was previously owned by a physician (Weld 395). Indeed, at first
glance, private residences of gentlemen such as the rooms of the
professor of geometry in Gresham College and the home of Henry
Howard became the “place of experiment,” but then Royal Society was
accepted as the “house of experiment” in the seventeenth century which
exemplifies how science was institutionalised (Shapin 373). Regarding
this matter, in the public rooms of the Royal Society, notable natural
philosophers like Robert Boyle (1627-1691) and Robert Hooke (1635-
1703) demonstrated their experimental expertise to the diverse group of
scholars from different countries who were members of the Royal

Society.

As “[t]he legitimacy of experimental knowledge” was based on “a
public presence at some crucial stage or stages of knowledge making”
(Shapin 384), ideas derived from this experimental knowledge were not
considered valid until they were presented in the public spaces of the
Royal Society which inevitably restrained women from entering the
scientific field. Numerous male intellectuals such as naturalists,
botanists, anatomists, mathematicians, astronomers, and physicists sent
their works to the Royal Society for publication in England and they tried
to have a report of the Royal Society’s appreciation which played a
fundamental role in scientific publication. For example, English

philosopher Francis Bacon (1561-1626) first proposed a logical system
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for the scientific process through which he emphasised the significance
of experiment in science, and then he published his Novum Organum
Scientarum (1620) and The New Atlantis (1627) in order to present his
scientific ideas based on observation, study, and experimental

knowledge.

In the seventeenth century, the concept of “New Science,” which
signifies the importance of experiments and observations in scientific
studies, became prominent (Waddell 157). This novelty in the
seventeenth-century natural philosophy® excluded women writers of the
time from attending any scientific research. As many philosophers, such
as the French philosopher René Descartes, supported Bacon’s scientific
method, the belief that knowledge is gained through scientific research
based on experiments and dominated the seventeenth-century science.
Written with a keen eye on experiment, some published scientific works
of the period such as Anglo-Irish chemist Robert Boyle’s The Sceptical
Chymist (1661), in which he describes a chemical element, Robert
Hooke’s Micrographia (1665), the first bestselling scientific work, and
Isaac Newton’s Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687)
laid the foundations of modern science. In fact, all these scientific
publications prove that the aim of the New Society was “the acquisition
of information” as well as gathering it (Hall 173). It seems clear that the

individuals who managed to lead the Royal Society to success by doing

® In the seventeenth century, the term “natural philosophy” was used interchangeably
to refer to science.
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this revolutionary innovation in the field of “New Science” were

exclusively male authors and scientists.

Experimental science of the seventeenth century depended
primarily on observations and experiments to collect and evaluate data.
As all the facts and principles were formulated in this manner, formal
education played a crucial role in acquiring knowledge in the
seventeenth-century scientific world. Women, thus, were excluded from
this scientific world due to their lack of education. However, through her
husband’s Royalist and social connections related to his economic and
social status, Margaret Cavendish had a chance to meet esteemed
scientific and literary intellectuals within the Circle around the
Cavendish family. Her lack of knowledge prevented her from actively
participating in intellectual discussions inside the circle. Nevertheless,
motivated by her high social position and scientific curiosity, Cavendish
stated her desire to participate in one of the Royal Society’s meetings.
Some members of the Royal Society had doubts regarding the potential
consequences of Margaret Cavendish’s visit. Although they feared that
her visit would “bring ridicule” to the Royal Society and harm the
Society’s efforts to be seen as a respected institution, the Royal Society
agreed to accept Cavendish’s request to attend one of their meetings
(Sarasohn, Natural Philosophy 30). Pepys describes her visit by putting

emphasis on her appearance as follows:

Anon comes the Duchesse, with her women attending her; among
others, that Ferrabosco of whom so much talk is, that her lady
would bid her show her face and kill the gallants. ... The Duchesse
hath been a good comely woman; but her dress so antic and her
deportment so unordinary, that | do not like her at all, nor did I
hear her say anything that was worth hearing, but that she was full
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of admiration, all admiration. (qtd. in Natural Philosophy,
Sarasohn 30)

Cavendish drew attention with her unusual and appealing clothing
rather than her interest in science. More importantly, Cavendish became
“the first woman to be invited to attend a meeting of the Royal Society”
in 1667, which caused trouble among her contemporaries (Lawrence 30).
She questions the exclusion of women from the Royal Society and uses
it as a theme in her literary works. In The Blazing World (1666), for
instance, she presents an imaginative world where she creates an ideal
scientific institution, similar to the Royal Society, but led by a woman
who represents Cavendish’s own intelligence, ambitions, and interest in
science. Through this narrative, Cavendish not only questions the
dominant gender expectations of her era but also expresses a deep
criticism of the discriminatory practices within modern scientific
establishments. She challenges conventional power dynamics and
establishes the validity of women’s intellectual contributions by placing
herself at the forefront of this conceptual scientific domain. In doing so,
especially in The Blazing World, she undertakes a sophisticated

conversation about gender, authority, and the creation of knowledge.

Cavendish recognised that literature, poetry in particular, was the
only possible vehicle for her to express her views on science. In her first
publication, Poems, and Fancies (1653), she specifically selects atom as
a prominent subject or metaphor. According to Battigelli, this choice is
motivated by the atom’s capacity to symbolise various phenomena,
including “the physical universe, the political world, [and] the mind”

(39). For Cavendish, all these phenomena are explained by means of the
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principles of atomism. While dealing with these matters, she faced
criticism from her peers for being a female author whose scientific
writings were perceived as lacking adequate scientific grounding.
However, in her Poems, and Fancies, she expresses her determination to
write about scientific issues as a woman by stating that “for all I desire
Is fame. And fame is nothing but a great noise, and noise lives most in a
multitude. Wherefore, I wish my book may set at work every tongue”
(61).

The “Atomic Poems” reflect how Cavendish was inspired by the
theory of atomism and materialism she had heard in the Cavendish
Circle, and how she reinterpreted natural phenomena in terms of atoms
and their motion. As Kargon posits, in the seventeenth century various
scientists and the new philosophers “turned to a more ‘mechanical’
philosophy: the explanation of phenomena in terms of the mechanics of

b

matter and motion,” which highlights the philosophy of “the atomic
doctrine” in Ancient Greece (1). In relation to this doctrine, “[t]he
ancients had explained phenomena on the basis of the size, shape, and
motion of particles of matter” which appealed to the scientists and
philosophers of the seventeenth century (Kargon 3). Specifically, they
were influenced by the classical atomism invented by the ancient Greek
philosophers Democritus and Epicurus, and their Roman counterpart
Lucretius, who can be accepted as the fathers of atomism. Additionally,
the former were also deeply influenced by the latter’s materialistic
thought. In contrast to her male contemporaries, Cavendish does not
employ their theories of atomism and materialism that are grounded in

formal education. On the contrary, she simply creates her own
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materialism “through the way she perceives atomism” without relying
on any scientific foundation, and thus uses it while writing poems about
atoms (Sadun 189).

Understanding atom, the most fundamental unit of matter, has
taken hundreds of years in relation to the discoveries of electron, nucleus,
proton, and neutron. In approximately 450 BC, Democritus introduced
the term atomos which means “indivisible” in Greek. According to his
notion of atomism, atoms ‘“are infinite in number, qualitatively
absolutely identical, and distinct only by shape and size” (19) which is
directly identified with “continuity” (Melsen 20, emphasis original).
Indeed, for him, all matter was made of these indivisible different
particles. Furthermore, in relation to Democritus’s atomic theory,
“Im]otion is a primitive property of atoms” and “[l]ike the atoms
themselves, it is eternal and incorruptible” which affirms their relentless
motion (Melsen 19). These two hypotheses give the basic idea of
atomism, particularly within the realm of philosophy. Over time, further
concepts and theories regarding the physical nature of atoms were
included into Democritus’s philosophical framework about atom. For
example, in 1802, the English scientist John Dalton (1766-1844) put
forth his atomic theory, which had parallels with the ideas offered by
Democritus. Moreover, Dalton made additional contributions to
Democritus’s concept of atomism. McLean explains five principles of
Dalton’s atomic theory as follows: 1) “All matter is composed of atoms”
which are indivisible; 2) “Atoms cannot be created, destroyed, or
separated into smaller particles;” 3) “All atoms of a given element are

the same” or identical especially in properties; 4) “Different elements
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have different types of atoms, and they can be identified by their atomic
weight” and finally, 5) “Atoms of one element can combine with atoms
of another element into chemical compounds with the same fraction of
each type of atom” which presents how compound elements are formed
from atoms in definite proportions (17). All the discoveries show that it
has taken hundreds of years to understand the basic structure of an atom,
which contains Joseph John Thomson’s discovery of “electron” in 1897
(Challoner 30), Ernest Rutherford’s discovery of the existence of nucleus
in 1911 (Arabatzis 120) and Rutherford’s discovery of “proton” (Taylor
142), and James Chadwick’s discovery of ‘“the neutron” in 1932
(Gregersen 167).

In the seventeenth century, the Newcastle Circle played a
significant role in the development of atomism, which was initially put
forward by the above-mentioned philosophers. The Circle consisted of
English philosophers like Thomas Hobbes, Kenelm Digby, and Walter
Charleton as well as French thinkers like René Descartes, Pierre
Gassendi, and Marin Mersenne. The communication among these
intellectuals played a crucial role in the development of atomism in
England. Indeed, these members of the Circle met in Paris when the
English members were in exile in France. During this time, William
Cavendish, Margaret Cavendish’s brother-in-law, introduced her to these
intellectuals. Cavendish was deeply influenced by these philosophers’
discussion of the new mechanical philosophy, which motivated her to
look into natural philosophy. Margaret Cavendish, who was in close
contact with these scientists and philosophers around the Cavendish

family, witnessed their conservations about classical atomism in
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particular. She observed the ongoing debates on atomism with “her
untamed method,” called by Bowerbank as such (402), and thus merges
fancy with science while using it as the basic theme in a group of poems.
As Sadun argues, in “Atomic Poems,” she “unites what she knew and
heard about atoms and her imagination in order to give a new definition
of the world” (189). Therefore, without being an active participant of this
circle and possessing a right to express her ideas, she, in a sense, created
an alternative perspective, a kind of pseudoscience about the existence
of the universe. As pointed out by Mendelson, Cavendish “was not
making ultimate truth claims,” but rather “entertaining herself and her
readers with harmless ‘fancies’ (“God” 34). By employing the subject
of atoms, a topic widely discussed during the seventeenth century, as the
central theme of her poetry, she tries to assert her presence in the

predominantly male spheres of science and literature.

In fact, Cavendish’s idea of atomism is closely related to her
understanding of materialism. The notion of materialism in ancient
Greece was revived during the seventeenth century, and Thomas
Hobbes’s concept of materialism, which also underlines the passive
nature of matter, gained widespread recognition. Materialism holds the
belief that everything is composed of matter and all phenomena arise
from material interactions. The origins of materialism are commonly
attributed to the ancient philosophy of atomism, which is connected to
its understanding of matter’s inherent passivity. Based on the distinction
between passive matter and active matter concept, materialism is
categorised into two forms: old materialism and new materialism.

Accordingly, old materialists, who followed atomism’s conception of
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matter as passive, viewed matter as a passive entity consisting of distinct
and simple bodies, particles, or atoms. Ma