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How did a girl from Colchester become the first duchess of Newcastle,
write a science fiction book, and scandalise London?

Margaret was born in Colchester in 1623 to the Lucas
family of St John’s Abbey, which had been converted
into a manor house after the Dissolution of the
monasteries.

She was the youngest daughter of Thomas Lucas
who was a barrister. The Lucas family had acquired
St John's Abbey in 1548, and it was to be their home
for nearly a century.

Like many women of the time, Margaret received
little formal education, but she was given the freedom
by her family to pursue her scientific and literary
interests. One of her brothers, John, was a scholar,
and he provided some instruction.

Following the outbreak of the English Civil War in 1642 she left to join the court of
Queen Henrietta Maria, which went into exile in Paris.

During the war Margaret suffered many losses. These included her mother and her
brother Charles, who was executed outside Colchester Castle for
leading the Royalist defence of the town. St John’s Abbey was
ransacked twice, and the family vault was desecrated.

While at court Margaret met and married William Cavendish, a
renowned equestrian, patron of the arts, and military general. They S
did not return to live in England until the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660

Five years later William was made Duke of Newcastle, making Margaret a duchess.

William hosted and led meetings of the intellectual
group known as the Welbeck circle. This group of
men collected scientific instruments, conducted
experiments, and had a lively circle of intellectuals
with whom they conversed.

This included philosophers Rene Descartes and
Thomas Hobbes, and playwright Ben Johnston.

As a woman, Margaret was not invited to
contribute to or participate in these debates.




Despite this, her husband did support her
writing. At a time when only a minute
proportion of books were authored by women,
I usually anonymously, Margaret published
more than a dozen, always in her own name.

o Iq
| DESCRIPTION W

OF ANEW ||

WORLD, |

CALLLED
i The Blazine-World.

| VRITTEN .|
Py the Thriee Nobl, i ar, end Fx
lilth l \\E

They include The Blazing World in 1666, one
of the earliest science fiction novels and the
first to be written by a woman in English.

Its remarkable story involves interplanetary
travel, alien creatures, and technologies that
did not exist at the time, like submarines.
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Margaret was also the first woman to publish

; Philofophical Letters: a work of philosophy and science in English,
| oR, exploring such topics as the nature of matter,
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She sought out fame, and enjoyed reinventing
herself through fashion, designing her own .
clothes and costumes - some with masculine
elements. For this, her scandalous publications,
and her literary ambitions, she gained the nick-
name ‘Mad Madge’.

When she visited London in 1667 the public
followed her wherever she went. The well-
known diarist Samuel Pepys made five separate
attempts to see her. He became increasingly
interested after hearing that she wore men’s
clothes.

He wrote in his diary that he was bitterly
disappointed at only seeing her hat, as he tried
and failed to follow her carriage.

He later dismissed her as a “mad, conceited
and ridiculous woman”.
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Her prolific writings explore many issues
that remain relevant to this day, including
animal welfare, mental health, the status

of women, and gender identity.

Themes of peace and conflict, order and
disorder, run throughout Margaret’s work,
possibly because of her experiences during
the English Civil War. She wrote, “All things
make War upon one another”.

Margaret died in 1673 and was buried in
Westminster Abbey. Her epitaph reads,

“This Duchess was a wise wittie & learned
Lady, which her many Bookes do well testifie”.
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Her work was mostly forgotten by the early 1900s, until brought back into discourse
by writer Virginia Woolf.
“One cannot help following the lure of her erratic and lovable personality as it
meanders and twinkles through page after page. There is something noble and
Quixotic and high-spirited, as well as crack-brained and bird-witted, about her.
Her simplicity is so open; her intelligence so active.”.
Virginia Woolf The Common Reader, 1925




Timeline:

1623: Born in Colchester, at St John’s Abbey.

1625: Thomas Lucas died.

1642: English Civil War. St John’s ransacked, family imprisoned.

1643: Joined court of Queen Henrietta Maria in Oxford.

1644: Court exiled to France. Meets William Cavendish.

1645: Married William Cavendish. Moved around Europe: while in Antwerp they

lived in house of Ruebens.

* 1647: Her sister and mother die.

* 1648: St John’s ransacked again; vault desecrated, bones of her family scattered.
Her brother Charles executed outside Colchester Castle.

* 1660: Restoration of the Stuart Monarchy, King Charles Il returned from exile in
Europe. The Cavendish family also returned to England at this time.

» 1666: Her book ‘The Blazing World’ was published.

» 1673: Margaret died, and was buried in Westminster Abbey.

Highlights:

» First woman invited to attend a meeting of the Royal Society, in May 1667

(no women became members until 1900).

First science fiction novel by a woman in English.

First comprehensive work of philosophy and science written by a woman in English.
First person to publish a literary critique of Shakespeare.

First Duchess of Newcastle.

Local landmarks:

* There is a blue plague near St Johns Abbey Gatehouse.
» There is a monument to Sir Charles Lucas and his fellow Royalist commander
Sir George Lisle behind Colchester Castle.




Further resources:

Books by Margaret Cavendish available on project gutenberg:

* The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-World

» Philosophical Letters: or, modest Reflections upon some Opinions in Natural
Philosophy

» Grounds of Natural Philosophy
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/author/46554

Biographies:

» Margaret the First: A Biography of Margaret Cavendish. Grant, Douglas. 1957

* A Glorious Fame: the Life of Margaret Cavendish. Jones, Kathleen. 1988

* Mad Madge: Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, Royalist, Writer and
Romantic. Whitaker, Katie 2003

Online Articles:

* The 17th-Century sci-fi trailblazer you’ve never heard of
www.bbc.co.uk BBC Arts Books

* BBC Radio 3 - Free Thinking, Margaret Cavendish
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001t2pw

» Cross-Dressing for Self-Empowerment: a Case Study of Margaret Cavendish
www.epoch-magazine.com

- The Transgressive Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle
www.literaryladiesguide.com

» Margaret Cavendish: Being A Female Philosopher In The 17th Century
www.thecollector.com

« https://womenineuropeanhistory.wordpress.com/2017/01/31/margaret-cavendish/

Professor Daniel Whiting (University of Southampton) is working on a project called
“Sympathy in Harmony: Margaret Cavendish's Philosophy of Value”.

Funded by the AHRC, the book will explore her ethics and aesthetics.

An exhibition about her life and work is planned at Colchester Museums in due course.
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