
The Blazing World 

by Margaret Cavendish 

Plot summary for KS 3-4 

 
Introduction 

     The Description of a New World, Called The Blazing-World, better known simply as The Blazing 

World, is a 1666 work of prose fiction by Margaret Cavendish (1623 – 1673). 

     The story tells of an unnamed Lady who becomes the all-powerful Empress of a fantastical 

parallel world, where everything from popular religion to the laws of nature is radically different 

than in our own.  Many see it as a forerunner of science fiction. It can also be read as a work of 

utopian feminist literature, prefiguring both these genres long before they existed. Poet and 

academic Kate Lilley calls it a “utopian fantasy” and "the only text of its kind by a seventeenth-

century woman”. Cavendish herself describes it as in part a romance, although it is also an 

adventure story, and even a kind of autobiography. The work was first published as a companion to 

Cavendish's Observations upon Experimental Philosophy, to act as an imaginative counterpoint to 

her reasoned exploration of 17th-century science. 

 

      Margaret Cavendish was born into the Lucas family in Colchester in 1623, at their manor house 

in St John’s Abbey. Charles Lucas, the Royalist famously executed behind Colchester Castle, was 

one of her bothers.  During the second English Civil War she went with the court of Queen Henrietta 

Maria, the wife of King Charles I, into exile in France. There she met and married William 

Cavendish, who later became the 1st Duke of Newcastle-upon-Tyne. 



    Cavendish was a philosopher, poet, scientist, fiction writer, playwright, literary critic and 

biographer. She was a prolific writer, publishing over 12 original texts under her name at a time 

when women were largely removed from publishing, or published anonymously. She was also the 

first woman to be invited to attend a meeting of the then newly formed Royal Society - another 

woman would not be admitted for nearly two centuries, and none were elected fellows until 1945. 

 

      “...though I cannot be Henry the Fifth, or Charles the Second; yet, I will 
endeavour to be, Margaret the First: and, though I have neither Power, Time nor 
Occasion, to be a great Conqueror, like Alexander, or Cesar; yet, rather than not be 
Mistress of a World, since Fortune and the Fates would give me none, I have 
made One of my own.” 

 

     The Blazing World opens with a poem written by the author’s husband, William Cavendish, 

which celebrates his wife’s imaginative powers. This is followed by a letter to the reader written by 

Cavendish herself. In this letter, she divides Blazing World into three parts: the first part being 

“romancical”, the second “philosophical”, and the third “fantastical”. She also explains the joint 

publishing of the fanciful Blazing World alongside her more intellectual work Observations Upon 

Experimental Philosophy, to show how fiction can help readers explore philosophical ideas 

enjoyably.  

 

 

      “ “This present Description of a New World, was made as an Appendix to my 
Observations upon Experimental Philosophy; and, having some Sympathy and 
Coherence with each other, were joyned together as Two several Worlds, at their Two 
Poles. But, by reason most Ladies take no delight in Philosophical Arguments, I 
separated some from the mentioned Observations, and caused them to go out by 
themselves... “ 
 



 

                                                                                                                                                        Gonzales Coques, 1650                         

     Plot summary 

     The book’s main character is an un-named Lady from the Kingdom of ESFI (Cavendish’s invented 

acronym for England, Scotland, France, and Ireland) 

 

     At the beginning of The Blazing World, a lovesick merchant falls in love with the Lady, but she 

rejects him due to his low status. Spurned and angry, he kidnaps her.  As punishment, the gods 

blow the merchant’s ship toward the North Pole, where this world meets “another Pole of another 

world.” The merchant and his crew all freeze to death, but the Lady survives. She floats on the ship 

across the polar region, and finds herself in another, parallel world - the Blazing World. It is full of 

curious hybrid creatures who have the bodies of animals but walk, talk, and act like human beings.   

     The Bear-men, who live near the icy pole, find the merchant’s ship and rescue the Lady. She is as 

strange to them as they are to her. They take her to their cave dwelling, where “Males and Females, 

young and old, flockt together to see this Lady, holding up their Paws in admiration”. But seeing that 

she didn’t like the cold, they then take her to their neighbours the Fox-men, who live on a warmer 

island.  They decide to bring her to their Emperor. They cross numerous rivers, and on the journey 

she sees many other creatures, such as the Bird-men who look like geese, as well as Satyrs, and 

humans the colour of grass.  

     Eventually they come to an ocean, and transfer to strange golden ships. These seafaring vessels 

are equipped with engines that can shoot out a strong wind – either to propel the vessels, or, in 

case of a storm, calm the waters before them.  



     They pass cities made of various materials: marble, agate, amber or coral. Eventually they arrive 

at the capital, the golden city of Paradise, where she is taken before the Emperor. He believes the 

Lady to be a goddess, despite her protests that she is a mere mortal. (She has, by this time, learned 

their language). He graciously marries her and gives her “absolute power to rule and govern all that 

World as she please[s].” 

 

     The Lady, now an Empress, uses her power to learn everything that she can about the Blazing 

World.  She learns that the world’s inhabitants all speak the same language, follow the same 

religion, and obey the all-powerful Emperor. Each species group lives independently and follows a 

unique profession, but they coexist peacefully without fighting.  

     The gooselike Bird-men, the kingdom’s astronomers, tell the Empress about the Blazing World’s 

sun, moon, and stars. She learns from them that this world is called the Blazing World because all 

its stars blazed, burning very brightly as if they were on fire. The Bear-men, who are experimental 

philosophers, use telescopes to test the Bird-men’s hypotheses and microscopes to show the 

Empress tiny objects, such as a fly’s eyes. The Fish-men and Worm-men, who are natural 

philosophers, teach her about the natural world: its animals, why water freezes, where minerals 

come from, and the like. The Ape-men (chemists) explain how basic elements make up everything 

in nature. Science and philosophy explore in different ways what the world is like and how it works.  

 
 

 
Bear-man and Bird-man. Catalina Carvajal, 2025 

     



     Many other creatures explain to her how various things in the world work, but the different 

schools of thought argue and contradict each other. The Empress is not impressed by this inability 

to give her definite answers. She declares their work a waste of time and threatens to destroy their 

scientific equipment. The Bear-men in particular are troubled by this and beg her to spare their 

telescopes, which she does on the grounds that they keep their disputes within their schools.  She 

goes on to discuss chemistry, herbalism, anatomy, and diseases such as gangrene - even going so 

far as to request (and be refused) the dissection of ‘monsters’. 

 

     She then begins to consider the Blazing World’s religion, finding it to be false or mistaken – it’s 

missing the “Divine Truth” so she decides to convert its people to her own. She builds two chapels, 

one out of the Blazing World’s shining star-stone and the other of its burning fire-stone. In these she 

preaches: sermons of terror to the wicked in the chapel of fire-stone, and sermons of comfort to 

penitents in the other. By these means she converts the inhabitants of the Blazing World to her 

religion, without force or bloodshed. 

     The Empress then meets the immaterial spirits, who discuss with her advanced theoretical 

philosophies. Since they have no physical bodies, the spirits can travel anywhere in an instant and 

learn anything they wish. They talk about well-known writers and philosophers in her world, such 

as Ben Johnson and Dr John Dee. The spirits explain that the world is made up of self-moving 

matter, which must be alive in order to move.  The Empress says that “it must necessarily follow, 

that this living, Self-moving Body gives motion to the Spirit, and not the Spirit motion to the Body, as 

its Vehicle” and the spirits agree that the soul is part of living beings’ material bodies. There follows 

a discussion of numerology, which they call ‘useless fancies’, as well as whether or not there are 

atheists, and the possible locations of Heaven and Hell.  

   The Empress asks the spirits to share their knowledge of the universe to her because she wishes 

to write a ‘Cabbala’ - a mystical interpretation or esoteric religious treatise of the mysterious ways 

in which God works - about the nature of both the soul and the material world.  

At this the immaterial spirits inexplicably disappear. 

 

     The Empress eventually reconnects with the spirits, who ask if she would write the Cabbala 

herself, and if not offer to bring her the soul of a writer if she needed a scribe. She asks for a 

classical writer such as Aristotle or Plato: or failing those, a ‘modern’ man such as Galileo or 

Hobbes. The spirits declare them all too conceited to act as a scribe for a woman and recommend 

instead a “plain and rational” writer, the Duchess of Newcastle, Margaret Cavendish. This is the 

point where Margaret enters her own novel.  



     After much discussion about types of Cabbala – spiritual, moral, philosophical, political - the 

Duchess persuades the Empress to write instead a poetical Cabbala, using metaphor and allegory, 

and she and the Empress become close platonic friends. Their souls, with the help of the spirits, 

frequently visit one another’s worlds.  

     On one visit to the Blazing World, the Duchess wishes she could rule such a world for herself, but 

is convinced by the spirits that it is preferable to rule a fictional world than try to conquer a real 

one.  Later, the Empress visits the Duchess’s world, where they visit a London theatre, the Duchess 

showing the Empress how they use acting and farce both to describe the world and entertain it. 

They travel the land, eventually coming to the Duchesses' “wise, honest, witty, complaisant and 

noble” husband, the Duke of Newcastle. Both souls enter into that of the Duke, and converse with 

him in this manner, the Duke entertaining them with songs and his wit.  

      The Duchess asks for the Empress’s help convincing Fortune (an allegorical figure, like Lady 

Luck)  to stop disfavouring her husband, who has lost most of his vast estate in the English Civil 

War.  The allegorical spirits Honesty and Prudence speak on the Duke’s behalf, but neither of them 

manages to convince Fortune, so the Duchess has to accept Fortune’s judgement. After this trial, 

the Empress realises that she has created divisions in the Blazing World by introducing her religion, 

which has set the different groups to quarrelling with each other. She decides to revert to the 

world’s original system: “one sovereign, one religion, one law, and one language.” 

 

 
William and Margaret Cavendish 

 



     In the final part of The Blazing World, the Empress learns that war has broken out back in her 

home world. The Emperor is unable to advise her, having no experience of her world, and suggests 

that she bring the Duchess back to assist her. The Duchess advises that she send her people out to 

see if they can find the passage back through to her world, like the one that she entered by. The 

Fish- men eventually discover the icy passage between the two worlds that had brought the 

Empress to them, but say that it is often frozen, and only large enough for a small ship. The 

Empress summons her Giant architects and asks them to build small ships that can travel 

underwater.  

     The Duchess further advises that the Empress travels with her army in person, not in spirit, to 

defend her native land.  She also suggests that they take fire-stones with them, to burn the 

enemies' wooden ships. The Empress duly arranges for her Fish-men to wait under water, her Bird-

men to wait in the air, and her Bear and Worm-men to wait in the ships. Once they have the fire-

stones, the Empress leads her fleet to the shores of her country, ESFI (England, Scotland, France, 

and Ireland). Being drawn underwater by the fish-men, the ships appear to move without sails, 

which terrifies the enemy.  

     The Empress offers her services to her countrymen, but they are suspicious of her and quarrel 

amongst themselves. Eventually she says that she will show herself to them. Wearing luminous 

star-stone garments, she appears standing on the fish-men’s backs, so that she seems to be 

walking on water. She then gives a passionate speech in defence of her country, and the people 

worship her as an angel, or a goddess. Using the Bear-men's telescopes to guide their fire-stones, 

her army destroys the enemy ships besieging her country’s shores. She sends the Bird-men to fly 

over and identify the cities they needed to conquer, and the Worm-men to lay the fire-stones that 

would destroy them. She continues to destroy her enemies’ cities until they all pledge loyalty to the 

King of ESFI, making her country an absolute monarchy. 

 

     The Empress returns to the Blazing World, where she wishes she could find a passage that might 

bring both the Duchess and Duke to her Empire, that she might make monarchs of them both. This 

not being possible, they continue their friendship and discourses. Finally, the Duchess Cavendish 

decides to return to her own world and her husband, sharing with him all that she has learned 

about the splendours of the Blazing World, and writing this book. 

 

     In her brief Epilogue, Cavendish encourages her readers to imagine glorious fantasy worlds of 

their own. 

 



“...But I esteeming Peace before Warr, Wit before Policy, Honesty before 

Beauty; instead of the figures of Alexander, Cesar, Hector, Achilles, Nestor, 

Ulysses, Hellen, &c. chose rather the figure of Honest Margaret Newcastle, which 

now I would not change for all this Terrestrial World.” 

 

This resource is inspired by the exhibition Margaret Cavendish: Trailblazer at Hollytrees Museum, 

Castle Park, Colchester, running from 14th February to 21st September 2025. This exhibition was 

created in collaboration with Professor Daniel Whiting of the University of Southampton as part of 

his AHRC funded research into the philosophical life and work of Margaret Cavendish. 

 

Please visit the Trailblazer microsite for more information and other Cavendish resources:  

https://colchester.cimuseums.org.uk/collections/cavendish/ 

Other teacher resources can be found here: 

https://colchester.cimuseums.org.uk/learn/teacher-resources/ 

A full transcript of the text of The Blazing World can be found at Project Gutenberg 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/51783/51783-h/51783-h.htm 

Visit the Digital Cavendish Project for study guides and other works 

http://digitalcavendish.org/complete-works/the-blazing-world-1668/blazing-world-study-

guide/ 

 



Suggested further study and exploration for students:  

Utopia 

- The Blazing World is a Utopian planet: what does 'utopian’ mean?  

- Can you think of other examples? 

- What would you consider a perfect or utopian society? 

- Compare the ideals of a utopian society against its opposite, a dystopian one.  

The word ‘Utopia’ was coined from the Greek by Sir Thomas More in 1516 for his eponymous novel. 

More introduced into the English language not only a new word, but a new way of thinking about the 

gulf between what ought to be and what is. His book Utopia is at once a scathing analysis of the 

shortcomings of his own society, a realistic suggestion for an alternative social organization, and a 

satire on unrealistic idealism.   

‘Utopian’ stories include: 

- New Atlantis (Francis Bacon, 1626) 

- Robinson Crusoe (Daniel Defoe, 1719) 

- Gulliver’s Travels (Jonathan Swift, 1726)  

- Candide (Voltaire, 1759) (satirical, farcical) 

- Erewhon (Samuel Butler, 1872) (satirical)  

- News from Nowhere (William Morris, 1892)  

- A Modern Utopia (H.G.Wells, 1905)  

- Herland (Charlotte Perkins Gilman, 1915)  

- Walden Two (B.F. Skinner, 1948) 

- The Dispossessed: An Ambiguous Utopia (Ursula K. Le Guin,1974) 

- The Probability Broach (L. Neil Smith, 1980) 

- Pacific Edge (Kim Stanley Robinson, 1990) 

- 3001: The Final Odyssey (Arthur C. Clarke,1997)  

 

Consider also the concept of a Utopia as seen from different viewpoints, for example:  

- Gloriana (Lady Florence Dixie, 1900). The female protagonist poses as a man, is elected to 

house of commons, and wins women the vote. By the end of the book in 1999, Britain is a 

prosperous and peaceful country governed by women. 

- Sultana’s Dream (Begum Rokeya, 1905). Written by a Muslim feminist and social reformer 

from Bengal, this futuristic novella features solar power and flying cars.  

- Red Star (Alexander Bogdanov, 1908). A science fiction novel about an ideal communist 

society on Mars. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Dispossessed
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Probability_Broach
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pacific_Edge
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/3001:_The_Final_Odyssey


- Beatrice the Sixteenth (Irene Clyde, 1909). Lawyer, writer and activist Clyde has been 

described as non-binary, and her novel about a time-traveller who discovers a post-gender 

society is considered early feminist science-fiction transgender literature. 

- The Culture series (Iain M Banks, 1987 – 2012). The Culture is a utopian society of humanoid 

aliens and autonomous Artificial Intelligences. Themes include the dilemmas that an 

advanced and idealistic civilisation faces when encountering less advanced planets that 

don’t share its utopian ideals. 

 

Dystopia 

Probably the best-known dystopian novel is ‘1984’ (George Orwell 1949), which was written as a 

response against totalitarianism after WWII. The ideas it used were so powerful they coined the 

term ‘Orwellian’, both for similar literary tropes and events in the real world. 

- How have ideas from this book continued to permeate contemporary society? 

- Can you think of other examples, for instance in films or tv series? 

Key concepts: Big Brother, Thought Police, Propaganda, Newspeak, Doublethink. 

‘Dystopian’ stories include: 

- The Time Machine by H.G. Wells (1895) 

- Brave New World (Aldous Huxley, 1932) A response against the rise of utopian Futurism, this 

novel was inspired by the technological advancements in weaponry that made WW1 so 

effectively destructive of life. (Q- Consider where Burgess takes this title from – The 

Tempest. Is it used similarly ironically by Shakespeare?) 

- A Clockwork Orange (Anthony Burgess, 1962) A response to post-war teenage gang 

violence, and the brainwashing techniques used to counter it. 

- Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep (Philip K Dick 1968) (Filmed as Bladerunner in 1982) 

- Fahrenheit 451 (Ray Bradbury, 1952) 

- Neuromancer (William Gibson, 1984) Featuring the first description of ‘cyberspace’. 

- The Handmaid’s Tale (Margaret Atwood, 1985) Fascism has risen, the birthrate has dropped, 

and women have lost all rights, forced to be ‘handmaids’ to the men in power. 

- The Children of Men (P.D. James (1992) explores the political effect of infertility on society. 

- Cloud Atlas (David Mitchell, 2004) 

- Never Let me Go (Kazuo Ishigiro, 2005) 

- The Power (Naomi Alderman, 2016) 

-  The Hunger Games series (Suzanne Collins, 2008 - 2025) - Collins’ response to watching 

equally-weighted television programmes of both real wars and reality game shows. 



 

Discussion points:  

- If you were to write a science fiction or fantasy story, would it be utopian or dystopian? 

- What aspects of modern life and society would influence it? 

- Think about the speculative/science fiction films or tv series that have come out in the 

decades since World War II – to which category do most belong? Why? 

- Consider the themes of the ones written by women. In what way are they different?  

- Consider the state of the world today: is it utopian or dystopian? Could it be both? 

 

Context: 17C science and philosophy 

The Age of Enlightenment, also known as the Age of Reason, was a post-Renaissance era that 

lasted from the 17th to 18th centuries.  It was a time when thinkers, scientists, and philosophers 

used logic and reason to develop new ideas. This period saw a decline in the power of absolute 

monarchies and the Church, and the rise of modern political ideologies. During this period, and 

until the 19C, science was a synonym for knowledge or study, in keeping with its Latin origin.  

Philosophy – inquiry into questions that cannot be resolved by observation and experiment. 

Natural Science – inquiry into the natural world using observation and experiment.  

Natural Philosophy – this term was used before the development of modern sciences to describe 

the study of nature / the physical universe. From the time of Aristotle until as late as the 19C, this 

field encompassed botany, zoology, anthropology, and chemistry as well as what we now call 

physics.   

Isaac Newton's book Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687), or  Mathematical 

Principles of Natural Philosophy, reflects the use of the term natural philosophy in the 17C. Natural 

philosophy was distinguished from the other precursor of modern science, natural history, in that 

natural philosophy involved reasoning and explanations about nature (and, after Galileo, 

quantitative reasoning), whereas natural history was essentially qualitative and descriptive. 

 

Question/discussion: 

- What is the difference between quantitative and qualitative information?  

- Which is used in The Blazing World? Give examples. 

 

 



 

 

The Royal Society 

In 1667 Cavendish asked to visit the Royal Society, which was formed in 1660 to bring together the 

leading scientific (male) minds of the day. She was, after much debate, the first women to be 

invited to a meeting. The members demonstrated to her the technological and scientific 

advancements of the day. This included the microscope, notorious at the time due to the 

horrifyingly huge image of a flea in Robert Hooke’s publication Micrographia (1665). Robert Boyle, 

the Anglo-Irish natural philosopher and chemist, demonstrated his new invention, the air pump. 

 
The Flea, from Robert Hooke’s ’Micrographia’ 

 

 

 
Robert Boyles’ invention, the air pump 

 Cavendish had her own microscopes and was aware of their power, but also their weaknesses. 

She saw how the strength of lighting could affect and even alter what was being observed, and 

flaws in the magnifying glass likewise. A great many pages in The Blazing World are devoted to the 

ways in which the animal-men try to explain natural phenomena, using instruments including 

telescopes and microscopes. The Empress questions them about how the world works, but finds 

that each apparently scientific method of observation has flaws. This process seems to echo the 

experience that Cavendish had when visiting the Royal Society. The technologies of the Blazing 

World also include wind machines, perhaps inspired by Boyle’s air pump. Her dismissal of these 

‘toys’, used by the ‘boys’ of the Royal Society, may have been exacerbated by her awareness that 

they did not take her seriously - being a woman, and an ‘eccentric’ one at that.  



Samuel Pepys, who was a member, dismissively wrote ‘The Duchesse hath been a good, comely 

woman; but her dress so antick, and her deportment so ordinary, that I do not like her at all, nor did 

I hear her say any thing that was worth hearing.’ 

After Margaret, a woman would not be permitted to enter the Royal Society for centuries. Women 

were not elected to fellowship until 1945, when crystallographer Kathleen Lonsdale and 

biochemist Marjory Stephenson became fellows. 

 

Animalia: The Creatures of The Blazing World 

There are many animal-people in this world, and each has a specialism. 

The Bear-men are scientists. 

The Bird-men, who look like geese, are astronomers. 

The Fox-men are politicians. 

The Ape-men are chemists. 

The Fish-, Fly- and Worm-men are naturalists. 

The Magpie and Parrot-men are orators and logicians. 

The Spider-men and Lice-men are mathematicians. 

There are also Giants, who are architects, and Satyrs, who are Galenic physicians.  

There are also the ‘ordinary’ people, who have human bodies, but are all kinds of beautiful colours, 

like deep purple, grass green, red, orange or blue. These people appear to have no particular 

skillsets, but are not looked down upon.  

 

Discuss: 

- Do you think that the selection of animal to profession is apt? Why? 

- What do you think the roles of the multi-coloured ‘ordinary’ people to be? 

- If they are less privileged than the animal-men, how do they fit into a utopian society? 

- Apart from the women who shelter The Lady when she first arrives, all the animal-people 

with whom she converses in this world are male. Why might this be, in what is considered a 

proto-feminist novel? 

- How do you think Cavendish’s experiences and interests informed the way her character the 

Empress interacts with these creatures? 

 

https://catalogues.royalsociety.org/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Persons&id=NA7993
https://catalogues.royalsociety.org/CalmView/Record.aspx?src=CalmView.Persons&id=NA8092


 
Context: A 1670 celestial map by Dutch cartographer Frederik de Wit, showing  

the constellations as people or animals, both mythical and real 
 

Being a female author during the Restoration. 

Cavendish’s book begins with a poem by her husband, which is very complimentary of her writing 

and ideas. His support and patronage undoubtedly assisted her ability to publish so prolifically. 

Books published by women were largely to do with what were considered ‘ladylike’ tasks, such as 

running a household. Women’s creative output did begin to increase in this century - addressing 

topics such as a women's condition and potential through poems, plays, letters, and prose fiction - 

but most were published anonymously. Perhaps early support and tutelage from her brothers were 

an influence here: although none of this would have mattered had she not had the strong desire to 

learn and understand, as well as a great deal of confidence. She used her publications to unpack 

and critique what she learned, as she was rarely permitted to attend the salons and very few men 

would deign to correspond with her. 

 

Contemporary literature and film:  

- Virginia Woolf is credited with bringing Cavendish back from obscurity in her book The  

Common Reader (1925). She also wrote about Cavendish in A Room of One’s Own (1929), a 

passionate assertion of women’s right to autonomy and independence, and the value of 

their intelligence and creativity. 



- Siri Hustvedt’s The Blazing World (2014) borrowed this title for her novel, which exposes a 

woman artist’s experiences of the misogyny inherent in New York’s art establishment. 

- Carlson Young directed The Blazing World (2021), a fantasy/horror/thriller film loosely based 

on Cavendish’s book. 

 

Context: women who broke the mould in the 17th C. 

Maria Sibylla Merian (1647–1717) was a German artist and entomologist. From the age of thirteen 

she reared caterpillars, recording all stages of their metamorphosis. This was very important for the 

later development of entomology (the study of insects) as a zoological discipline. Her first scientific 

book on metamorphosis was published in 1679. In 1699 she travelled to the Dutch colony of 

Suriname in South America to study its wildlife first-hand. The resulting Metamorphosis 

insectorum Surinamensis, published in 1705, remains her most famous book. Designed to be both 

beautiful and informative, it appealed to lovers of both art and insects.  It was innovative in showing 

scientific representations of insects in a naturalistic context. 

Rachel Ruysch (1664-1750) was a Dutch still-life painter from the Northern Netherlands. She was 

one of two daughters of noted professor of anatomy Frederick Ruysch. She specialized in floral still 

lives, creating her own style and achieving international fame in her lifetime. Due to a long and 

successful career that spanned over six decades, she became the best documented female 

painter of the Dutch Golden Age. Art historians consider Ruysch to be one of the most talented still 

life artists of either sex.  

 
Life cycle of two Surinamese moths  

Maria Sybilla Merian 1701 

 
Forest floor still life with insects 

Rachel Ruysch 1683 
 



Some notable Englishwomen of the era. 

Anne Conway (1631 - 1679) Philosopher. 

Mary Astell (1666 - 1731) Philosopher. 

Aphra Behn (1640  -1689) First woman to earn a living from her writing. Briefly a spy for Charles II. 

Amye Everard Ball. First woman in England to be granted a patent (in 1637, for a tincture of saffron) 

Elizabeth Blackwell (1705 - 1758) First British woman to illustrate and publish an Herbal, in 1735. 

 
The first magazine in English specifically for women was The Ladies Mercury, published in 1693. 

 
Art/Science Side Quests 

The Garden of Earthly Delights, a triptych painted by Hieronymus Bosch (1450 – 1516) could be 

seen to compare and contrast a utopian vision with a dystopian one. Bosch painted the garden of 

Eden on the left panel, the torments of hell on the right, with the eponymous utopian land of 

delights (also known as the garden of lusts) occupying the large central pane. 

Several modern editions of The Blazing World use details from this Bosch painting on the cover.  

- Why do you think this might be?  

- What places, images or symbols would you use to represent these panels today?  

 



The sketchbooks of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) show his interests in all aspects of natural 

philosophy, from natural history to human anatomy. He was also interested in inventing new 

technologies, such as his ‘helicopter’ and ‘ornithopter’. 

  
 

Bearing in mind the difference between a Renaissance helicopter-type invention and the modern 

machine, what do you think the ‘submarines’ of The Blazing World might look like? 

  

The first working underwater vehicle was developed by Dutch engineer Cornelis Jacobszoon 

Drebbel (1572 – 1633) while he was working for the Royal Navy in London. He trialled several 

versions of this in the early 1620’s. Drebbel even took King James I in this submarine on a test dive 

beneath the Thames, making him the first monarch to travel underwater. However, it would be at 

least 250 years before the idea was developed into working, usable craft. Although trialled before 

Cavendish was born, this event might have inspired the underwater ships of The Blazing World. 

 

 

Cornelis Drebbel’s submarine on the Thames. (This image is a later recreation of the scene) 

 



 

 

 

 

See also on youtube: 

The Blazing World: Margaret Cavendish's Multiverse 

https://youtu.be/KpR8Hr9rzpc?si=ASn4b4T6bRLKxy2Q 

The Blazing World by Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle - Audiobook 

https://youtu.be/cXROr_93jKw?si=EAOtXkWdNJz0ybzu 

The Blazing World by Margaret Cavendish Lecture 1 

https://youtu.be/TbpxIhE7B4E?si=p0s6xmF-E72_s1do 

The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-World by Duchess Margaret Cavendish 

https://youtu.be/4vTlTgraz6s?si=2QbZWw69W9OLW7ZG 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 


	The Blazing World: Margaret Cavendish's Multiverse
	The Blazing World by Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle - Audiobook
	The Blazing World by Margaret Cavendish Lecture 1
	The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-World by Duchess Margaret Cavendish

