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A PRINCELY BRAVE WOMAN



This book is dedicated to two princely brave women:
Leah and Lauren
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1

Introduction

Stephen Clucas

After nearly three decades of feminist literary criticism, decades which have seen
the recovery of a wide-ranging canon of women’s writing, from the middle ages
through to the twentieth century a collection of essays on Margaret Cavendish,
Duchess of Newcastle hardly needs an apology. Cavendish was arguably the first
Englishwoman to fashion herself as an author — a woman who desired, and
achieved, publication on an unprecedented scale, and in a wide variety of literary
genres. Her pursuit of literary fame and reputation was vigorous and startlingly
self-conscious. She wrote an epistolary dedication addressed ‘To all the Uni-
versities in Europe,’! and presented the handsome folio volumes of her works to the
universities of Oxford and Cambridge, and to prominent members of the nobility.”
She maintained an argumentative philosophical correspondence with Joseph
Glanvill and openly criticised the ‘experimental philosophy’ of the Royal Society
and the philosophical writings of Thomas Hobbes and Henry More.® And yet — as
Kate Lilley has noted — Cavendish’s works have frequently been interpreted as
‘deformed in various ways: chaotic, old-fashioned, uneven, contradictory and
insane.’* Perhaps more than any other early modern woman writer Cavendish has
prompted critical disclaimers, qualifications, and apologies. The necessity for these
apologetics is not entirely clear. The unimpeachably canonical Sir Thomas Browne,
whose style was condemned by his contemporary Sir Kenelm Digby for its ‘wilde
fantasticke qualities and moods,” does not require elaborate contemporary
apologetics — there is no ‘Sir Tom o’ Bedlam’ label to negotiate, as ‘Mad Madge’
must be repeatedly negotiated by Cavendish scholars. It is as if at some
unconscious level of modern apologetics, beneath the principled complaints of
women’s unequal access to education, and consequent ‘lack’ of literary and
philosophical mastery, we are still negotiating Margaret Cavendish’s writings as
transgressive, and thus in need of justification.

The uneasiness that has marked Cavendish’s scholarly reception in the past is
currently being revised in the light of re-emergent contexts for her ‘lack’ of order
and method. As Anna Battigelli has recently argued in her book, Margaret
Cavendish: Exile of the Mind, when viewed in the light of particular philosophical
and literary concerns:

The very characteristics that have caused scholars to dismiss Cavendish — her lack of
method, her willingness to embrace contradictions, her confidence in deductive
thinking, her eccentricity and self-absorption — become historically significant.®
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Margaret Cavendish, like many other early-modern figures, benefits from being
located. in appropriate discursive contexts. ‘Discourse’ itself, in fact, in the sense of
speech, or conversation, is a neglected, but vitally important key to understanding
Cavendish’s work, which she often talks of in connection with familiar (and
familial) conversation. In her Philosophical and Physical Opinions of 1655, for
example, Cavendish defended her familiarity with the ‘names and terms of art’ as a
natural attainment for a member of a ‘family of quality’, who are accustomed to use
such language in ordinary discourse. Her family she says, were ‘rational, learned,
understanding and wittie’ and so was their discourse (see illustration 1.1).” She has
learnt her discursive skills, she says, from ‘my neerest and dearest friends as from
my own brothers, my Lord brother, and my Lord,” and listening to their discourse,
she says, has taught her more than others have gained from a formal education
because of her natural wit:

For truly I have gathered more by piece-meals, then from a full relation, or a
methodical education for knowledge; but my fancy will build thereupon, and make
discourse therefrom, and so of every thing they discourse of ¢

Charges of plagiarism lead her, however, to distinguish between the knowledge
she acquired through ‘intimate acquaintance and familiar conversation’ and the
more specialised knowledge that she might have gleaned from ‘visiting and
entertaining discourse’ with ‘professed Philosophers’ (such as Descartes and
Hobbes). Her exchanges with the philosophers in their circle she says was largely
made up of ‘cautionary, frivolous, vain, idle, or at least but common and ordinary
matter’. She has, however, discoursed intimately with her ‘husband, brothers, and
the rest of my family’ who although they neither ‘Philosophers nor Scholars’ are
‘learned therein.’® This point about the emergence of her philosophical talents in
the context of familial discourse is re-iterated by William in his apologetic preface,
where he defends her philosophical literacy from charges of unseemliness and
plagiarism:

I assure you her conversation with her Brother, and Brother-in-law, were enough
without a miracle or an impossibility to get the language of the arts, and learned
professions, which are their terms, without taking any degrees in Schooles [...] but
truly she did never Impe her high-flying Phancies, with any old broken Fethers out
of any university[...].10

Ultimately, of course, it is these ‘high-flying Phancies’ of her own, that are the
self-legitimating grounds of Margaret’s discourse, especially in the arena of natural
philosophy, which she saw as a realm of particular philosophical liberty:

in natural things my natural reason will concieve them without being any wayes
instructed; and so working a brain I have that many times on small objects or
subjects will raise up many several phancies, and opinions therein, from which my



