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“Between Nature and Art”─The Alchemical
Underpinnings of Margaret Cavendish’s
Observations upon Experimental Philosophy
and The Blazing World*
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Abstract
This paper examines the discourses on nature and art
in Margaret Cavendish’s Observations upon Experimental
Philosophy and The Blazing World. Despite profound
differences in content, style, and structure, both texts
address the intricate relationship between nature and art: a
popular topic in contemporary alchemical treatises. The
art-nature debate was frequently pursued by Renaissance and
seventeenth-century alchemists, whose writings and
drawings presented diverse views on the extent to which
alchemy was capable of improving on, or even re-creating,

Received November 16, 2010; accepted October 6, 2011; last revised October 15, 2011
Proofreaders: Jeffrey Cuvilier, Hsueh-mei Chen, Chih-wei Wu, Ying-bei Wang
* This study was funded by a two-year research grant offered by the National
Science Council in Taiwan (NSC 97-2410-H-002-204-MY2). An earlier version of
this paper was presented at the Eighth International Margaret Cavendish Society
Biennial Meeting (University of Oregon, USA) in June 2009. I am grateful to the
delegates for their helpful comments and suggestions. My heart-felt thanks are
also to the anonymous reviewers and editor Jeffrey of EurAmerica for their
invaluable comments on earlier versions of this paper.

46

EURAMERICA

natural entities through human artifice. My study reveals
that Observations and The Blazing World should be read
together and alongside the works of specific alchemical
authors. In addition, the philosophical and fictional musings
on nature and art in the two texts participate in highly
provocative discourses that present the author’s insights into
literature and natural philosophy. Despite her dismissal of
alchemical practices, Cavendish was influenced by some
medieval and contemporary alchemical theories that
celebrated the idea of “nature before art.”
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