
Visions of a New World:  
Robert Hooke’s Micrographia 

Join poet Matthew Francis at a free writing workshop  
inspired by the world’s first illustrated book of microscopy,  
Robert Hooke’s Micrographia.  

 
Exeter Cathedral Library 
Monday 21 July 2014 
10am – 1pm 
 
Places are limited and advance booking is required.  
For enquiries and bookings please contact Felicity Henderson  
at f.c.henderson@exeter.ac.uk. 

 
Kindly supported by the University of Exeter and the Exeter Cathedral Library. 



Micrographia 
 
In 1665, the year before London’s Great Fire, Robert 
Hooke published the world’s first fully illustrated 

book of microscopy. Micrographia showed its readers 
a new world crowded with unimagined life and intri-
cately designed structures.  
 

Hooke’s challenge was to explain this new world to 
his readers. Most would never use a microscope, and 
many were skeptical about the new science: of what 
practical benefit was the study of fleas and lice? The 
newly-established Royal Society of London had  
begun to experiment and make observations, but it 
would still be some time before prominent Fellows 
such as Christopher Wren and Isaac Newton could 
convince their contemporaries that science could be 
useful. 
 

Micrographia was Hooke’s attempt to convey the 

wonder and excitement of scientific discoveries to a 

public audience. An accomplished draftsman, he 

oversaw the production of high-quality engravings, 

some in large format, so that his readers could see 

what he saw in startling, almost terrifying, detail. He 

wrote in everyday language, and he used an abun-

dance of metaphors to describe his observations. Tiny 

eels swam in a drop of vinegar, mould grew on a 

leather-bound book like a forest of mushrooms, and a 

flea wore a knight’s suit of black armour. The book 

was an instant success: the diarist Samuel Pepys sat up 

until 2am reading his copy and called it ‘the most  

ingenious book that ever I read in my life’. 

The Workshop 
 
Join poet Matthew Francis at a free writing work-
shop inspired by Micrographia. You will have the 
opportunity to handle a first-edition copy of  
Micrographia and use modern microscopes to view 
plant and insect specimens similar to those  
described by Hooke, before doing some writing 
based on Hooke’s work or on your own micro-
scopic observations.  
Participants will be invited to exhibit work result-
ing from the session at Exeter Cathedral in 2015 as 
part of a display celebrating the 350th anniversary 
of Micrographia. 
 

                                         EEEE 
 

Matthew Francis is the author of five poetry  

collections, of which the latest is Muscovy (Faber, 

2013). His poetry has twice been shortlisted for the 

Forward Prize, and in 2004 he was chosen as one of 

the Next Generation poets. His collection of  

poems Micrographia, inspired by Robert Hooke’s 

work, is due out from Rufus Books in 2015. He has 

a particular interest in the early modern period, 

and his novel The Book of the Needle (Cinnamon 

Press, 2014) is about the seventeenth-century 

Welsh prophet and tailor Arise Evans. He lives in 

Wales, and lectures in creative writing at  

Aberystwyth University. 


