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“Nor Fear I Censure”: Early Modern Women Writers  
and Issues of Authority, 1578-1680 
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Mentor: Hope W. Johnston, Ph.D. 

 

 In the early modern period, women were discouraged from writing for 

the public sphere; moreover, the genres of history and romance were particularly 

unwelcoming to women. In this project, I study four works by women who 

wrote in these male-dominated genres: Margaret Tyler’s The Mirror of Princely 

Deeds and Knighthood (1578); Anne Dowriche’s The French Historie (1589); Mary 

Wroth’s The Countess of Montgomery’s Urania (1621); and Elizabeth Cary’s History 

of Edward II (composed c. 1627; published 1680). I explore the methods by which 

each of these writers creates an authoritative relationship with her readers even 

when those readers are skeptical about women’s writing. Broadly speaking, I 

examine three facets of each author’s work: prefatory material, narrative style, 

and allusions to current events. Within my study of each author, however, I 

 
 



draw attention to her unique authorizing strategies, which reflect each writer’s 

goal for her work. Whether that goal is demonstrating to readers the importance 

of English nationalism, teaching readers how to interpret Protestant texts, 

bolstering ongoing authority after a work’s publication, or suggesting a course of 

political action, each of these writers creates her authority in a way that will best 

fulfill her purpose.  

It is my hope that this project will, first, give my readers an additional 

framework with which to understand the often-radical work of early modern 

women writers; second, advance my readers’ understanding of Tyler, Dowriche, 

Wroth, Cary, and their lives and work; and third, encourage readers to notice 

non-canonical voices in every field, for it is often such marginalized texts that 

most clearly illustrate the creation of authority. 
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PREFACE 

 
Gentle reader, I would have you know that this subject was not chosen of 

my own will, but was recommended to me most earnestly by certain friends. 

Likewise, I would not have laid this work before you but at the earnest entreaties 

of these same friends, who, in some manner, constrained me to do so. This being 

the case, I ask your indulgence for the work I have travailed to bring before you, 

that you would bear with its many errors and frailties, which I myself 

acknowledge. 

 I commit this work unto the strong protection of Dr. Hope Johnston and 

the Baylor University English Department. I know them to be powerful forces in 

my favor, and I beg that they will defend me against any who might wish to 

discredit me. 

 All the same, gentle reader, you will find in this work much that is good 

and useful. You shall discover in it noble scholarship, solid close readings, an 

extensive bibliography, and a cogent argument that shall greatly aid you in 

understanding early modern women’s writing. Read on, therefore, and think 

kindly as you do of—  

R.R.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 
 

In the early modern era, British women writers disrupted many ideal 

feminine virtues when they circulated their ideas publicly. As Elaine V. Beilin 

explains, in Renaissance England, “a good woman was pious, humble, constant, 

as well as obedient, chaste, and silent.”1 These early modern women faced a 

readership skeptical at best, and hostile at worst, toward their knowledge, skill, 

and authority. However, many women—probably far more than are known even 

now—circulated their writing during this period. In this project, I explore the 

methods and motivations of four such women: Margaret Tyler (d. 1595), Anne 

Dowriche (d. in or after 1613), Mary Wroth (1587-1651), and Elizabeth Cary 

(1585-1639). Each of these writers chose to disregard the prescriptions for being a 

“good” Renaissance woman because she had something to teach her audience—

about being English, about being Protestant, or simply about being a better or 

more moral person. In addition, within each author’s surviving works, I have 

chosen to focus on pieces from two genres that were particularly unwelcoming to 

women writers.2 First, romance, represented by Tyler’s Mirror of Princely Deeds 

and Knighthood (1578) and Wroth’s The Countess of Montgomeries Urania (1621); 
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second, history, represented by Dowriche’s The French Historie (1589) and Cary’s 

The History of Edward II (composed c. 1627, printed 1680).3 Within these male-

dominated genres, I examine how Tyler, Dowriche, Wroth, and Cary create for 

themselves the authority that early modern English society did not grant them. 

For the purposes of this project, I define authority as the relationship 

between an author and her readers where the author clearly demonstrates that 

she has extensive knowledge (of a story, of a source, of a moral dilemma) to 

share with readers. In other words, this authority is that of authors, rather than of 

characters or of women in general. Often, this authority is instructive, for these 

writers frequently teach readers how to interpret their tales. In some ways, every 

author has this kind of authority; however, in early modern England, women 

had limited authority on many subjects. Particularly, within the genres of 

romance and history women writers were exceedingly rare. In such an 

environment, then, authority does not come to these writers simply by their 

presence; each of them must create that authority through a variety of methods—

appealing to patrons, demonstrating knowledge of genre or print culture 

conventions, connecting to readers via a particular political or religious 

discourse. Examining the authority-creation methods of Tyler, Dowriche, Wroth, 

and Cary enhances scholarly knowledge of each writer’s historical and 

biographical context as well as her individual style and approach to textual 
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interpretation. While these four authors cannot represent all women writers, they 

demonstrate a variety of methods for authority creation and draw critical 

attention to women’s writing in genres not usually undertaken by female artists. 

My project gives readers an entry point for studying these four authors 

individually as well as for considering women’s writing more generally. 

I refer to this relationship between women writers and their readers as 

“authority” for two reasons. First is the obvious correlation between “author” 

and “authority.”4 Because early modern women were assumed to have authority 

mostly in limited ways (for instance, in the domestic sphere), writers like Tyler, 

Dowriche, Wroth, and Cary who not only write publicly but write in genres 

filled with male voices, must create or “author” this authority, and it is those 

authorial methods that interest me throughout this project. The second 

motivation for choosing the term “authority” comes from Mary Ellen Lamb’s 

challenge to scholars in her 2006 “Recent Studies in the English Renaissance.”5 In 

this piece, Lamb writes of being wearied by the prevalence of writers referencing 

“women’s agency, usually associated with writing…Is there no room for self-

doubt, for compassion, for relationships with men based on loving collaborations 

rather than weak-willed capitulations?”6 While my own project often considers 

women as “agents” in presenting their authoritative voices, Lamb’s remarks 

challenge me to think of these authors as existing within a complex web of 
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relationships, including those with their families, publishers, and readers. I have 

not chosen to study these women because I think they are somehow more 

authoritative than men, or even necessarily opposed to men; rather, I am 

interested in the ways that authority creation functions for writers whose voices 

are undervalued, to whom authority is not always automatically granted. 

In other words, Lamb’s questions moved me away from the much-used 

term “agency.” I have no intention of declaring authority the new agency, but 

choosing this term, with its connection to the creative work of the author, helps 

me maintain a balanced approach to these writers. Although I am often tempted 

to leap to the defense of these authors and their virtues, framing my work in 

terms of authority rather than agency reminds me that autonomy is not the end-

game for studying early modern women. Rather, I must examine these writers on 

their own terms, asking what each of them can teach me about her first readers, 

her knowledge and interests, or her motivations. Tyler, Dowriche, Wroth, and 

Cary have much to offer their audiences both in content and in method, and I 

intend that this project will aid readers, including myself, in valuing the 

carefully-created authority of these early modern women. 

 
Cultural and Literary Background 

 As will quickly become obvious in each chapter of my project, I draw 

heavily upon both history and genre in my critical exploration of early modern 
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women’s writing and the creation of authority. I do so for two intertwined 

reasons: first, previous scholarship on early modern women’s writing is so 

steeped in historical and biographical interpretation that any study in the field 

must take these facets into account; second, my argument about authority 

creation rests upon the fact that, at least according to the cultural theories of early 

modern England, these women writers had little to no authority. In other words, 

without an understanding of the historical context—both in broad cultural terms 

and in each author’s individual circumstances—these authors’ bold work does 

not come into its own. I will expand briefly on these two reasons and on my 

approach before providing some more general background about early modern 

culture, the genres of history and romance, and the lives of my four authors. 

 I will expand more fully on the scholars who have influenced my work in 

the “Critical Context” section below; however, as I outline my methods I must 

stress the influence of scholars who explore early modern women’s writing with 

robust historical frameworks. Some, like Ruth Kelso in Doctrine for the Lady of the 

Renaissance and Elaine Beilin in Redeeming Eve, explore early modern cultural 

phenomena that shape women writers; others look specifically at the lives of 

certain writers; still others examine commonalities between writers who share 

time, place, or genre.7 For each of these scholars—and equally for me—the 

historical context in which these women write provides vital illumination for 
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their texts. As I will demonstrate in this project, the historical and biographical 

details of these authors’ lives matter in the interpretation of their works: it is 

significant that Anne Dowriche dedicates a poem depicting a French refugee to a 

brother who signed an invitation to welcome Protestant refugees to his county; it 

matters that Elizabeth Cary drafted her Historie of Edward II in the turbulent early 

years of England’s Charles I.8 Such details fill in the outlines of purpose, allusion, 

mood, and style that each work sketches, and as I intertwine such details with 

close readings of each author’s text, I will demonstrate how these historical 

details add to the texts and to my argument about authority creation. 

 My argument itself also rests upon historical knowledge, for the 

significance of women writers creating authority, not to mention their entry into 

the genres of history and romance, requires knowledge of early modern attitudes 

toward women and writing to be at all comprehensible. I will provide such 

details in this introduction as well as throughout the project when necessary, 

although it is always my goal to center my argument around texts. Knowing how 

firmly early modern cultural theory turned women away from the intellectual 

labor of writing, particularly in the public sphere, deepens scholarly 

understanding of the boldness of women who chose to circulate their works 

anyway. It is my hope that my project will draw readers’ attention not only to 

the four writers I study, but also to other marginalized writers from this and 
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other historical contexts. As literary and historical scholarship grants us greater 

understandings of cultures and texts that are far from our own experience, we 

ought to attend carefully to the texts that those cultures undervalue, for it is often 

there that, as I argue in this project, we most clearly see the strategies by which 

all writers create space for their voices to be heard and understood.  

 
Early Modern Women’s Writing 

In order to understand how and why these authors created authority, I 

will begin with a brief portrait of early modern attitudes towards women’s 

writing that expands on the remarks above. As Ruth Kelso demonstrates in 

Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance, early modern theory about women’s roles 

and abilities sharply distinguished them from men. In fact, Kelso notes, “the 

ideal set up for the lady is essentially Christian in character, and the ideal for the 

gentleman essentially pagan. Therefore even men who were most minded to 

accept women as having equal powers with themselves saw them still governed 

by a different conception of morality.”9 This division between the governing 

moralities of men and women was accompanied by vast differences in training 

between ladies and gentlemen; women were trained up to household 

management, needlework, and the overarching principle that they must “avoid 

calling attention to themselves.”10 Reading and writing threatened many of these 

standards, for books were often seen as a “danger to chastity,” while writing for 
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the public sphere constituted an offense against silence and sometimes against 

obedience to father or husband, a usurpation of his role.11 The ideals for women, 

then, when they did not absolutely exclude women’s intellectual abilities, 

emphasized virtues and training that had little to do with writing. In the 

seventeenth century, the question of women’s abilities, role, and character was 

brought into the public eye with particular acuteness by Joseph Swetnam’s The 

Arraignment of lewd, idle, forward, and vnconstant women.12 Misogynistic writing 

was nothing new, but Swetnam’s Arraignment crystallized many hostile attitudes 

towards women and provoked a strong public response from Rachel Speght and 

others.13 While Swetnam’s language is extreme and Kelso stresses theory rather 

than practice, women’s intellectual abilities, particularly writing, do not seem to 

have been encouraged in early modern England. 

However, none of these theories kept women entirely out of writing, 

whether in private or in public. As Laura Lunger Knoppers notes in her 

introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Early Modern Women, “lack of formal 

educational institutions for girls did not prevent many early modern women 

from acquiring—and enhancing—their literacy.”14 Moreover, if women’s roles 

were supposedly limited to the domestic sphere, Knoppers notes, “the domestic 

in the early modern period was not simply familial and ‘private,’ but a place of 

work and business as well as of family and social networks and patronage.”15 
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Women’s lives did not conform to a single experience, and within that variety of 

experiences, many women found time for varied genres of writing, including 

letters, translation, autobiography, poetry, drama, and prose.16 Additionally, 

while the relatively small number of women authors in circulation today gives 

the impression that women who wrote were exceptions, Margaret Hannay 

argues that many women writers had communities of like-minded women 

around them with whom they could share their writing and experiences.17  

In contextualizing early modern women writers, then, a proper balance is 

needed between theory and practice. While theory forbade such intellectual 

work, in practice many women wrote in a variety of genres, from private letters 

and commonplace books, to works circulated in manuscript, to the category that 

my project explores, printed works.18 These printed works were the most 

transgressive according to the ideals of chastity, obedience, and silence, for print 

was the most public as well as the most (supposedly) promiscuous method of 

circulation.19 Although women certainly printed works throughout the early 

modern period, each of the four authors in my project experiences some of the 

negative consequences of their disruptive behavior. Tyler and Dowriche both 

frame their prefaces carefully in order to appease their detractors, while Wroth 

and her Urania were subject to fierce controversy after its publication. Cary’s 

History of Edward II was not published in her lifetime, but by the time her work 
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came to public attention in 1680, Cary’s name had been detached from the work 

and her editors assumed the History was the work of a man. From personal 

attacks to forgetfulness, each of these writers experiences some form of 

opposition to her public voice. This project examines how those voices created 

authority even in an environment that fostered such opposition, both in general 

and within the specific circumstances of each author’s work and life. 

 
Biographical Context 

Any choice of four authors from the English Renaissance is a tragically 

small sample of the wealth of available literature. Because I am interested in the 

creation of authority by writers who would not automatically have authority for 

early modern readers, I chose writers from two genres, romance and history, that 

were dominated by male authors throughout the Renaissance. Before elaborating 

on those genres, I will introduce each author, including some biographical 

remarks, and I will delineate some of the connections between these four writers 

that offer opportunities for comparison as my project proceeds. 

Margaret Tyler, according to her own preface in The Mirror of Princely 

Deeds and Knighthood, served in the household of Thomas Howard, Duke of 

Norfolk, and his second wife, Margaret Audley, probably in the 1560s.20 Tyler’s 

Mirror is dedicated to Howard’s son, also named Thomas Howard, “as a simple 

testimony of that good will which I bore to your parents while they lived, then 
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being their servant, and now do owe unto their offspring” (48.27). Tyler’s 

connection with the Howard family, known Catholic sympathizers, suggests that 

she may have had Catholic leanings, although the Mirror itself is not explicit on 

this point. Louise Schleiner’s combing of historical records suggests that Tyler 

served in other Norfolk households, including families named Woodhouse and 

Bacon, in the 1570s. Schleiner also notes the existence of a “John Tyler” in some 

of the same households, perhaps Tyler’s husband; the will of a certain “Margaret 

Tyler” who died in 1595, probably this author, mentions a son and a daughter. 

The Mirror reveals that Tyler was highly educated, knowing not only the Spanish 

language but also classical literature, letter-writing conventions, and other 

literary styles.21 

Like Tyler’s dedication, which reveals her connection to the Howard 

family and her occupation, Anne Dowriche’s dedication in The French Historie 

reveals important biographical information about Dowriche. The dedication to 

her brother, one Piers Edgecombe, a Member of Parliament, reveals that 

Dowriche belonged to a landed family from Devon.22 A commendatory poem to 

a sermon called The Iaylor’s Conversion (1596) reveals that Dowriche was married 

to a clergyman named Hugh Dowriche who apparently supported her writing to 

the extent of having her preface his own work.23 In addition to writing, Dowriche 

and her husband shared strong religious views; both Anne’s Historie and Hugh’s 
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sermon engage in similar Puritan, anti-Catholic rhetoric. This meeting of the 

minds between a woman writer and her husband was probably not as unusual 

as the scant historical record suggests, but Dowriche stands as an important 

antidote to the common perception that early modern women received no 

intellectual or emotional support—and as one answer to Lamb’s question about 

whether there was room for women to collaborate with men.24  

In contrast to the sparse details of Tyler’s and Dowriche’s lives, Mary 

Wroth’s relatively well-documented life and the biographical details she 

incorporates into Urania provide a wealth of information, although some of it is 

subject to speculation. Lady Mary Wroth was born Mary Sidney on 18 October 

1587, the eldest child of Robert and Barbara Gamage Sidney.25 Her father’s family 

provided a literary legacy through her uncle, Sir Philip Sidney, and her aunt, 

Mary Sidney Herbert, Countess of Pembroke. In 1604, at age seventeen, Wroth 

married Sir Robert Wroth; the marriage, often figured as unhappy, lasted until 

1614, when Robert Wroth died one month after the birth of their only child, 

James, who died two years later.26 Although Wroth had probably circulated 

poems in manuscript at an earlier date, the ten years after her son’s death saw 

the composition of most of her extant works, including Love’s Victory and both 

the published and unpublished portions of Urania.27 In 1621, Wroth published 
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The Countess of Montgomeries Urania, which was accompanied by her sonnet 

sequence, Pamphilia to Amphilanthus.  

The hero of Urania, the beloved but unfaithful Amphilanthus, is generally 

accepted as an avatar for William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke. He was Mary 

Wroth’s first cousin, and he and Wroth had a long-standing and semi-public 

affair. The exact duration of the affair is unknown, but Wroth had two children 

by Herbert—probably twins, born in 1624.28 Wroth seems to have lived out her 

later years mostly in Essex, probably at Loughton Hall. According to Margaret 

Hannay, Wroth most likely died in March of 1651.29 The many surviving 

dedications to Wroth as well as her comprehensive body of works reveal a 

talented, witty writer who often transformed the events of her own and her 

illustrious family’s lives into enduring works of art. 

While Wroth scholars often tease out Wroth’s biography from her fiction, 

those interested in Elizabeth Cary have some aid from a biography: Lady 

Falkland: Her Life, first printed in 1861.30 This biography, written by one or more 

of Cary’s children, is as much “spiritual history” or “hagiography” as 

biography.31 Elizabeth Cary was born Elizabeth Tanfield in 1585 or 1586 to 

Lawrence and Elizabeth Tanfield.32 An only child, she was a precocious learner 

and a voracious reader; her father reportedly gave her Calvin’s Institutes to read 

when she was twelve.33 In September 1602, Elizabeth Tanfield married Sir Henry 
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Cary.34 According to the Life, Henry’s mother disapproved of her new daughter-

in-law’s intellectualism and kept Cary away from her books; however, Cary 

probably circulated works in manuscript during the early years of her 

marriage.35 During this time, she also composed her best-known work, The 

Tragedy of Mariam (1613).36 Between 1609 and 1621, Cary gave birth to nine 

children. In 1622, Cary’s husband was declared Lord Deputy of Ireland and the 

whole family relocated. This position, however, was not accompanied by wealth 

and the Carys struggled financially during their residence in Ireland—and 

incidentally had their tenth and eleventh children during those years.37  

In 1625, Cary left Ireland and faced a series of events that altered the focus 

of her later life. Tragedy struck with the death of her oldest daughter, 

Katherine.38 In the next year, 1626, Cary formally converted to Catholicism, a 

decision that had political and financial as well as spiritual consequences. This 

conversion has often been hailed as the focal point of Cary’s life and a time when 

she asserted herself as an independent thinker and writer.39 It is probably about 

this time that she composed at least one of the extant versions of The History of 

Edward II. This period also marked a serious breach with her husband and the 

loss of his financial support, which Cary appealed to various members of the 

Privy Council.40 In 1630, Cary published The Reply of the Most Illustrious Cardinall 

of Perron to the Answeare of the most Excellent King of Great Britaine, dedicated to 
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Queen Henrietta Maria in a gesture of Catholic solidarity.41 Cary apparently 

reconciled with her husband shortly before his death in 1633, but she remained at 

odds with her eldest son, Lucius, over the guardianship of her two youngest 

children.42 Cary died in 1639, leaving primarily the legacy of her outspoken 

Catholic conversion and its consequences; her History was published 

posthumously in 1680 without her name. 

These four women, then, illustrate a range of early modern experiences—

from impoverished nobility to service in noble households; from unhappy 

marriages to supportive husbands; from a single known work to a robust corpus; 

from lasting literary fame to long periods of anonymity. Within this range, 

however, these authors also provide points of comparison that unify my project. 

One such unifying factor is that all four of these women represent a “first” in 

their genre, style, or subject.43 Margaret Tyler is the first woman to translate a 

prose romance into English with her Mirror of Princely Deeds; no other women 

followed Tyler’s example until Mary Wroth composed Urania. Similarly, the two 

works of history are fairly unique; Anne Dowriche’s The French Historie is 

unusual among sixteenth-century martyrologies in being authored by a woman 

and being presented in verse, while Cary’s The History of Edward II is the first 

prose history written by a woman in English. While their status as “firsts” is not 

the only important thing about these works, these authors’ pioneering 
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approaches to writing romance and history as women affect their methods for 

creating authority.  

I have also deliberately chosen authors from both sixteenth-century Tudor 

England (Tyler and Dowriche) and the seventeenth-century Stuart period (Wroth 

and Cary). Since all of these authors refer to current events as part of their 

authority creation, this project benefits from a balance between sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century writers. While four writers are certainly not enough to make 

sweeping statements about Renaissance women writers, I do observe some 

distinctions between the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century approaches to 

creating authority, as, for example, the seventeenth-century authors seem less 

invested—at least initially—in elaborate defenses of their work. By including 

writers from earlier and later in the English Renaissance, I make room in this 

project to consider both the larger picture of generic and historical concerns as 

well as the individualities of each writer’s particular style. 

In addition, I include writers who are relatively well known along with 

writers who have been under-studied. Mary Wroth has long been a fixture of 

scholarship about early modern women, particularly for her sonnet sequence, 

Pamphilia to Amphilanthus (1621). My chapter on Wroth considers the effect that 

Urania’s scandalous publication may have had on her place in the canon. While 

not as well-known as Wroth, Elizabeth Cary has risen to prominence in recent 
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years, mostly for her play The Tragedy of Mariam (1613). For both Cary and 

Wroth, however, I focus on works that are less well-read (The History of Edward 

II) or, for Wroth, not often read (due to the sheer length of Urania). Margaret 

Tyler and Anne Dowriche, on the other hand, have rarely been studied and in 

fact have not been available to modern readers until very recently. Tyler’s Mirror 

of Princely Deeds only appeared in a modern edition in 2014, while Dowriche still 

has not been published in a single-author edition.44 I want my project to 

introduce more readers to Tyler and Dowriche, in hopes that their work, in the 

background for so many centuries, can attract new scholars and readers. 

 
Genre: Romance and History 

Another major site of comparison between the authors in this project is the 

genre of their work, since I include two histories and two romances. In order to 

make fruitful comparisons among these authors, it is important to understand 

the early modern definitions of romance and history, which are both 

considerably different than twenty-first-century notions of these genres. In this 

section I will provide an overview of the early modern romance and history; 

within each chapter I often refer to specific ways in which Tyler, Dowriche, 

Wroth, and Cary adapt the conventions of their chosen genre. 

The romance was, as Helen Cooper demonstrates, “the major genre of 

secular fiction” in England during the medieval and early modern periods, not to 
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mention its popularity on the continent.45 Tyler and Wroth bookend the early 

modern appearance of the romance; Tyler’s Mirror of Princely Deeds and 

Knighthood (1578) precipitated a surge of English interest in continental 

romances, while Wroth’s The Countess of Montgomery’s Urania (1621) mingles the 

serious and satiric treatments of romance prevalent in seventeenth-century 

England.46 Both Tyler and Wroth clearly structure their tales around romance 

conventions; many of the motifs Cooper identifies in as intrinsic to romance, 

such as the providential journey at sea or the missing heir, appear in Tyler’s and 

Wroth’s romances. Despite these common motifs, Tyler and Wroth also 

incorporate other genres into their work. Cooper notes that history, ballad, and 

allegory are most frequently paired with romance; indeed, she writes, “the 

borders between romance and all three other genres are highly permeable” (10).47 

In Tyler’s Mirror, the history, particularly the chronicle, strongly influences her 

style; as her title shows, the “mirror for princes” genre is also influential. Wroth’s 

Urania has long been recognized as a roman a clef, in which some (though not all) 

characters and events are drawn from Wroth’s life and her family circle. Urania, 

like Philip Sidney’s Arcadia, also uses the pastoral mode to shape several 

episodes.  

While engaging the romance genre, Tyler and Wroth also acknowledge 

common criticisms of that genre. As Krontiris notes, “Moralists and theoreticians 
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on education almost unanimously castigated romantic literature…especially for 

women.”48 Fiction, particularly romance with its “amorous” tendencies, was 

widely viewed as dangerous by early modern theorists.49 However, these 

dangerous genres were frequently circulated, printed, and read in early modern 

culture, by men as well as women.50 Tyler clearly enters into this conversation 

about romance in her preface “To the Reader,” demonstrating that her Mirror 

fulfills the twin demands for “profit and delight” and thus is properly fictional 

and not dangerous (49.4). Wroth, writing near the end of romance’s popularity in 

England, does not defend her genre so much as engage in self-referential satire 

about audiences’ expectations for romance.51 Wroth’s Urania is not as openly 

satiric as that other famous seventeenth-century romance, Cervantes’ Don 

Quixote (available in English since 1612), but Wroth occasionally exhibits an 

ironic or satiric attitude toward her chosen genre.52 For example, at one point her 

narrator remarks that it is “impossible for Knights and Ladies to travell without 

adventures” (1:397.40-41), making the romance formula of travel seem almost 

cliché. Both Wroth and Tyler, then, in their different ways, participate in current 

early modern debates about romance’s continued usefulness for readers. 

The second major genre covered in this project is history; both Anne 

Dowriche and Elizabeth Cary use historical writing in their work. In early 

modern England, historical writing had a clearly instructive purpose; as F.J. Levy 
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and D.R. Woolf confirm in their separate works on Renaissance historical 

writing, writers of history saw their primary role as giving advice to their 

readers.53 Both Dowriche and Cary demonstrate that their writing ought to be 

instructive, though Dowriche has primarily religious edification in mind, while 

Cary focuses on political matters. As I will illustrate in Chapters Three and Five, 

both Dowriche and Cary also incorporate other writing styles, particularly those 

borrowed from drama, into their histories. 

Unlike romance, history was not the explicit subject of gendered 

controversy in early modern England. Because of its instructive nature, history 

was not as dangerous to its readers as fiction was, although Juan Luis Vives still 

warned that reading about war, a common subject in history, could be 

dangerous.54 However, very few women attempted to write in this genre, and of 

those considered in this project, Dowriche heavily emphasizes the religious 

aspects of her history, while Cary’s work was not published until 1680, well after 

her death. Chapter Five of this project explores the recovery of Cary’s History in 

more detail, but it is worth noting that for centuries, the publishers, readers, and 

scholars who encountered Cary’s work assumed it was written by a man, despite 

Cary’s initials in the preface—and the assumption that it is mostly men who 

write history probably played a role in that confusion. Women writing history 

may have faced a problem of access; although many women could and did use 

20 
 



libraries belonging to family or friends, history, instructive or not, can depend 

upon sources that may have been available only to a select few.55 Thus, while 

history was not subject to public debate as romance was, it tended to exclude 

women. Dowriche’s and Cary’s work is thus particularly interesting from an 

authority standpoint, for they chose to enter a genre where women’s voices were 

not opposed so much as absent—and, as Cary’s History demonstrates, sometimes 

simply ignored. 

 
Critical Context 

With this historical and generic context in mind, it is also important to 

consider the development of criticism about early modern women’s writing. The 

first modern scholars of these Renaissance women writers began the work of 

recovery, bringing unheard or under-recognized voices forward. In many ways 

this process is still ongoing with new manuscript discoveries and new modern 

editions.56 Anthologies of women’s writing by Betty Travitsky, Diane Purkiss, 

Randall Martin, Marion Wynne-Davies, S.P. Cerasno, Michelle M. Dowd and 

Thomas Festa, Louise Schleiner, and Angeline Goreau in addition to the work of 

Joyce Boro, Josephine A. Roberts, and Jesse G. Swan, make many of these voices 

available to interested readers.57 This important task of recovery is also carried 

on through digital archives such as Early English Books Online and the Women 
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Writer’s Project.58 Simply giving readers access to these works is a vital task; my 

own project would not be possible without such dedicated scholarship. 

Building on this work of recovery are many foundational works of 

criticism that grant a greater understanding of historical and literary contexts. 

There are too many of these scholars to name, but the ones most influential for 

my own project include Kelso, Beilin, Catherine Gallagher, and Barbara Kiefer 

Lewalski. 59 Kelso’s landmark Doctrine for the Lady of the Renaissance examines 

Renaissance theories about women’s capabilities and roles, arguing that women 

were judged by primarily religious virtues such as humility and chastity; Beilin’s 

Redeeming Eve applies Kelso’s research to Renaissance literature, demonstrating 

how early modern women writers relied on their pious reputations in order to 

participate in the public discourse of writing and publication. Catherine 

Gallagher, in “A History of the Precedent,” examines various strategies by which 

women writers legitimized their work, while Barbara Kiefer Lewalski’s Writing 

Women in Jacobean England demonstrates the wealth of women’s writing even 

during the supposedly “regressive” reign of James I. These and many similar 

studies are foundational for later work, including mine, because of the way they 

clarify Renaissance attitudes toward women’s writing. 

These foundational texts, applied too strictly, have sometimes led to a 

view of early modern culture laid out in binaries: sacred/secular, private/public, 
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emotional/intellectual, etc. While some such divisions existed in Renaissance 

culture, more recent scholarship often disrupts these binaries, showing that the 

boundaries—between public and private spaces, between author and reader, or 

between men’s and women’s writing—are surprisingly permeable. Danielle 

Clarke’s The Politics of Early Modern Women’s Writing exemplifies this approach to 

the complexities of early modern literary culture; Clarke begins, for example, by 

reminding her readers of the “fluidity” of early modern writing practices, 

whereby the “author” is not always easily identifiable.60 She also uses a broad 

definition of “politics” as a way of describing engagement “with matters of state, 

culture, religion, and selfhood.”61 These broad, fluid approaches remind readers 

that early modern culture is almost always more complex than it initially 

appears. Other studies focus on areas of early modern culture, including race and 

sexuality, that remain fairly mysterious; Edith Snook’s Women, Beauty and Power 

in Early Modern England: A Feminist Literary History and S.K Barker and Brenda 

M. Hosington’s Renaissance Cultural Crossroads: Translation, Print and Culture in 

Britain, 1473-1640 provide good examples of this approach to scholarship.62  

All of these “stages” of scholarship for early modern women’s writing in 

essence exist simultaneously, for with new voices being discovered or reprinted, 

scholars are always engaging in foundational as well as flexible studies. 

Although some of my chosen authors, notably Dowriche and Tyler, have 
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received only brief scholarly attention, it is my hope that I can combine the best 

of these approaches. Careful attention to matters of sacred/secular, 

private/public, and men’s/women’s writing are required in order to discuss the 

creative authority of early modern women; however, I also wish to keep the 

permeability of these boundaries in mind, to demonstrate how these writers 

created voices in a culture that alternately praised and discouraged them, and 

into a culture that has long ignored or forgotten their work.    

 
Chapter Outlines 

Tyler’s Mirror of Princely Deeds, Dowriche’s French Historie, Wroth’s 

Urania, and Cary’s History of Edward II are each the focus of one chapter in this 

project. I proceed chronologically from Tyler to Cary; thus, I alternate between 

romance and history for each successive chapter. Broadly speaking, I investigate 

three aspects of each work with a view toward authority creation: prefatory or 

paratextual material; narrative voice and style; and allusions to current trends in 

religion, politics, or culture.63 Within these three broad areas, however, each 

author takes a unique approach based on her purpose for the work. I use each 

chapter to investigate these individual methods for creating authority.  

Margaret Tyler’s translation, The Mirror of Princely Deeds and Knighthood, 

plunges a Spanish work into the midst of English culture. In Chapter Two, I 

explore how Tyler’s prefatory material situates the Mirror within contemporary 
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debates about translation and women’s writing; I also examine the ways in 

which Tyler’s translation is more than merely linguistic. In keeping with the 

Renaissance value of translatio, Tyler adapts the narrative voice of the Mirror to 

more clearly instruct her audience even as she adds to the Mirror’s text in order 

to create a more positive view of England. Tyler’s cultural translation, situating 

this foreign text squarely within English culture and nationalism, figures herself 

as an authoritative translator, interpreter, and English author, mediating 

between her readers and the foreign facets of the Mirror. 

While Tyler adapts foreign material for an English audience, Anne 

Dowriche adapts her foreign tale for a particularly English Protestant audience. In 

The French Historie, Dowriche recounts three tales from the French Wars of 

Religion, detailing the persecution of Protestants by Catholics. In Chapter Three, 

I argue that Dowriche mediates this religious content authoritatively for her 

readers by means of her dramatic rhetorical techniques, giving voices to French 

martyrs, French royalty, and even an Englishman who stands in for Dowriche’s 

own English audience. I also argue that although Dowriche places much of her 

tale in the voices of her characters (primarily male characters), her authoritative 

voice as an Englishwoman remains strongly present through her prefatory 

material and her marginal glosses. Dowriche’s alternative voices remind readers 

that authority may be found in unexpected places, even outside the main text. 
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Chapter Four, on Mary Wroth’s Urania, takes this idea of looking for 

authority outside of the main text even more seriously, for the authority I 

examine in this chapter is the authority that Wroth exerts over Urania after its 

1621 publication. I offer close readings of Wroth’s correspondence related to 

Urania and the scandalous aftermath of its publication, of Wroth’s handwritten 

corrections to a presentation copy of Urania, and of Wroth’s manuscript sequel. 

In each of these three works, Wroth demonstrates that she remains engaged with 

her text even when it has passed, supposedly, beyond her control. These works, 

rarely studied as part of Wroth’s corpus, also yield a unified portrait of Wroth’s 

goals as a writer when studied from the viewpoint of authority. My 

interpretation of these works offers a solution to some of the interpretive 

problems previous scholars find in the inconsistent tone of Wroth’s post-Urania 

work. Her exertion of authority over her published text, however, is also a 

reminder that early modern writers, especially women, could face consequences 

for texts that offended readers or did not present themselves with enough 

deference. 

Chapter Five explores Elizabeth Cary’s History of Edward II, which was 

misattributed to her husband until the twentieth century. Because of this 

misattribution, I focus less strongly than in other chapters on Cary’s status as a 

woman writer. I do consider her preface in light of her authority as a woman 
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writer, as well as the circumstances that led to the work’s misattribution; 

however, the primary focus of the chapter is on how Cary authoritatively figures 

her History as both instructive and restorative. My main venue for this authority 

is Cary’s use of the body-politic discourse as well as her historical allusions to the 

English courts of James I and Charles I. Throughout this chapter, I examine how 

Cary uses the instructive nature of early modern historical writing as well as the 

discourse of the body politic in order to teach her readers about political 

morality.  

Although each of these writers expresses authority in different ways to 

suit her purpose—whether nationalistic, religious, political, personal, or some 

combination of motives—I also endeavor to point out common features of these 

works. In particular, the paratextual material for each writer (for Wroth, this 

includes her correspondence about Urania) follows similar formulae. In fact, it is 

in the paratext that these writers most often reference their sex, usually in 

stereotypes about women’s supposed inferiority that allow these writers to 

request patrons’ protection or utilize the modesty topos. Examining both the 

common features and the unique expressions of authority within these works 

grants a clearer picture of the diversity of women’s writing and purposes in the 

early modern period. In each chapter, I also endeavor to judiciously point out 
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biographical and historical details that add to the understanding of each writer’s 

work. 

It is my hope that this project will, first, give my readers an alternative 

framework with which to understand the often-radical work of early modern 

women writers; second, advance my readers’ understanding of Tyler, Dowriche, 

Wroth, Cary, and their lives and work; and third, encourage readers to notice 

and attend to non-canonical voices in every field, for it is often such 

marginalized texts that most clearly illustrate cultural priorities and the creation 

of authority. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

“Englishing” A Spanish Romance: Adaptive Translation in Margaret Tyler’s 
Mirror of Princely Deeds and Knighthood 

 
 

Introduction 

 Margaret Tyler’s Mirror of Princely Deeds and Knighthood (1578) translates 

Book One of Espejo de Príncipes y Cavalleros by Diego Ortúñez de Calahorra 

(1555). This chivalric romance follows the exploits of the Greek Emperor Trebatio 

and his sons, The Knight of the Sun and Rosicleer. Although Tyler’s translation is 

faithful to the original text, she alters, clarifies, and intensifies Ortúñez’s 

language in order to produce a more orderly—and more English—tale.1 

Additionally, Tyler’s title, dedication, and preface situate her work within 

contemporary debates about women’s writing. This chapter examines Tyler’s 

authority in her translated text; I argue that Tyler demonstrates cultural 

authority as she translates Ortúñez’s text into a particularly English context. 

Tyler also displays linguistic authority in her command of the Spanish language 

and her careful use of English vocabulary. Through her paratext, narrative 

commentary, and references to current events, Tyler guides her readers in an 

encounter with the Mirror, authoritatively interpreting the Espejo in order to 

make this tale accessible for a specifically English audience. 
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 Although the Mirror was immensely popular in sixteenth-century 

England, it has been largely ignored by modern readers and scholars until 

recently.2 In fact, in the first modern edition of Tyler’s romance, Joyce Boro only 

lists seven works under “Further Reading.”3 One reason for this lack of attention 

is that scholars are often uncomfortable assigning a creative status to translators; 

even Debra Uman and Belén Bistué, who attempt to rehabilitate translation as 

“collaborative authorship,” claim that “Tyler’s translation does not offer us a 

glimpse of the author’s imaginative flair or poetic skill as [Wroth’s] Urania 

does.”4 This marginalization of translation means that authors like Tyler, whose 

only extant work is a translation, are largely passed over except in studies 

specifically focusing on translation or, for Tyler’s Mirror, in studies of the 

romance genre.5 The few exceptions to this rule include studies of Tyler’s 

preface, which is often studied or anthologized separately, and the 

groundbreaking work on Tyler by Tina Krontiris and Louise Schleiner.6 Now 

that Boro’s edition makes Tyler’s Mirror more accessible, it is to be hoped that 

more readers and scholars will make this text an object of study.  

 Tyler’s Mirror merits closer study for several reasons. First, Tyler is the 

first author to translate a romance directly from Spanish, a decision that 

profoundly affected English romance.7 In addition, Tyler is the only sixteenth-

century Englishwoman to publish a romance, making the Mirror an important 
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point in the history of women’s writing in English.8 In terms of my project, Tyler 

is important because of the completeness and complexity of her authoritative 

approach, as well as the way she accomplishes that authority through a relatively 

small number of changes to her source text. By examining Tyler’s paratext, 

narrator’s voice, and allusions to current events in this chapter, I demonstrate her 

creatively authoritative approach to translation as she grounds the Mirror not just 

in the English language, but in early modern English culture and concerns. 

 
Women’s Writing in Tyler’s Paratext 

In her paratext—title, dedication, and address “To the Reader”—Margaret 

Tyler situates her Mirror in early modern cultural discussions about women’s 

writing, specifically concerning the traditions of romance and translation. Tyler’s 

approach is varied; at times she adopts conventions such as the modesty topos, 

common to men and women alike, while at other points she defends her position 

as a woman writer with a wit and verve that leads scholars such as E.D. 

Mackerness and Barbara McGovern to label Tyler an early English feminist.9 In 

this section I argue that Tyler creates authority in her paratext not in spite of her 

sex but because of the way she manages both the conventional and the radical 

aspects of her gendered discourse and translation, using the paratext to preview 

her approach to such issues in the Mirror itself. 

39 
 



In order to fully understand Tyler’s authoritative stance in the paratext, it 

is important to recall just how radical Tyler’s position was as the first woman to 

publish a romance in English. The overarching cultural pressures on women 

emphasized obedience, chastity, and silence; writing works for the public sphere 

violated these proscriptions. Translation itself was not problematic for women 

writers; in fact, Agorni notes that “translation represented one of the very few 

cultural activities open to women in the early modern period.”10 As Arcara 

describes, liberal humanists such as Juan Luis Vives viewed translation of 

properly moral works as an appropriate intellectual exercise for educated 

women.11 Many early modern women, including such well-known figures as 

Queen Elizabeth I, Mary Sidney Herbert, Anne Vaughan Locke, and Margaret 

More Roper, translated a variety of works.12  The propriety of translation did not 

extend to publication; Krontiris notes that “learning was one thing and 

publishing another, for to publish meant to engage in public self-display.”13 

Uman and Bistué explicate this point further, arguing that publication brings the 

woman writer into “the public sphere of literature” where her “chastity is 

rendered suspect” because her work is promiscuously available to all readers.14 

Of course, this suspicion did not prevent women translators from publishing 

their work; for example, Margaret More Roper’s translation of Erasmus appeared 

in print in 1526, while The Tragedie of Antonie, Done into English by the Countesse of 
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Pembroke appeared in 1595. Roper, however, publishes without her name, while 

the Countess of Pembroke has a title that offers a certain amount of protection. 

Tyler boldly publishes her Mirror under her own (common) name, and her lively 

defense in “To the Reader” demonstrates her awareness that some may criticize 

this decision. 

Criticism of Tyler’s decision to publish could also result from the fact that 

the Mirror is a secular work; Beilin describes the methods used by most early 

modern women writers to establish a pious image in order to escape censure, but 

Tyler does not overtly attempt these tactics.15 In fact, piety is a double bind for 

Tyler—she risks seriously offending readers for a variety of reasons. First, of 

course, a woman writing a secular text could be questionable, as Beilin shows. 

However, Tyler explains in her preface that she chooses not to “write of 

divinity,” since she has never found “any book in the tongue which would not 

breed offence to some” (50.75-76). Tyler acknowledges that, despite the 

association many other women writers make with piety and religion, these 

subjects were inherently controversial.  

Tyler could also have offended readers because she was likely a Catholic 

sympathizer, if not a Catholic herself—a dangerous prospect in Elizabeth I’s 

firmly Protestant England. The Howard family, in whose household Tyler served 

and to whose son, Thomas Howard, she dedicates the Mirror, were sympathetic 
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allies to the Catholic cause.16 Tyler’s association with this family has often been 

interpreted as a sign of her Catholic status, as has her knowledge of Spanish.17 

Since Spanish was a less commonly-studied language than French, and since 

Spain’s conflict with England was highly religious as well as highly political, 

Tyler’s knowledge of Spanish is sometimes linked to Catholicism. Boro further 

points out that the Mirror’s publisher, Thomas East, had “personal and 

professional connections within the Catholic community” that may have led him 

to print the Mirror.18 On the other hand, Boro notes that one of Tyler’s later 

positions was in the household of Nathaniel Bacon, “a fervent Protestant and an 

avid hunter of recusants.”19 This would be an unlikely place for a Catholic or a 

Catholic sympathizer to flourish, while the increasing popularity of Spanish 

works in England allows for Tyler’s knowledge of Spanish without being 

Catholic. What we know of Tyler’s life, then, suggests but does not prove 

Catholicism. Yet her refusal to meddle in “divinity” may be more persuasive 

than not, for if Tyler were a Catholic, betraying that fact openly—particularly an 

avowal in print—would be more than merely offensive; it could be dangerous.20 

Tyler’s refusal to embroil herself in writing about “divinity” may thus be a way 

to avoid drawing attention to Catholic sympathies. This refusal to enter 

controversy also acknowledges that there is controversy to be found in Tyler’s 
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publication of the Mirror, whether for her religious sympathies or for her status 

as a woman writer.  

Tyler addresses issues of translation, publication, and genre through a 

gendered framework that is apparent throughout her prefatory material. In fact, 

even the Mirror’s title indicates Tyler’s gendered approach, altering the Spanish 

title in order to emphasize a conventional, rather than a radical, female character. 

While Ortúñez’s title features Claradiana, an Amazonian princess who hunts and 

later fights with male knights, Tyler emphasizes instead the character of Briana, 

whose roles—obedient daughter, faithful wife, and loving mother—are 

conventional both in the romance genre and in early modern conceptions of 

women. Tyler’s full title, which features Briana, is The Mirror of Princely Deeds and 

Knighthood, Wherein is showed the worthiness of the Knight of the Sun and his brother, 

Rosicleer, sons to the great Emperor Trebatio, with the strange love of the beautiful and 

excellent Princess Briana, and the valiant acts of other noble princes and knights. 

Ortúñez’s Espejo, on the other hand, proclaims “the great chivalric deeds and 

very strange loves of the beautiful and excellent princess Claradiana.”21 Boro 

argues that “Tyler needed to introduce this woman warrior cautiously in order to 

develop her argument for the justification of female authorship of romance.”22 

Although the figure of the lady knight had a traditional place in romance, Tyler 

later remarks in her preface “To the Reader” that “the attempt were bold to 
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intermeddle in arms, so as…in this story Claradiana doth” (49.25-26). Here, as in 

her title, Tyler reduces the opportunity for comparison with the potentially 

disruptive figure of the female warrior, mitigating her own boldness by insisting 

on her role as reporter. Instead of emphasizing Claradiana’s “boldness,” then, 

Tyler replaces Claradiana with the less radical Briana.23 While Briana seems 

initially to embody the most conventional female roles within English society, 

Tyler also gives Briana a complex emotional life that belies stereotypes. 

Briana appears, at first glance, to be just one of many highly conventional 

women within the Mirror. She is an obedient daughter (62.49-50) and, later, a 

patient Penelope waiting for her missing husband’s return (226.76). Other 

women have similarly conventional roles, such as Clandestria and Fidelia, 

faithful confidantes keeping secrets and carrying messages for the ladies they 

serve.24 Lindaraza is the (literally) enchanting seductress whose magic and 

sexuality embody the stereotypically negative aspects of femininity. Krontiris 

also notes that women are most likely to be the victims in need of rescue by 

knights, from Calinda, whom Rosicleer saves from a giant (136), to the Duchess 

Elisandra, whom the Knight of the Sun rescues from false charges of adultery 

(230).25 Tyler’s substitution of Briana for Claradiana in her title, then, fits with 

this trend of conventional female characters.  
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However, Tyler’s approach to women in the Mirror is not wholly 

traditional; in particular, her emphasis on Briana’s complex inner life moves this 

initially stereotypical character into greater complexity. Considering female 

characters in the Mirror more generally, Krontiris demonstrates the Mirror’s 

countercultural attitudes toward sexual double standards as well as the “overall 

absence…of the type of adjectives that describe women as dainty and coy.”26 

Similarly, Boro notes that Tyler often avoids unflattering descriptions of women, 

such as when she “omits the stereotype of female loquacity” in Olivia’s 

conversation with Arinda and Fidelia.27 Finally, the supposedly conventional 

Briana is, as Krontiris demonstrates, portrayed in a way that is “sympathetic” 

and makes readers “aware of oppression.”28 For instance, Tyler records Briana’s 

“fear” when Trebatio presses her to consummate their marriage (64.43). Tyler 

also emphasizes the mixed pain and joy Briana experiences at the birth of her 

sons: “The mother, full of pain with the travail which she had sustained as well 

as she could, laying them to her breasts, kissed and embraced them with such 

love and pity that the tears trickled down from her fair eyes” (75.28-30). In such 

instances as these, Briana’s actions may be conventional for a romance heroine, 

but her emotionally complex portrayal is less so. Tyler’s substitution of Briana 

for Claradiana in the title, although it aligns with Briana’s traditional role in the 
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text, also makes room for a less traditional, more complex portrait of Briana’s 

inner life.  

Tyler similarly balances traditional and unconventional approaches to her 

work in the dedicatory letter to Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk (1561-1626). She 

employs the modesty topos both to shift any censure away from herself and to 

appropriate the same attitude of humility a male writer would use, solidifying 

her own position within print culture. Tyler modestly insists that she was 

“forced by the importunity of my friends to make some trial of myself in this 

exercise of translation” (48.2-3). These same friends also “persuaded me that it 

was convenient to lay forth my talent for increase” (48.8-9), that is, urged Tyler to 

print her work.29 By referring to her work as an “exercise” and by putting so 

much responsibility upon her “friends,” Tyler distances herself from censure for 

her boldness in taking these actions.30 In addition, insisting on her Mirror as an 

“exercise of translation” (48.3) shifts any blame for questionable content to 

Ortúñez, the author, rather than Tyler, the translator. Tyler’s appropriation of the 

modesty topos in her dedication thus cloaks her bold work in respectability. This 

topos, used similarly by male writers, also demonstrates Tyler’s familiarity with 

the conventions of patronage and print culture.31 

 However, gender still plays a role in Tyler’s dedication. Rather than 

dedicating her work to a woman—a practice she discusses in her epistle “To the 
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Reader”—Tyler chooses a respectable male figure. Tyler explains her choice of 

Howard with reference to his “honourable parents” (48.19), Thomas Howard the 

elder and Margaret Dudley, in whose household Tyler served c.1558-1564.32 

Tyler emphasizes her deep devotion and faithful service to Howard’s family 

before directly stating her need for Howard’s help: “Under your honour’s 

protection I shall less fear the assault of the envious” (48.28-29). Uman and Bistué 

refer to this rhetorical strategy as “don[ning] the gown of the lady in distress”; 

Tyler’s acknowledgement that she needs “protection” from “the envious” both 

humbles herself and exalts Howard, granting her a male protector and allowing 

Howard’s patronage to be chivalrous as well as literary.33 Thus, in her references 

to Howard and his patronage, as in her insistence that her friends moved her to 

publish, Tyler figures herself as helpless woman whose actions must be guided 

and protected by others. 

In her address “To the Reader,” however, Tyler lays aside the modesty 

topos and constructs an authoritative defense for herself as a writing woman.34 

Despite being hailed as an early English feminist, Tyler declines to enter larger 

debates about women’s abilities or education; rather, her defense is tailored to 

the specifics of her own decision to translate a romance.35 In particular, Tyler 

uses existing dedicatory practices, especially those from male writers to female 

patrons, to establish a precedent for her own work, that of a female translator 
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dedicated to a male patron. “[M]y defence,” she alleges, “is by example of the 

best, amongst which many have dedicated their labours…unto diverse ladies 

and gentlewomen” (50.57-59). Indeed, women received many early modern 

dedications: Mary Sidney Herbert, Countess of Pembroke; Lucy Russell, 

Countess of Bedford; and Queen Elizabeth I are only the most famous of those 

dedicatees. Furthermore, as Helen Hackett shows, some works, particularly 

fiction, included general addresses to female readers.36 Thus women were both 

readers and patrons of literary works, including romance, and Tyler emphasizes 

the power and reciprocity of their relationship with male writers as a starting 

point for her own role reversal. 

Having emphasized this dedicatory culture, Tyler follows a logical 

progression from dedication to translation, establishing a secure position for her 

own work.37 She writes, “And if men may, and do, bestow such of their travails 

upon gentlewomen, then may we women read such of their works as they 

dedicate unto us…And then much more, why not deal by translation in such 

arguments, especially this kind of exercise being a matter of more heed than of 

deep invention or exquisite learning?” (50.59-63). This progression creates room 

for Tyler’s translation as an extension of dedicatory culture. However, that 

translation is also described as an “exercise” (50.62) that does not require 

“exquisite learning” (50.63). In this way, Tyler creates balance between 

48 
 



traditional and radical concepts of the woman writer. Her insistence that the 

work of translation does not require “exquisite learning” (50.63) saves her from 

having to enter in full force a debate about the amount of learning proper for a 

woman to pursue; however, her insistence that “it is all one for a woman to pen a 

story as for a man to address his story to a woman” (50.72-73) suggests a radical 

approach to the reciprocal relationship between writers, readers, and patrons in 

which women may fill any of those roles.38 Thus, Tyler herself, as the translator 

of the Mirror, has the authority to establish her own place in this web of 

relationships.   

Tyler supplements this authoritative position with references to her age 

that both mitigate her boldness and enhance her instructive position with respect 

to her audience. Throughout the epistle, Tyler refers to “my years” (49.36, 50.40-

41), “aged years” (50.48), and her “staid age” (51.89). Although Tyler’s date of 

birth is unknown, these repeated references suggest that she was at least middle-

aged when she wrote and published the Mirror.39 Boro further notes the presence 

of “archaisms” in Tyler’s writing, suggesting the writer’s age.40 These archaisms 

could be genuinely left over from Tyler’s early education, or they could be 

deliberately added to give the impression of antiquity—a strategy that Spenser 

later practiced in The Faerie Queene.41 Tyler’s frequent mention of her “years” 

initially appears to be a mitigating factor, soothing readers’ anxieties. Indeed, this 

49 
 



is the explanation Tyler herself gives: “But of these two points, gentle reader, I 

thought to give thee warning, lest perhaps understanding of my name and years 

thou might be carried into a wrong suspect of my boldness and rashness” (51.89-

91). Tyler’s professed concern is that her publication of a romance may seem too 

bold, but as an older woman, such actions are less “rash” than they would be for 

someone younger. Arcara further suggests that Tyler’s references to her age 

allow her to gloss over the sexual aspects of both romance and publication in her 

preface; Tyler’s repeated reminders of her age “assure her readers that she 

writes/translates from a sexually neuter position.”42 Tyler may thus emphasize 

her years to avoid the sexual implications of her position as a published writer of 

romance. 

However, Tyler’s repeated references to her age also confer upon her the 

instructive authority of years, allowing her a position from which to interpret 

events and give advice to her readers.43 The Mirror itself contains characters with 

this sort of age-induced wisdom. 44 One such figure is Lirgandeo, who is “held 

for a very wise man” and who frequently gives good advice to other characters 

(85.63). Although Lirgandeo is not described as being old, he is the brother of the 

Sultan of Babylon and thus of an older generation than his students, Brandizel 

and the Knight of the Sun. A parallel character, Artimodoro, is “very aged, his 

beard all white and reaching to his waist” (137.40-41) and is frequently called 
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“the wise man” (137.70, 138.109). Interestingly, both Artimodoro and Lirgandeo 

are “chroniclers” (52.8, 138.4) who attend to the histories of Rosicleer and the 

Knight of the Sun. Since the Mirror sometimes refers to itself as a chronicle, 

Tyler’s position as the translator or recorder of these events aligns her work with 

that of these wise old men.45 Tyler thus references her age in order to evoke the 

wisdom of the aged—especially old “chroniclers.” Tyler’s age allows her to stand 

as an authority figure in terms of age and of learning, a figure that readers will 

accept as an interpreter of both the language and the events contained in the 

Mirror. 

In addition to establishing authority as an instructive woman writer, Tyler 

also creates authority within her paratext by referencing both the Mirror’s foreign 

origin and her ability to translate the tale into English, emphasizing her active 

role in bringing this tale to her readers. In this way, Tyler participates in the 

medieval and Renaissance concept of translatio, which emphasizes a transfer of 

cultural knowledge along with linguistic translation. Tyler refers to translating as 

“Englishing” (49.20), a significant term in light of the Mirror itself. The work is, as 

Boro notes, “an English romance, rather than the English translation of a foreign 

text.”46 Tyler uses several strategies to make her translation particularly English. 

For example, she adds alliteration (“sour sauce and woeful wedding,” 58.21) and 

metaphors (“every man took Candramarte rather for a tyrant in a tragedy than a 
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jester in a comedy,” 150.54-151.55), as well as other rhetorical elements from the 

English literary tradition.47 She uses particularly English phrases and 

colloquialisms, such as “how now” (157.13); she also substitutes English 

measurements like the “bowshot” (66.75) for Spanish ones.48 The language of 

Tyler’s tale, then, is not only translated into English but also assimilated so as to 

become a truly English story.  

 Tyler highlights her authoritative position as a translator by emphasizing 

the Mirror’s Spanish origins. In “To the Reader,” she introduces her work in this 

way: “The first tongue wherein it was penned was the Spanish, in which nation, 

by common report, the inheritance of all warlike commendation hath to this day 

rested” (49.8-9). This reference to the warlike nature of Spain could be equal 

parts compliment or criticism. On the one hand, it suggests that Spain is more 

known for deeds of arms than England is and thus insults English readers. On 

the other hand, Spain’s “warlike commendation” could be a reference to the 

rising military tension between England and Spain that, over the next decade, 

would eventually culminate in the infamous Spanish Armada of 1588.49 This 

early reference to the Mirror’s Spanish origin, then, is inconclusive, though not 

particularly positive for an English audience.  

Spain was also, for Tyler’s first readers, the country of origin for Catherine 

of Aragon (d. 1536) and thus, through her daughter Mary (d. 1558), an entry 
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point for Catholicism into the English monarchy.50 Significantly, Protestant-

Catholic tensions were at the heart of the problems between these two countries, 

so Tyler’s religious allusions within an “Englished” Spanish text could be sites of 

great import.51  However, Tyler’s allusions to Catholic practices are not 

immediately conclusive. For instance, Tyler omits a character’s habit of hearing 

daily mass, but she adds a description of Briana living like an “anchoress” and 

includes fasting in Briana’s rituals.52 The omissions may reflect Tyler’s desire to 

avoid antagonizing a primarily Protestant audience, but her references to 

anchoresses and to fasting may have the opposite effect.  Boro finds more 

convincing evidence in Tyler’s “repeated occlusion of the marvellous,” and 

Boro’s careful examination of the text reveals several important moments where 

Tyler rejects supernatural explanations.53 However, the fact that Tyler does not 

omit all references to Catholic rituals, and even the fact that a good portion of the 

Mirror’s early action is situated in the Monastery of the River, may be suggestive. 

Certainly, in comparison to another sixteenth-century romance, Spenser’s Faerie 

Queene, Tyler’s Mirror is positively kind to Catholic characters. In fact, if there is 

religious controversy in the Mirror, it is between Saracens and Christians, not 

between Catholics and Protestants.54 Tyler’s refusal to vilify Catholic rituals, 

along with her addition of Catholic vocabulary, is suggestive of Catholic 

sympathy. However, Tyler also avoids overt references to this particular Anglo-
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Spanish conflict, preferring instead to situate religion within the Saracen-

Christian conflict in which Catholic and Protestant readers could unite. 

The association of Spain with Catholicism and with political conflict 

makes the Mirror’s foreign origins potentially troubling for Tyler’s English 

readers. Highlighting these origins could thus be problematic for Tyler. 

However, Spain’s long opposition to England may create the sense that with 

such a formidable foe one might stand with equal footing. Moreover, the plot of 

the Mirror has surprisingly little to do with Spain itself. None of the main 

characters are Spanish; Trebatio is Greek while his bride, Briana, is Hungarian. A 

good portion of the action, in fact, takes place in England. Thus, while the Mirror 

is clearly a foreign text, it does not present itself as militantly Spanish. 

Tyler also emphasizes positive aspects of the Mirror’s foreignness while 

appealing to readers with the immediacy and authority of her translation from 

Spanish. Tyler describes “that delight which myself findeth in reading the 

Spanish” (49.13-14) among her reasons for translating the tale. As Boro notes, 

Spanish tales were gaining popularity in England, so delighting in a Spanish tale 

was becoming a common experience.55 Tyler thus presents her judgment of and 

enjoyment in tales of Spanish origin as authoritative factors in her decision to 

translate this particular tale; her own enjoyment in the tale establishes her good 

judgment and paves the way for readers to accept her authority as a translator. In 
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addition, Tyler’s enjoyment of the tale establishes her command of the Spanish 

language; Tyler was “the first English translator to work from an original 

Spanish romance rather than from a French translation of the Spanish.”56 

Similarly, Krontiris claims that Spanish was not part of the usual education for 

an English gentleman, much less gentlewoman.57 Tyler’s unusual knowledge of 

Spanish led her to a more immediate—and thus, perhaps, more authoritative—

translation than other writers of the time employed, a choice that proved 

immensely popular with English readers.58  

In fact, Tyler’s Spanish translation proved successful both in its own right 

and in its influence upon other translators of romance. The Mirror went through 

three editions by 1599, and the other volumes of Ortúñez’s Espejo were also 

translated into English (not by Tyler) between 1585 and 1599. Boro also records 

contemporary references to the Mirror in the works of John Lyly and Ben Jonson, 

suggesting the widespread popularity of this text. Tyler’s translation of the 

Mirror was also the first in a wave of Iberian romances to sweep across England, 

including the enormously popular Amadís de Gaula.59 Tyler’s direct access to 

Ortúñez’s Spanish text makes her an authority on English readers’ preferences as 

well as on Ortúñez’s tale. Translation, then, is clearly an authoritative act for 

Tyler.60  

55 
 



 In emphasizing the foreign origins of the Mirror and her own authoritative 

access to the text, Tyler also frames the act of translation in the language of 

hospitality—both feminizing and authorizing her approach to the text. Tyler 

refers to her act of translation as “only in giving entertainment to a stranger, 

before this time unacquainted with our country guise” (49.33-34). By referring to 

Ortúñez as a “stranger” who needs entertainment, Tyler casts herself in a 

hospitable role. Hospitality was a virtue encouraged in early modern women, so 

by “giving entertainment to a stranger” (49.33), in this case the male author of the 

Mirror’s Spanish source text, Tyler highlights her properly feminine role.61 Rather 

than pursuing conflict with a foreigner—a real possibility for encounters, as both 

history and the Mirror demonstrate—Tyler hosts this foreigner, welcoming him 

into her country.62 By referring to “our country guise,” however, Tyler also 

reminds her readers that she has dressed up this stranger, so to speak, in English 

garments suitable for her readers to encounter and understand. Tyler is 

essentially a master of ceremonies, introducing her readers to a new and 

important acquaintance. Tyler’s reference to translation as hospitality, then, both 

enters into a gendered discourse and establishes Tyler’s authority as the one who 

guides readers into understanding this tale. 

Despite this reference to hospitable translation, however, although Tyler 

frequently references the Mirror’s foreign origins, not once does she mention 
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Ortúñez’s name. Tyler’s own name is prominent in her paratext; her dedication is 

signed “Margaret Tyler,” while both the title page and the epistle “To the 

Reader” indicate Tyler’s authorship with the initials “M.T.”63 By including these 

markers of her identity, Tyler erases the other name in the equation: that of 

Diego Ortúñez de Calahorra, author of the Espejo. When Tyler refers to the 

original author of the Espejo in the epistle “To the Reader,” it is as “a stranger” 

(49.33) and “this Spaniard” (51.81), not by name. In fact, Tyler reduces the 

Spanish author to a shadowy background figure, a nameless “stranger” whose 

work Tyler both mediates and authorizes by presenting it to an English 

readership. 

This excision of Ortúñez’s name calls for a brief meditation on 

appropriation. In any case of translation, the translator may be said to 

appropriate the author’s words and ideas, though this appropriation may 

depend on the extent to which a translation is faithful or literal.64 When gender 

enters the equation, this language of appropriation becomes more fraught—

particularly when the writer is a woman and the translator a man, as is the case 

with Christine de Pizan, whose Boke of the Cyte of Ladyes was translated into 

English by Brian Anslay in 1521.65 In situations like these, scholars, most notably 

Jennifer Summit, see an appropriation of power whereby a man co-opts a 

woman’s words and in some sense her identity.66 Others argue that 
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automatically reading translation as appropriation simplifies what are in fact a 

wide range of individual and cultural factors.67 What, then, of a man’s words 

translated by a woman? Tyler’s choice to translate allows her to shield her 

audacity in printing that translated work under the cloak of male legitimacy. By 

erasing Ortúñez’s name and presenting her own name so clearly, Tyler claims 

authority in a manner that overshadows Ortúñez’s identity, perhaps enacting the 

kind of appropriation Summit sees male translators promoting in similar 

situations. While Tyler’s approach to Ortúñez’s text is much more complicated 

than simple erasure or appropriation, her substitution of her own name for 

Ortúñez’s is a powerful but not necessarily positive aspect of claiming authority. 

 In addition to contextualizing the Mirror as a translation, Tyler also 

emphasizes the Mirror’s place in the romance genre—a highly gendered subject 

for early modern readers. Tyler’s epistle “To the Reader” begins with some 

contradictory remarks about the Mirror’s genre: “Thou have here, gentle reader, 

the history of Trebatio, an emperor in Greece. Whether a true story of him indeed 

or a feigned fable, I wot not…by me it is done into English for thy profit and 

delight” (492-4). Tyler begins by calling the work a “history,” but immediately 

admits that it might be either “a true story” or “a feigned fable.” These brief 

remarks identify two possible generic traditions for the Mirror, both of which 

resonate with the Mirror’s structure and content. By refusing to choose between 
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them, Tyler allows her work to stand between or across genres; by returning to 

her work’s potential for “profit and delight” (49), she shows that she is a 

participant in a long tradition of literary and generic theory. 

First, Tyler identifies the work as a “history.” The text of the Mirror 

certainly acknowledges the work’s historical potential in several ways, with 

specific reference to the subgenre of the chronicle. The Mirror contains many 

references to a supposed source, including “The story sayeth thus” (52.8-9), “his 

historians say” (53.36), and “the story telleth” (71.2). These phrases, translated 

from Ortúñez, give the impression that this tale is drawn from historical 

sources.68 To enhance this effect, the Mirror also begins with references to a 

specific chronicle: “according as Artimodoro the Grecian hath left them written 

in the great volumes of his Chronicle” (52.8). Artimodoro is a character in the 

Mirror; his eyewitness to important events, as well as his magical ability to see 

other events and signs, make him a credible source for Trebatio’s tale.69 Thus, the 

text of the Mirror suggests that the tale is something of a chronicle or history, 

upholding Tyler’s initial statement in the epistle “To the Reader” that the work is 

historical. 

However, the Mirror is clearly also a “feigned fable,” that is, a romance, 

and thus part of an intense debate in early modern England about this genre. 

Krontiris summarizes the debate by noting that moralists and those interested in 
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theory “almost unanimously castigated romantic literature,” particularly for 

women readers.70 Fiction, particularly romance with its “amorous” tendencies, 

was widely viewed as dangerous to its female readers (and, presumably, 

writers).71 Tyler touches on this debate in her preface “To the Reader,” mostly by 

emphasizing the moral uprightness and profitability of her Mirror; significantly, 

her preface avoids discussing the sexual aspects of her tale. Instead, she describes 

the Mirror as containing “fresh matter very delightful in the speeches short and 

sweet, wise in sentence, and wary in the provision of contrary accidents” (49.10-

12).72 Furthermore, she suggests that the work “may bring thee [readers] to a 

liking of the virtues here commended” (49.20). By emphasizing the work’s 

potential to make readers appreciate virtue, as well as by reiterating its potential 

for “profit and delight” (49.4), Tyler portrays her romance as useful rather than 

dangerous for readers. As Boro notes, romance was often billed as exemplary; 

indeed, Cooper writes that medieval romance was explicitly “educational.”73 

Tyler’s reiteration of the “delights” and “profitable reading” (51.86) available 

through the Mirror evokes the long history of interpreting fiction as both useful 

and beautiful, following the Horatian and Aristotelian tradition later endorsed in 

Sir Philip Sidney’s “Defence of Poesy.”74 Tyler’s epistle “To the Reader,” then, 

emphasizes the positive, exemplary values of the romance to convince her 

readers that, despite the work’s fictional side, it is worth reading. 
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And indeed, the Mirror is sprinkled with passages of instruction that, 

along with its title, ally the work with yet one more genre: the instructive “mirror 

for princes.” Works in this genre, the most famous of which is the Mirror for 

Magistrates (1559), use exemplary characters to instruct readers in virtue.75 Both 

the Spanish Espejo and the English Mirror contain the same titular allusion, and 

both works contain instructive passages that interpret the story’s events for 

readers. For example, the Mirror contains several passages on such philosophical 

and moral matters as “marriage, the slender and weak foundation of worldly 

things!” (58.22); “Fortune, always fickle and unstable” (116.138); or God’s 

providence (85.82, 191.115). There are also shorter asides about human nature or 

mutability designed to help readers interpret the events of which they read as 

examples that they may follow.76 This exemplary aspect of the Mirror, although it 

originates with Ortúñez, is vital to Tyler’s authority, for it makes the narrator’s 

voice one of explicit instruction.77  If this fictional-historical work is billed for 

exemplarity, then Tyler as the translator and narrator occupies a highly 

authoritative position, introducing readers not just to an interesting story but to a 

tale with exemplary value that might help them become more virtuous.78 

Throughout her paratextual material, then, Tyler carefully establishes her 

authority while negotiating the pitfalls of a woman whose (secular) work 

appeared in print. By altering her title to place emphasis on more “conventional” 
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women, employing the modesty topos in her dedication, and firmly defending 

her actions as a woman writer, Tyler offers her readers an authoritative stance 

toward the gendered questions of her work. Additionally, Tyler places her work 

firmly within traditions of translation and romance, addressing concerns about 

the status of her work, and herself as its translator; in an evocative image, she 

portrays herself as the host who presents a foreign guest to her English readers. 

In this way, Tyler prepares readers for the authoritative figure of her narrator, 

who guides readers to proper interpretations of the text throughout the Mirror.  

 
The Interpretive Reader in the Text 

 In the text of the Mirror, Tyler creates a narrator who instructs readers by 

interpreting events; this narrator is sometimes figured as a reader whose 

knowledge guides her presentation of the text. The interpretive narrator appears 

most explicitly in first-person narrative commentary upon events in the Mirror, 

as well as in moral and spiritual instruction. Ortúñez uses these strategies as 

well, so Tyler’s additions are very much in the style of the original Espejo. In the 

creation of a first-person narrator, however, Tyler improves upon the orderliness 

of Ortúñez’s text and creates a better reading experience for her audience; in her 

moral and spiritual passages she adds specific instruction, giving her readers 

examples and advice.79 Tyler’s instructive narrator creates and interprets an 
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orderly and instructive text, authoritatively guiding her readers to both enjoy 

and profit from the Mirror. 

 Throughout the Mirror, Tyler’s added first-person narrative commentary 

directly involves her narrator in interpreting the story—thus authoritatively 

guiding audience reaction.80 For example, Tyler describes Trebatio’s pursuit of an 

enchanted chariot thus: “It could not be that the palfreys which drew the chariot 

were horses because his [Trebatio’s] horse was one of the best and most precious 

in the world…but the other were sprites of the air and infernal furies, I think, 

forced by [the] art [of] magic both to fly and run” (66.60-64). Boro clearly notes 

this “I think” as a piece of “added first person narratorial commentary.”81 In this 

passage, Tyler’s “I think” assists readers in responding to this other-worldly 

chariot and horses, offering an explanation for Trebatio’s plight.82 At other points 

in the text, Tyler’s commentary provides more extensive interpretive guidance 

for her readers, ultimately creating a more readable text. In fact, Tyler’s first-

person phrases at the end of chapters, along with her tendency to omit repetition 

and clarify the language of the original text, makes the Mirror, for all its multiple 

settings and plethora of characters, a more orderly text than Ortúñez’s Espejo.83 

Contrary to stereotypes about women’s loquacity and irrationality, Tyler’s text, 

like the argument in her preface, is for the most part logically laid out and 

carefully guided by her narrator. 
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 In one of her clarifying first-person transitions between chapters, Tyler 

describes herself as a reader whose attention to a source text allows her to 

interpret which parts of that text are most important for readers. While the 

“source text” Tyler and Ortúñez refer to is probably fictional, Tyler’s position as 

a translator means that she is always making such interpretations. Her evocation 

of the reading narrator reminds her audience of that interpretive authority. At 

the conclusion of Chapter Nine, Tyler describes the birth of a daughter to 

Trebatio and the enchantress Lindaraza, “from whom issued a great and noble 

race, which because in [t]his place it shall be largely declared, I shall overpass 

now, briefly touching such occurrents as I read of in the meantime” (71.147-49). 

In this passage, Tyler replaces Ortúñez’s “dexa los asi por agora” (“leave those 

things for now”) with her narrator’s own decision, “I shall overpass now” 

(71.148-49). Tyler’s control of the story is even more apparent when she replaces 

Ortúñez’s “las grandes cosas que sucedieron” (“the great things which follow”) 

with the evocative “such occurents as I read of in the meantime” (71.149). Here, 

Tyler portrays a reading narrator who shares her knowledge with her audience.84 

By placing the narrator as an actively reading participant in the transmission of 

the tale, Tyler creates an authoritative figure who decides which parts of the 

Mirror’s story ought to be told to readers in what order. Tyler’s first-person 

additions thus make her narrative voice both more immediate and more 
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authoritative by picturing this narrator as a reader passing on the best of her 

knowledge to her audience. 

 Tyler’s first-person commentary is not limited to chapter transitions; in the 

middle of Rosicleer’s first great tournament, Tyler inserts interpretive comments 

to show readers the young knight’s motives for facing the giant Brandagedeon. 

Rosicleer has just fallen in love at his first sight of the English princess Olivia. 

Tyler writes, “And yet I cannot deem but that this love so enraged his courage 

against Brandagedeon, as otherwise I may think he had not done so well” 

(144.236-37).85 In this passage, Tyler’s added commentary could suggest that 

Rosicleer is not strong enough to defeat the giant Brandagedeon under his own 

power—only when spurred on by love. Alternatively, the comment might show 

that the effect of love on Rosicleer is not to throw him into “extreme emotion,” as 

Ortúñez’s text implies, but rather to “enrag[e] his courage” and improve his 

action in the following fight. Of course, the English “courage” indicates an effect 

on the heart, so Rosicleer’s love and courage have the same source.86 This relation 

between courage and the heart is also present in the Spanish corage “courage” 

and corazon “heart.” Tyler thus emphasizes love’s power over Rosicleer and uses 

her first-person remark to reveal the source of Rosicleer’s courage and skill 

against the giant. In other words, Tyler adds first-person narration not only to 
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guide readers through the construction of the text, but also to interpret 

characters’ actions and motives. 

 A similar passage employs first-person commentary both to interpret a 

character’s inner life and to assist in “Englishing” the Mirror by adding 

distinctively English terminology. As Florinaldes is borne off the field after a 

defeat by the Knight of the Sun, the narrator admits, “it is uncertain whether 

[Florinaldes was] more grieved with the sore of his bruise than with the shame of 

his fall, so to be foiled before his mistress” (229.100-101). Rather than letting her 

readers linger in this uncertainty, Tyler immediately offers her interpretation: 

“But if I may meddle in school points, I think he had rather burst an arm than so 

to have cracked his credit with both lady and friends” (229.101-103). In this 

added passage, Tyler once again guides her readers in understanding her 

characters through this interpretive commentary. Tyler also makes this 

commentary particularly English by using the term, “school points” (229.101).87 

The Oxford English Dictionary records it as a single word, “schoolpoints,” 

referring to “a matter taught or debated in the schools.”88 By naming this event a 

“school point,” Tyler suggests that Florinaldes’s emotions are open to debate—

but Tyler also takes an interpretive side. In addition, adding the context of 

“school” reinforces the instructive role of Tyler’s narrator, teaching readers by 

example. Tyler’s addition of a distinctly English phrase to this commentary 
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enhances the “Englishing” of her text even as it enhances her interpretive 

authority by assisting readers to understand Florinaldes’s state of mind. 

 In passages such as these, Tyler uses first-person commentary to create a 

relationship between instructive narrator and attentive reader, demonstrating the 

narrator’s role in guiding the reader through the actions and interpretations of 

the Mirror’s plot. Tyler also uses her commentary to create a more orderly text, 

guiding her readers in both enjoyment and interpretation. Tyler’s first-person 

narration, one of her distinctive contributions to Ortúñez’s text, enhances the 

authoritative role and voice of the narrator throughout the Mirror, preparing 

readers to accept not only the narrator’s interpretation of characters, but also the 

narrator’s tendency to extrapolate spiritual lessons from the Mirror’s plot. 

The Mirror contains many passages of instructive moral commentary, 

helping readers properly interpret the virtues (or errors) of the characters. The 

bulk of this moralizing is from Ortúñez’s Espejo, fulfilling the promise of the 

“mirror for princes” given in the title. For instance, a lengthy passage on 

marriage as a “slender and weak foundation of worldly things,” rarely offering 

happiness, warns readers about placing too much trust in this worldly institution 

(58.22). Such meditation and application is part of Ortúñez’s distinctive style, 

and Tyler easily adopts this style within her translation. She may even have 

chosen the Espejo to translate based on its blend of fiction and moralizing. When 
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Tyler adds her own phrases to Ortúñez’s instruction, she increases her narrator’s 

instructive authority. 

Tyler sometimes increases this authority by intensifying Ortúñez’s moral 

commentary. For instance, after describing Briana’s “unspeakable” joy at having 

her two young sons with her (79.112), Chapter Fourteen ends with a dire 

warning that this joy will not last: “But the worst was, it was not durable. For 

Fortune, ever mutable, changed her copy…” (79.112-13). The first sentence, “But 

the worst was, it was not durable,” is Tyler’s addition. The sense of urgency and 

mutability is present in Ortúñez’s text as he explores the workings of Fortune; 

however, Tyler’s pithy phrase, identifying the “worst” part of the situation and 

reminding readers that Briana’s joy will not endure, adds weight to the 

instability Ortúñez suggests. By intensifying this reflection on the mutability of 

good fortune—a prevalent feature both of medieval literature, including 

romances, and the tumultuous nature of English history during Tyler’s lifetime—

Tyler reminds readers of the instability of life and obliquely suggests that readers 

ought to pay attention to Briana’s situation as an example for their own. 

In other places, Tyler adds more explicit instruction; in one passage, she 

once again evokes the reading narrator in order to guide readers’ interpretation 

of Trebatio’s actions. This passage is one of the Mirror’s most extensive spiritual 

meditations, focusing upon Trebatio’s spiritual state after he is released from 
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Lindaraza’s twenty-year enchantment—an awakening that Ortúñez applies to all 

humans distracted by earthly rather than heavenly delights (202.410-12). Tyler 

adds her own spiritual instruction to this passage by introducing the concept of 

repentance. As Trebatio tries to accustom himself to his new life, Tyler records, 

“he advised himself the best remedy which I have read off, which is amendment 

of life, the safest haven for a weather-beaten penitent” (202.418-19). In this 

passage, Tyler again uses the figure of the reading narrator, whose advice is 

informed and thus trustworthy. Of course, advice to Trebatio is also advice to 

Tyler’s readers. If anyone should be, as Trebatio, beguiled by worldly delights 

(and without actual enchantment to take the blame), then they, too, can embrace 

this “best remedy…amendment of life” (202.418-19). Tyler’s narrator thus takes 

on more than simply interpretive authority; both through Ortúñez’s words and 

through additions like this one, Tyler constructs a spiritually authoritative 

narrator from whom readers can learn, not merely how to interpret the Mirror’s 

plot, but how to apply the exemplary characters and actions to their own 

spiritual lives. 

In substantive as well as stylistic additions to the narrative voice of the 

Mirror, then, Tyler exercises interpretive authority by guiding readers toward 

understanding both the plot and characters’ actions on the spiritual plane. Many 

of the moral and spiritual meditations are already present in Ortúñez’s text, but 
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Tyler’s additions to these passages intensify their meaning and add specific 

advice for readers to follow in their own lives. Tyler’s narrative voice in the 

Mirror authoritatively instructs readers as to how they ought to interpret this 

exemplary tale of chivalry, love, uncertain futures, and the need for repentance. 

 
The Native Guide in the Mirror 

While Tyler’s Mirror primarily carries out her stated intentions of “profit 

and delight” for readers, she also adapts her translation to reference events 

important to her English readers, essentially functioning as a native guide for 

Ortúñez’s tale.89 This section addresses three current “events” that Tyler’s 

translation addresses: Anglo-Spanish relations; British nationalism, 

demonstrated through Tyler’s tendency to improve characterizations of Britain 

in the Mirror; and allusions to the Tudor monarchy through Tyler’s treatment of 

Olivia as a female heir to the British throne.90 Tyler’s incorporation of topical 

references adds to her authority as she negotiates the distance between her 

Spanish text and her English readers. In fact, these references demonstrate that 

Tyler’s narrator is authoritative not only on questions of language, but on 

questions of politics.  

The first section of this chapter addressed the way Tyler’s prefatory 

remarks acknowledge the Mirror’s Spanish origins. Tyler also references events 

affecting Anglo-Spanish relations within the text of the Mirror itself; one of the 
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most evocative of these references is Tyler’s choice of the word “rover” to 

describe Mambriniano, a sea-faring villain. The term “rover” had many negative 

associations for the English reader in the 1570s, and much of this negativity was 

focused on England’s sea rivalry with Spain. Boro notes that by choosing the 

term “rover” to describe Mambriniano (86.21, 87.35, 87.60, 88.80), Tyler evokes 

“the contemporaneous dangers represented by pirates and privateers, many of 

whose activities contributed to Anglo-Spanish tensions.”91 These tensions had 

grown steadily throughout the sixteenth century as English privateers turned 

from French to Spanish vessels in their pursuit of wealth.92 During Elizabeth I’s 

reign, English pirates became more problem than asset for the crown; 

McDermott records that by 1575, “fully nine proclamations intended to suppress 

piracy” had been issued, to no great effect.93 In fact, the year 1577, the year before 

Tyler’s Mirror was published, seems to have been a moment of “crisis,” leading 

Elizabeth to make “the only substantial effort of her reign—indeed, of any Tudor 

reign—to attack the institutions of piracy at root and branch” through a judicial 

system intended to prosecute pirates.94 With this campaign against piracy 

forming part of the backdrop to Tyler’s work in 1578, it is perhaps not surprising 

that the “rover” Mambriniano is such a sinister figure in Tyler’s Mirror. By using 

Mambriniano as a pirate figure, Tyler gives “rovers” a terrible face; by picturing 

Mambriniano’s grim death at Florion’s hands, however, Tyler also suggests that 
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pirates are can be defeated.95 Evoking, through the term “rover,” the current 

English crisis with regard to pirates, including the trouble these pirates brought 

to Anglo-Spanish relations, Tyler situates her translation very specifically within 

English history.  

  Tyler continues to “English” the Mirror by complimenting her native 

country whenever possible. In doing so, Tyler participates in the sixteenth-

century surge in British nationalism most familiar from writers such as John 

Foxe, William Shakespeare, and Edmund Spenser.96 Tyler’s nationalism is 

evident throughout the Mirror as she improves the portraits of English characters 

and of England itself in order to project a more complimentary vision of Britain 

than the one created by Ortúñez. By improving the Espejo’s portrayals of English 

characters and customs, Tyler becomes an authority on England, altering 

Ortúñez’s portrayal of English people and customs in order to construct a truly 

English tale. 

 Tyler first enhances the characterization of England’s Prince Edward, 

removing negative descriptions of pride and increasing both the valor and the 

pathos of his death. In the Mirror, Prince Edward is betrothed, sight unseen, to 

the Princess Briana, but Trebatio falls in love with Briana and resolves to kill the 

English prince. In the Spanish text, Edward is an unattractive character whose 

role is to die off quickly to make room for Trebatio. Although Tyler does not 
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change the sequence of events, she alters Edward’s characterization in positive 

ways. For example, Tyler describes Edward as “strong, and valiant” (54.30) when 

Ortúñez merely calls him proud.97 Similarly, she designates Edward as “stout” 

(59.63), which has more positive connotations than the Spanish “sobervio” 

(“haughty”).98 Although Tyler admits that Edward encounters Trebatio with 

“somewhat less modesty in his talk than behoved such a prince” (59.63-64), she 

continues to insist that Edward is “a very valiant and strong knight, such a one 

as neither in Great Britain, neither in the Kingdom of Hungary, was thought to 

have his peer” (59.65-66). Tyler thus mitigates the terms that emphasize 

Edward’s pride and instead emphasizes his valor and prowess, creating a much 

more positive view of the English prince than Ortúñez’s text does. 

 Although Edward is ultimately defeated by Trebatio, Tyler continues to 

stress the English prince’s valor and worth throughout their battle.99 When 

Edward confronts Trebatio, Tyler does describe his “immeasurable pride” 

(59.77), but this pride actually increases Edward’s valor by causing him to ride 

against Trebatio even though Trebatio is “so great and so big made that he 

seemed to be a giant” (59.78-79). Tyler’s main characters (especially Trebatio, 

Briana, and their sons) are oversized—Trebatio, for example is “eight foot in 

height” (52.33). However, Boro notes that Tyler often “omits…references to the 

heroes’ size, thereby distancing these heroic, large creatures from the evil giants 
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typical of romance.”100 The Mirror has many examples of these more typical 

giants, and Tyler generally avoids implying that her hero is giant-like. In this 

scene, however, Trebatio appears to be a giant—perhaps even an evil one—

whom Edward tries to defeat, as any romance hero would. Edward is thus a 

valiant figure even though he dies at Trebatio’s hand. Furthermore, Trebatio is 

“disquieted” by Edward’s death (60.132) and even weeps over “the loss of so 

great a prince slain out of his own country in the beauty of his age” (60.117-

119).101 Trebatio’s sorrow, of course, makes the Emperor a more sympathetic 

character, but it also acknowledges Edward’s greatness within this tale. Tyler’s 

more positive portrayal of Edward does not save the English prince from 

Trebatio’s heroic spear, but this brief scene presages other points in the Mirror 

where Tyler improves the language describing England in order to create a more 

English tale for her readers. 

 When the action of the Mirror follows Rosicleer to Great Britain, Tyler’s 

descriptions of England are once again a site for increased complimentary 

language. In fact, nearly every paragraph describing the English tournament, as 

Boro’s notes recount, has some addition, omission, clarification, or adjustment in 

focus, making this scene central to Tyler’s patriotic improvements of England’s 

image. Indeed, the first portrait of England in the Mirror shows it to be a land in 

need of some chivalric rehabilitation, for after twenty years of searching for the 
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“missing” Prince Edward, England is “very naked of able knights to defend it, 

whereas before it was best known in all the world for knighthood and chivalry” 

(133.81-82). England has thus fallen from its former glory, but King Oliverio 

immediately takes action. The king recalls his knights from foreign lands; Tyler 

adds to Ortúñez’s brief description of this process a long phrase that culminates 

in Oliverio’s “solemn triumphs” at finding his country once again “sufficiently 

furnished” of knights (133.92).102 With the return of his English knights, 

Oliverio’s kingdom is once again restored to dignity. Although the emphasis of 

this passage is ultimately on the grand tournament Oliverio hosts in order to 

keep his knights close to home, Tyler’s text emphasizes that England is 

“sufficiently” (133.92) filled with knights when only the English knights have 

returned home—no foreign knights are required for this sufficiency. Tyler thus 

creates a stronger and more positive image of England through her added 

suggestion that England only truly needs its own knights. 

Tyler continues this positive portrayal of England when she expands 

definitions of England’s wealth. First, Tyler increases the value of Oliverio’s 

offered tournament prize: “a massy crown of gold, all set with pearls and 

precious stones, valued by all men’s deeming at the price of a great city” (133.99-

100). Such a valuable prize enhances England’s “prestige.”103 Similarly, King 

Oliverio is willing to pay “more than London is worth” (142.116) to rid himself of 
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the giant Brandagedeon. Although this is a low moment for Oliverio before 

Rosicleer enters the lists, Tyler adds the reference to London and its “great 

worth” to continue improving England’s image in the Mirror.104 In both of these 

passages, Tyler’s references to England’s wealth suggest that her readers should 

be proud to belong to such a country. 

 Tyler also amplifies the patriotic language surrounding Oliverio’s 

tournament. For example, Tyler demonstrates her national pride by declaring, 

“never England more flourished of knights, nor never nation was like to 

England” (140.41). Boro notes the added “sense of patriotism” that Tyler brings 

to this moment, showing her country’s capability to draw, host, and maintain 

such an unprecedented gathering of knights.105 Later in the tournament, Tyler 

describes one of the English knights, Brandidarte, as “a brave knight and as bold 

as Gawain” (141.112). Ortúñez’s text describes Brandidarte only as “vno de los 

mejores caualleros…en la gran Bretaña” (“one of the best knights…in Great 

Britain”). Tyler adds the specific reference to the great English knight Gawain, 

emphasizing not only the valor of this particular British knight, but a long 

tradition of excellent English knighthood.106 Throughout this central English 

tournament scene, then, Tyler adds patriotic references to England’s wealth, 

worthiness, and tradition of knighthood that increase the national pride of her 

English readers. These additions contribute to Tyler’s overall program of 
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“Englishing” Ortúñez’s work, for they create stronger points of connection 

between English readers and this “stranger’s” tale. By reminding her readers of 

England’s greatness, Tyler authorizes both herself and her readers to enjoy this 

“Englished” tale, which may have originated in Spanish climes, but which has 

now been properly enhanced for its patriotic British audience. 

 Tyler’s nationalism extends to her treatment of the English princess 

Olivia, choosing to emphasize Olivia’s position as heir to the English throne. 

Focusing on heirs and succession could be a tricky proposition for the 

Elizabethan writer, although such topics lay within the purview of the romance 

through the lost-heirs plot.107 However, stories revolving around succession grew 

increasingly problematic as Elizabeth’s reign progressed and it became apparent 

that “The heir to Elizabeth is not lost and awaiting recovery, but not there at 

all.”108 Thus, addressing succession issues could be uncomfortable for romance 

writers of the time. Tyler’s treatment of Olivia, however, pays homage to 

England’s reigning queen by strengthening Olivia’s position as a future English 

monarch.109 Tyler’s language with respect to Olivia reflects the British princess’s 

secure position as heir to the throne. Tyler twice chooses the term “inheritrix” to 

describe Olivia’s position. In fact, the first mention of Olivia states, “She was 

brought up as being inheretrix to the state with great care by the king her father” 

(77.35). Similarly, Tyler notes that Oliverio’s tournament is particularly attractive 
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to young knights because “the King Oliverio had a daughter named Olivia, the 

only inheritrix of his kingdom” (139.9-10). Ortúñez’s term in both passages is 

“heredera,” literally “heiress.” However, the Oxford English Dictionary records 

“inheritrix” as the most “technical” and formal of the related English terms 

inheritrix, inheritrice, and inheritress.110 By choosing the legal, formal term Tyler 

emphasizes the absolute legitimacy of Olivia’s succession. This English princess 

will not have a contested inheritance if Tyler can help it, and Tyler’s choice of 

“inheritrix” enhances both Olivia’s authority as heir and Tyler’s own authority in 

introducing readers to an uncontested English succession. 

 In addition to this formal language introducing Olivia, Tyler alters a 

conversation between Olivia and her father in order to decrease the power 

Oliverio assigns to Olivia’s future husband. Oliverio advises his daughter to 

accept her suitor, Don Silverio, “both for mine own liking and the common profit 

of my subjects” (235.77-78). In the Espejo, Ortúñez explains what this “common 

profit” is: that Olivia’s husband will then “inherit and defend the kingdom” (“y 

que pueda defender este reyno y estado”).111 Tyler omits this emphasis upon the 

need for a king to defend England, avoiding the implication that Olivia’s 

husband would be needed to rule. Tyler is not so careful with all female heirs; in 

an earlier episode, Rosicleer declares Liverba “mistress” of the Valley of the 

Mountains (141.140), but “for the establishment of her possession” he 
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immediately declares it necessary “to match her with the chiefest inheritor of 

land and sea amongst them” (131.140-41). However, when the inheritance in 

question is the English throne—in Tyler’s day firmly occupied by an unmarried 

female monarch—Tyler prudently avoids this preference for male rule. By 

lessening the power of Olivia’s future husband, Oliverio may indicate a 

preference for her to marry but does not suggest that the kingdom is jeopardized 

by her single status. In this scene, then, by omission rather than addition, Tyler 

makes room for a royal female heir, reflecting England’s current reality. 

 Throughout the Mirror Tyler authoritatively adjusts the Espejo’s approach 

to England’s royal family in order to solidify Olivia’s position as “inheritrix” in 

her own right. By enhancing the positive connotations around rightful 

inheritance and female monarchs, Tyler adapts Ortúñez’s text to reflect English 

customs and to compliment the current monarch. In doing so, Tyler 

demonstrates a political authority over her text; in this case, it is not so much that 

she is giving advice to her readers, but rather that she modulates the tone of 

Ortúñez’s text in order to make it more accessible—and hospitable—for her 

English readers. 

 
Conclusion 

Margaret Tyler’s authority in the Mirror of Princely Deeds and Knighthood 

depends on her ability to translate not merely the words of Ortúñez’s Espejo, but 
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the context, characters, and narrator, grounding her translated text firmly in 

matters of importance to Tyler herself and to her English audience. Tyler’s 

paratext takes on issues of gender within the conventions of print culture, 

romance, and translation; Tyler’s narrator sculpts a more orderly and instructive 

text; and Tyler’s adjustments to nuanced language describing England 

compliments her native country and its monarch. Through her translation of 

language, connotation, and context, Tyler creates an authoritative text that 

instructs and delights her specifically English audience. 

 Tyler “Englishes” the Mirror primarily through cultural and linguistic 

translation. For Anne Dowriche, on the other hand, adapting source material for 

an English audience requires a specifically Protestant narrative. While Tyler’s 

religious references tend toward Catholicism, Dowriche is militantly Protestant 

and uses this stance as a primary source of authority for creating a 

martyrological narrative. These two writers thus demonstrate the diversity of 

women writers’ approaches to issues of translation and adaptation for their 

sixteenth-century English audiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

80 
 



 
1 Joyce Boro, ed., Margaret Tyler’s Mirror, 18, calls Tyler’s translation 

“cautious and meticulous.” See Diego Ortúñez de Calahorra, Espejo de Príncipes y 
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sentence are added in place of a lengthier description of Rosicleer’s emotional 
state. 

 
86 “courage, n.” OED Online (Oxford University Press, September 2015, 14 

November 2015). 
 
87 Boro, Margaret Tyler’s Mirror, 23, identifies this phrase as one of Tyler’s 

added English colloquialisms. Tyler also uses the phrase “school points” when 
she describes Rosicleer as an anxious scholar composing his letter to Olivia: “For 
the better understanding whereof, you must imagine a young scholar but lately 
entered into school points overseeing of his theme before he bring it to the 
review of his schoolmaster. And believe me, in far greater doubt hung Rosicleer 
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general. This critique is certainly a vital aspect of Tyler’s text, but in this project I 
have chosen to focus upon passages that have received less attention, and also 
ones that refer specifically to England and English culture.  
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99 Boro, Margaret Tyler’s Mirror, 22, 23, ultimately portrays this scene as a 
failed attempt by Tyler to anglicize the text, since “Trebatio’s gruesome actions” 
in the “shocking scene” of Edward’s defeat produce conflicting emotions without 
a moral center. 

 
100 Boro, Margaret Tyler’s Mirror, 11. 
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the reference to Gawain even more fitting, since in the later tales of Arthur’s 
court Gawain, formerly the greatest of the English knights, is usually depicted as 
less competent than the new-model French knight, Lancelot. 

 
107 Cooper, The English Romance in Time, 340, describes one of the objectives 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Giving the Devil a Voice: Dramatizing Martyrology in Anne Dowriche’s The 
French Historie 

 
 

Introduction 

In The French Historie, which employs what Danielle Clarke calls “a 

martyrological mode of historical narration,” Anne Dowriche renders into 

dramatic verse three events from the French Wars of Religion.1 First, she narrates 

the Affair of the Rue St. Jacques in 1557, in which a number of Protestants were 

arrested following an illegal worship service; seven of this group, including at 

least one woman, were executed, while others remained imprisoned long-term.2 

In her second section, Dowriche dramatizes the martyr’s death of Annas Burgeus 

(or Du Bourg) in 1559. He  was a Protestant magistrate in Paris who spoke 

openly against France’s King Henry II and was executed for treason and 

sedition.3 Finally, Dowriche recounts the complex St. Bartholomew’s Day 

Massacre, in which several thousand Protestants died.4 Although many aspects 

of the massacre remain matters of intense debate, the basic sequence is as 

follows: on August 23, 1572, an assassin shot but failed to kill Gaspard de 

Coligny, the Admiral of France and a staunch Huguenot.5 The next morning, 

royal troops killed Coligny and other Protestants among the nobility who were 
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with him. From that precise strike against Protestant leaders, remarkable 

violence spread among the common people of Paris and eventually to several 

French provinces. In her account, Dowriche attempts to understand how such 

violence could have erupted so brutally and so quickly, concluding that the 

devil’s influence must be behind such deeds.  

Dowriche’s recounting of all three events frames these tales for an English 

Protestant audience, creating an overarching narrative of spiritual warfare 

between dangerously foreign Catholics and the Huguenots, who stand as the 

spiritual relatives of Dowriche’s English Protestant audience. In this chapter I 

argue that Dowriche accomplishes this narrative through dramatic rhetorical 

techniques that give voice to pilgrims, authors, kings, and the devil himself. In 

this way, Dowriche breathes new life into her source material, Thomas Timme’s 

prose Commentaries (1574), which are themselves a translation from French 

accounts.6 By dramatizing so many voices, Dowriche’s own voice may seem 

absent in the text. This absence may be particularly noticeable because Dowriche 

rarely dramatizes the voices of women, although both the Rue St. Jacques and St. 

Bartholomew’s Day victims included women. The women whose voices are 

featured in The French Historie are Catherine de’ Medici, a villainous figure for 

Dowriche—and Dowriche herself. Through her prefatory material, strongly 

Protestant marginal glosses, and clear warnings to England, Dowriche’s 
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authoritative voice remains an integral part of her text. By dramatizing multiple 

voices, Dowriche brings the spectacle of Protestant martyrdom alive for her 

readers, following a tradition of Protestant martyrology popularized in John 

Foxe’s Acts and Monuments.7 Dowriche’s dramatic renderings of these events 

create an authoritative narrative of spiritual warfare that guides her English 

Protestant readers in the process of locating their own concerns within these tales 

of Huguenot persecution.  

Dowriche’s authority is particularly important to my project because The 

French Historie has not often been the object of extended study.8 Dowriche’s poem 

and preface are often anthologized, including by Marion Wynne-Davis, Randall 

Martin, and Betty Travitsky; much of the existing commentary on Dowriche’s 

work is contained in these volumes.9 Dowriche is also frequently mentioned in 

survey studies, including Elaine Beilin’s Redeeming Eve and Micheline White’s 

“Women Writers and Literary-Religious Circles in the Elizabethan West 

Country.”10 Occasionally, scholars have discussed Dowriche’s religion and 

politics more fully; Beilin, for example, discusses the concept of resistance in 

“‘Some Freely Spake their Minde,’” while Megan Matchinske explores 

Dowriche’s use of history and Mihoko Suzuki reads The French Historie as an 

exemplary warning to Queen Elizabeth.11 Few other scholars discuss Dowriche 

alone, though there are several excellent comparative studies. For example, 
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Randall Martin focuses upon Dowriche’s reference to “Machiavel” in relation to 

the French Queen Mother, comparing Dowriche’s portrait of the machiavel to 

Marlowe’s.12 Similarly, Micheline White’s chapter on “Power Couples” includes 

a study of Dowriche’s work in relation to her husband’s published sermon, to 

which Dowriche contributed a prefatory poem.13 My approach to Dowriche 

differs from previous scholarship in its comprehensive approach to Dowriche’s 

text, paratext, and historical context; neither Dowriche’s marginal glosses nor her 

dramatic rhetorical techniques have been thus far studied in detail. 

Dowriche requires attention both for her artistry and for her place in the 

history of early modern women’s writing. As Wynne-Davies observes, 

Dowriche’s French Historie is “an important example of how women adopted a 

public voice” in an era when they were not encouraged to do so; moreover, 

Dowriche is one of the few early modern women to choose the genre of history, 

so her methods are interesting partially for their uniqueness.14 More specifically 

for my project, although Dowriche’s preface is not the early-feminist manifesto 

that many consider Margaret Tyler’s to be, Dowriche is in some senses more 

authoritative, since she chooses the tricky subject of “divinity,” which Tyler 

declines to touch. By entering into Foxe’s martyrological tradition, Dowriche 

uses historical examples to instruct her readers; by choosing dramatic poetry to 

discuss historical events often conveyed in prose, Dowriche displays innovation 
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and creativity. Both for her uniqueness, then, and for her place within the 

narrative of women writers who venture into male-dominated genres, Anne 

Dowriche and her authoritative rendering of French history for an English 

Protestant audience demand attention. 

 
Modesty and the Male Narrator in Dowriche’s Preface and Framing Device 

As a rare female voice in historical writing, Dowriche makes use of every 

opportunity to establish authority, particularly in her paratextual material as 

well as in the use of male narrators in her framing device. In this section I argue 

that Dowriche introduces her dramatic style through the authoritative use of her 

name and of the modesty topos in her prefatory material as well as her narrative 

framing device in the text itself. Dowriche also explicitly addresses her choice to 

versify this text, a decision with authorial weight that engages contemporary 

discussions of poetry. By dramatizing both her own persona (in the preface) and 

her narrators (in the text), Dowriche uniquely adapts her source material in order 

to establish authority over her version of the tale as well as to forge a strong 

connection with her audience.   

 One of Dowriche’s most prominent authorizing strategies is her constant 

repetition of her signature, both in the form of initials and of her full name.15 

Dowriche’s signature appears six times throughout the paratext, ensuring that 

whether readers are glancing at the dedication or at the title page, they know 
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exactly whose work is before them. When contrasted to Elizabeth Cary, the 

subject of Chapter Five of this project, whose name was lost from her History of 

Edward II for hundreds of years, Dowriche’s methodical inclusion of her 

signature appears significant as a preventative measure.16 By adding her 

signature to each of the many sections of her prefatory material, Dowriche 

ensures that her presence cannot be ignored by her readers. Dowriche 

incorporates her initials three separate times throughout the eight pages of 

prefatory material, ensuring that the paratext continuously maintains her 

authorial presence. The title page states that the book is “Published by A.D.”; her 

initials also appear ahead of her dedicatory acrostic as well as after her brief lines 

addressed “To the Reader that is frendlie to Poetrie.” Each of these initials 

accompanies a short block of text (such as the work’s title or a few lines of verse). 

Ultimately, these initials ensure that no text, however small, goes unclaimed as 

Dowriche’s work.  

Dowriche’s use of initials is even more noteworthy because Dowriche is 

the only author of prefatory material for The French Historie. Contemporary 

printed works were often preceded by complimentary texts, often poems, by 

friends of the author. Dowriche herself penned a complimentary poem for The 

Iaylor’s Conuersion, a sermon published by her husband, Hugh Dowriche, in 

1596.17 Thus, Dowriche was familiar with this practice; however, for her French 
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Historie she relies on the authority of her dedicatee—her brother, Pearse 

Edgcombe—to supply the place of these commendatory verses.18 Instead, she 

firmly marks each piece of text with her signature so that, even when readers 

encounter the multiple narrative voices of the French Historie itself, they will have 

no doubts about Dowriche’s authorship—or authority. 

 In addition to these frequent initials, Dowriche’s full name accompanies 

her dedication, her address “To the Reader,” and—most uniquely—the pun-

laden couplet that precedes a dedicatory acrostic poem. The acrostic uses the 

letters in PEARSE EDGCOMB to advise the addressee (in rhyming couplets) to 

rely on “the truth and feare of God” rather than on worldly things. Dowriche 

precedes this poem with another couplet intertwining her name and her 

brother’s:  

The sharpest EDGE will soonest PEARSE and COME vnto AN end.  
Yet DOWT not, but be RICHE in hope, and take that I doo send. 
 

 As Dowriche rearranges the names “Pearse Edgecombe” and “An[ne] 

Dowriche” within this couplet, she presents herself as the source of hope and 

help for her brother. Although “The sharpest EDGE” is complimentary, it is the 

name “Dowriche” that conveys “hope” and confidence in her own presentation. 

“[T]ake that I doo send” could refer either to the acrostic immediately following, 

or to The French Historie itself, or, most probably, both. Dowriche’s poetic 

narration of the spiritual triumphs of French martyrs is a source of 
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“RICHE…hope” for English Protestants, and Dowriche here presents her name 

and her work interchangeably. Her brother’s authority is clearly important in the 

prefatory material to The French Historie; however, Dowriche immediately 

establishes her authority throughout the paratext by continually including her 

signature, keeping her readers always cognizant of her presence.19 

 Even as Dowriche’s prefatory signatures establish her authority, they also 

contribute to the dramatic nature of The French Historie. Within the text itself, 

Dowriche places every word, even the narrative interjections, in direct discourse, 

as if adapting the events of her sources for the stage. By creating distinctive 

characters even for the narration of her work, Dowriche establishes her control 

over every nuance of her storytelling, for she becomes the director or playwright, 

forming all of these characters. With this dramatization in mind, Dowriche’s 

signatures may also signal another “character” in the Historie: that of “Anne 

Dowriche,” whose voice is most obviously displayed for readers in the several 

prefatory texts that bear her name. If Dowriche’s authorizing signatures create a 

character, then her use of the modesty topos in her dedicatory letter—a tactic that 

at times seems a sharp reversal from the confidence Dowriche’s signatures 

display—is another dramatic act, an example of Dowriche playing the expected 

role of the modest author. 
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In her dedicatory letter, Dowriche, like Margaret Tyler, employs the 

modesty topos to portray herself as properly humble about her own work. The 

modesty topos is used equally often by male writers as part of the same system of 

patronage, so Tyler and Dowriche’s use of this technique does not necessarily 

reflect feminine shyness but rather accepted print culture conventions.20 

However, male writers rarely (if ever) mention their sex as a supposed failing 

while using the modesty topos, while both Tyler and Dowriche do so to some 

extent. Tyler implies that she needs male protection in her dedication.21 

Dowriche, on the other hand, directly states that her sex is one reason for her 

modesty: “If you finde anie thing that fits not your liking, remember I pray, that 

it is a womans doing.” Here Dowriche refers to assumptions about her sex, 

proverbially less acute in intellectual matters, as an excuse for any failings that 

might displease her readers. She does not, however, truly marginalize her 

intelligence or learnedness, which she proceeds to demonstrate in her address 

“To the Reader.” Significantly, this is the only time Dowriche mentions her sex 

directly in the prefatory material—where she needs, like Tyler, to present herself 

as a damsel in distress, in need of a male patron’s protection. Tyler, however, 

uses her (relatively old) age as well as the pressures of friends to publish as 

reasons to evoke the approval of a male patron. Dowriche appeals to the 

common Protestant agenda she and her brother share to invoke his interest; 
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drawing attention to her sex here allows her to use the conventional language of 

the protecting patron. Dowriche’s mention of her sex at this critical juncture 

demonstrates her skill in employing the modesty topos and presenting her work 

as unobjectionable to readers. 

 Dowriche also employs the distinction between “matter” and “manner” to 

shift away from the modesty topos to a fuller portrait of her own authority. In 

describing the work to her brother, Dowriche writes,  

[I]f you consider the matter, I assure you it is most excellent and 
well worth the reading: but if you weigh the manner, I confesse it is 
base & scarce worth the seeing. This is therefore my desire; that the 
simple attire of this outward forme, maie not discourage you from 
seeking the co[m]fortable tast of the inward substance.  
 

In this passage, Dowriche distinguishes between the subject “matter” (that is, the 

tribulations of French Protestants) and the work’s poetic “manner” or style. 

Dowriche presents her work’s manner as “simple” and “base,” modestly 

suggesting that this style should not catch readers’ attention.22 Of course, it is 

particularly Dowriche’s style (dramatic versifying) that distinguishes The French 

Historie from other works about the French Wars of Religion circulating in the 

1580s.23  

In Dowriche’s address “To the Reader,” she elaborates on her decision to 

cast the events of The French Historie in a poetic “manner.”24 She writes of her 

desire “to restore againe some credit if I can vnto Poëtrie, hauing been defaced of 
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late so many waies by wanton vanities.” In this denunciation of “wanton 

vanities,” presumably referring to poetry that is neither religious nor edifying, 

Dowriche is not alone; in his Arte of English Poesie (1589), George Puttenham 

declares that “Poesie ought not to be abased and imployed upon any unworthy 

matter & Subject, nor used to vaine purposes, which neverthelesse is dayly seene, 

and that is to utter conceits infamous & vicioius or ridiculous and foolish, or of 

no good example & doctrine.”25 In other words, poetry that is truly edifying—

presumably that which contains sound moral judgment combined with poetic 

skill—is, for Dowriche as well as Puttenham, in short supply, and her own poem 

assists both her readers and the state of poetry in general by counteracting some 

of the “wanton vanities” currently in vogue.  

 In her prefatory material, then, Dowriche establishes authority by 

discussing her deliberate choice of form, as well as by the extensive use of her 

signature to prove her authoritative presence.26 Despite this boldness, Dowriche 

also uses the modesty topos to display her knowledge of print culture, referring 

to stereotypes about women’s abilities that contrast sharply with the rest of her 

preface. With Dowriche’s dramatic techniques in mind, the preface reveals that 

Dowriche herself can play roles as varied as the humble author bowing before a 

patron and the thoughtful poet who believes her work will be a significant 

addition to English poetry.  
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Dowriche’s dramatic authority, then, begins with her characterization in 

the preface; it continues with her framing device, whereby a Frenchman and an 

Englishman take on the task of recounting the events of The French Historie.27 By 

employing the voices of these male narrators, Dowriche offers her English 

readers multiple points of connection with the foreign events she dramatizes. 

Dowriche begins The French Historie in the voice of an “English-man” (103), who, 

wandering through the forest, overhears the lamentations of “a godlie Frenche 

Exile” (marg. note 15) and asks him to describe the origins of the “Ciuill warre” 

in France (line 119).28 The Frenchman obliges, and his voice narrates the rest of 

the tale. Dowriche occasionally reminds her readers of the identity of the 

narrator, calling him, “the French pilgrime” (marg. notes 993, 2287). The term 

“pilgrim” is, of course, significant, for it connotes a religiously-motivated 

traveler. Dowriche may suggest that, given the upheavals in places like France, 

England has become a major site of religious importance, worthy of pilgrimage.29 

By giving this pilgrim the narrative voice for her tale, Dowriche establishes both 

the particular religious context and the international nature of The French Historie. 

As a pilgrim coming to England, the narrator adopts a posture of respect for his 

English audience, but as a witness to France’s upheavals, this character is also an 

exotic figure who brings his story across national borders. 
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The foreign figure of Dowriche’s narrator adds authority to the tale by 

providing a visible source for Dowriche’s French Historie. Unlike Tyler, who 

references sources (fictional or real), Dowriche presents a history straight from 

one source—a purported eyewitness. It is important that this eyewitness is male, 

for he bridges a gap between Dowriche’s subject and her readers. She is already 

writing about a foreign country at second hand, so in order to cultivate an 

authoritative relationship to these events in France, Dowriche needs as 

convincing a figure as possible: a Protestant Frenchman, presumably an 

eyewitness to at least some of the events he narrates. In addition, Dowriche 

herself may identify with the French pilgrim’s attempt to tell his story across 

nations, for by publishing in the instructive, public genre of the history, 

Dowriche is in many ways a “foreigner” due to her sex. Dramatizing her tale 

through the voice of the French pilgrim—perhaps analogous to the dramatic 

Chorus—gives Dowriche an affinity for this foreign voice. The reliability of the 

French narrator’s witness may also suggest that Dowriche’s own “foreign” voice 

should be counted reliable by Dowriche’s readers. 

The French pilgrim’s immediate audience, a curious Englishman, is also 

vital to Dowriche’s authority in this text. Although this character rarely speaks, 

his voice and Dowriche’s insistence on his presence in her tale make him an 

important figure in Dowriche’s presentation of authority. In fact, he is portrayed 
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as the tale’s author; an early marginal note describes how “The French Pilgrime 

hauing espied the Authour, commeth to him” (marg. note 103). Dowriche later 

names him “The English-man the Author” (marg. note 112). Despite Dowriche’s 

elaborate prefatory material establishing herself as the author, blazoning her 

name and initials across the printed book, within the text itself Dowriche figures 

the author explicitly as an English man.30 This contradictory message about the 

author of The French Historie probably reflects a conflict, or compromise, between 

Dowriche’s desire to be recognized for her work and her desire to have that work 

taken seriously. Beilin suggests that Dowriche’s use of male characters 

“mitigates…her presumption” in writing a history; in this way, Dowriche’s 

approach to her text is similar to Tyler’s, for both use a male figure (Ortúñez in 

Tyler’s case; the “English-man” in Dowriche’s) to give credibility to their 

writing.31  

The presence of the Englishman as first audience and author of The French 

Historie also allows Dowriche’s English readers—many of them male—to connect 

strongly with this tale. In a way, the strong female voice of Dowriche’s preface 

and the French pilgrim through whom the tale is eventually told are both 

“foreign” voices to the average English reader. Dowriche’s use of an Englishman 

as the recipient of this tale, as a mediatory presence between these “foreign” 

figures and the English audience, stands in for this audience within the story. His 
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questions of the French pilgrim and his reactions to the narrative guide 

Dowriche’s readers in responding to this tale. Dowriche essentially gives her 

English audience a dramatic role in the text; by making the Englishman both 

author and audience, Dowriche offers readers a point of connection and 

interaction with the foreign tale. 

Thus, by claiming that the author of her text is male, Dowriche lends The 

French Historie the socially acceptable authority given to male authors. However, 

the fact that her “Englishman the Authour” is transparently fictitious also 

suggests that Dowriche, while willing to play the role of humble author, is not 

willing to efface herself from her text. Rather, by drawing attention to the male 

English “author” within the text, Dowriche contradictorily draws readers’ 

attention to her own role as author and interpreter of The French Historie. Her 

strategy for conformity through the figure of a male author becomes an arrow 

pointing at the work’s true author, whose name appears so frequently in the 

paratext: Anne Dowriche.   

 
Martyrdom and the Marginalized Voice 

Dowriche’s authority as established by her preface and framing device is 

continued in the text of The French Historie with a particularly Protestant 

emphasis. In this section I argue that Dowriche’s dramatic rendering of The 

French Historie uses two prominent rhetorical devices that guide Dowriche’s 
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readers to a Protestant interpretation of the text. First, Dowriche uses the 

dramatic rhetoric of Protestant martyrology in order to create from the events of 

the French Wars of Religion a narrative of spiritual warfare that places the 

martyred Protestants—and their English sympathizers—in direct conflict with 

the devil himself. Second, Dowriche uses the rhetorical device of the marginal 

gloss, a technique with strong ties to Protestant Biblical interpretation, in order to 

show readers how to interpret the events she narrates within a Protestant 

framework. 

For English readers and writers of the sixteenth century, the ultimate 

authority on Protestant martyrs was John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments.32 Dowriche 

engages Foxe and his martyrological mode in several ways.33 First, as Danielle 

Clarke argues, Dowriche’s simple style, the straightforward poulter’s measure, 

reflects Foxe’s matter-of-fact language in his martyrological recountings, 

allowing the horror and pathos of each martyr’s story to speak for itself.34 

Dowriche’s choice of subject also fits within Foxe’s vision for such martyrologies, 

for Foxe’s 1583 edition of the Acts and Monuments includes “A brief Note” on the 

St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre.35 Moving beyond these basic correspondences, 

Dowriche’s French Historie espouses several characteristics common to Protestant 

martyrology. However, in each case Dowriche’s dramatic techniques lead her to 

elaborate upon these characteristics, including multiple details, voices, and 
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examples to ensure that The French Historie provides as many connection points 

as possible for readers in search of spiritual exempla. 

 First, martyrs offer edifying role models for readers of martyrology, 

particularly, as Danna Piroyansky writes in Martyrs in the Making, as regards 

“[s]ubmission to God’s will.”36 Dowriche’s first episode, describing Protestants 

arrested in the Rue Saint Jacques, depicts these prisoners comforting each other 

with the promise of God’s plan: 

Declaring by the word that this came not by chance:  
But God was he for some intent which lead this woful dance. 
Perchance to shew his will, perchance to trie their faith, 
Perchance to plant his hidden truth by their most happy death… 
Thus did they still remaine; to God they did commend 
Themselves, their case, content to beare what ever God should 
send. (324-27, 336-37) 
 

These martyrs submit themselves to God’s will although, as the repeated 

“Perchance,” demonstrates, they did not always clearly see God’s purpose. This 

lengthy speculation about God’s will humanizes the martyrs substantially, 

suggesting that their faith does not give them a better understanding of the 

future but rather deeper hope in God’s purposes. Dowriche’s readers could 

understand and emulate such submission even in circumstances less dire than 

martyrdom, taking the steadfastness of these martyrs as a guide for their own 

lives. 
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 In addition to promoting the exemplary value of martyrology, Dowriche 

adopts another common strategy of martyrological writing: she outlines the 

judgments God sends upon those who persecute these martyrs.37 Both Foxe and 

Dowriche utilize the bloody death of France’s King Charles IX to illustrate the 

sentence that awaits persecutors.38 Foxe describes the manner of Charles’s death 

and concludes that this story “may be a spectable and example to all persecuting 

kinges and Princes polluted with the bloud of Christian Martyrs.”39 Dowriche, 

however, goes into greater detail to dissect the ways in which Charles’s death 

both follows Scriptural precedent and illustrates the exact justice of a “bloody” 

death for a “bloody” persecutor. Dowriche prefaces her depiction of Charles’s 

death with several examples detailing how “The Lord according to his law with 

iust reuenging hand / The bloodie tyrants strikes” (2214-15)—for example, the 

Biblical Abimelech, killed with a millstone dropped by a woman from a city wall 

in Judges 9. Dowriche then dilates upon how Charles’s death illustrates his faults 

in life: 

The heart that was so proud, now feeles the bitter paine 
Whereat he iested when he saw his faithful subjects slaine. 
The eares that would not heare the poore afflicted crie; 
But greedelie to sucke their blood would credit euerie lie, 
With blood are stopped up that they shall heare no more:  
Such heavy plagues for wicked men the Lord hath stil in store. 
The mouth that would not speake to doo his brother good, 
In steed of words doth vomit out the clotts of filthie blood. 
The nose that did detest of Truth the pleasant smell, 
From filthie heart doth willinglie the stinking blood expell. 
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So that we plainlie see, that blood for blood doth crave, 
And he shall not escape that seekes his brothers blood to have. 
(2257-68) 
 

Dowriche’s careful elaboration of each body part and its symbolic connection to 

the persecutor’s actions illustrates how her martyrology is a message not only to 

the faithful, but to the wicked as well. In addition, Dowriche here enacts a 

literary dismemberment, dissecting Charles IX’s body before her readers. This 

poetic execution demonstrates her skillful use of martyrological conventions in 

order to emphasize God’s hand against those who might harm faithful 

Protestants.40 

 Another important function of martyrology is that it makes a narrative out 

of seemingly senseless events, affording readers a model for understanding their 

own lives. Piroyansky notes that “martyrs were not meant to be emulated 

literally, but rather to offer occasion for contemplation and improvement.”41 

Readers who did not expect to face physical martyrdom could still emulate the 

submission to God’s will and interpretation of events as God’s reward or 

punishment that martyrs display. As a result, Piroyansky writes, “sufferings no 

longer seemed unreasoned or chaotic, but rather part of a moral scheme.”42 

Dowriche carefully crafts the events of The French Historie into a narrative of 

spiritual warfare that delineates a clear motive for this violence, validating the 

suffering of the French martyrs within a framework that pits Protestants in the 
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service of “God’s Truth” against the forces of darkness—and in The French 

Historie, that darkness is dramatically centered on the character of Satan himself. 

In her preface, Dowriche describes how readers should interpret the 

speeches she grants to Satan:  

Wheresoeuer thou shalt find the Diuel brought in Poëticallie to 
make any oration to the King and States of France, as in manie 
places he is: then vnderstand, that vnder those speeches are 
expressed all the subtilties, villanies, cruelties and policies that 
were deuised, and by diuelish meanes put in practice against the 
godly, more liuely to set them down in their colors, as if it came 
from the diuels owne mouth, as no doubt it came from his spirite. 
 

The speeches given to the devil, then, represent for Dowriche the truly devilish 

origins of Protestant persecution, but the words themselves come from 

Dowriche’s own invention. Paradoxically, she must feign the voice of the great 

deceiver and, through her own invention, literally bring her readers face to face 

with the devil. Interestingly, Christopher Marlowe’s The Tragical History of Doctor 

Faustus—published in 1604, but dated by David Bevington as a product of the 

“late 1580s”—in which the demon Mephistopheles and Lucifer himself are 

prominent characters, appeared on the English stage within a few years of The 

French Historie’s 1589 publication.43 Dowriche’s Puritan-leaning audience would 

not necessarily have been theatre-goers, but the correspondence between 

Dowriche’s and Marlowe’s devils are suggestive. Both the playwright and the 

poet may be responding to similar cultural questions about the realities of good 
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and evil as they manifest in the world. In some ways, Dowriche’s Satan is 

stronger than Marlowe’s devils; the Satan of The French Historie “could not beare 

to see a new reformed life” (157) and goes on the offensive against Protestants, 

but Marlowe’s Mephistopheles describes how he and his fellow devils will only 

come to those who are “in danger to be damned” (1.3.52). Dowriche’s Satan is an 

active force in the spiritual warfare that underpins all of the events subsequently 

dramatized in The French Historie. 

Satan plays a role in all three episodes in The French Historie, where he is 

often the instigating presence for cruelty against the Huguenots. Before 

dramatizing any of the events, Dowriche sets the stage for spiritual warfare by 

describing Satan’s preparation for an assault against the gospel: 

His wilie wilfull craft by long experience bred 
Hath taught him now an ancient feat to crush the gospels head. 
Now summons he his men and servants to appeare; 
Now help me at this need (quoth he) my frends & felows deer. 
(172-75)  
 

Satan’s “ancient feat” turns out to be spreading rumors that distance the king 

from his subjects, a factor that troubles Huguenots in all three sections of The 

French Historie. In the section on the Rue Saint Jacques, Dowriche again 

references Satan’s rumors, this time as “the creeping craft of Sathan in this case” 

(282). In the section on Annas Burgeus, Satan appears like the ranting villain of a 

tragedy as he “In furie headlong runnes: he frets, he fumes, he raves” against the 
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gospel (529). Throughout these early episodes, Dowriche emphasizes Satan’s 

hostility to the gospel and his use of rumor to discredit and harm Protestants. 

Dowriche’s measured style also contrasts sharply with Satan’s unruly speeches, 

making Dowriche’s poem a controlled antidote to the dangerous influence of 

Satan’s dramatic words. 

In the third episode of The French Historie, which details the events of the 

Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, Satan plays his most explicitly villainous 

role. At the beginning of this section, Dowriche narrates how the influence of 

Protestant figures including Henri of Navarre and Gaspard de Coligny “galde 

him [Satan] to the heart, that where he did deuise / To choake the word, that 

euen there the more it did arise” (1094-95). Satan’s anger leads him to call a 

council of “all his mates” (1096), whom Dowriche glosses as “the Queene Mother 

of France, the Guises, and the rest of the Papists” (marg. note 1100). In the speech 

that follows, Satan outlines a campaign of deception, instructing the King to 

“make show” of favor to the Protestant leaders in order to “trap them in your 

snare” (1112, 1139). Satan is thus the origin of all future violence. Dowriche also 

strongly stresses Satan’s physical presence among his “mates,” for after their 

council, he “rose, and thankt them with his heart” (1096, 1148). Satan’s 

immediate presence and his deceptive role in events leading up to the Saint 

Bartholomew’s Day Massacre are Dowriche’s addition to her source material; 
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Timme’s Commentaries invokes Satan only in the abstract (as in, “At which good 

successes Satan was greatly grieued”), never as an actual presence.44 Dowriche’s 

dramatic Satan creates a narrative of spiritual warfare out of the seemingly 

senseless Protestant martyrdom in France.  

While dramatizing Satan is one of Dowriche’s boldest and most 

authoritative moves, her use of marginal glosses to guide readers into a 

Protestant interpretation of events is even more vital to her Protestant agenda.45 

Through these glosses, Dowriche cultivates an authoritative, Protestant voice 

that, similar to Tyler’s narrative interjections, interprets the French events for her 

English Protestant audience, who would already be familiar with marginal 

glosses from their reading of the Bible. The tradition of the marginal gloss in 

religious texts is well documented. 46 In one study on the subject, Evelyn Tribble 

notes the distinction between a true “gloss,” designed to assist understanding, 

and a misleading “gloze,” associated by Tyndale and other Protestants with 

Catholic glosses that obscure the truth of God’s word.47 However, Protestant 

Bibles, including those by Tyndale and Luther as well as the Geneva Bible (1560) 

included copious marginal notes designed to assist readers in interpreting this 

most important text .48  

Many of Dowriche’s glosses are in fact straightforward clarification, such 

as those identifying who is speaking (see, for example, marg. notes 106, 112, and 
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120).49 Many of her other glosses provide Scriptural passages in support of the 

examples mentioned in the text; for instance, in the section detailing “The 

iudgements of the Lord shewed vpon these bloodie persecuters in this first 

outrage,” nearly every line between 456 and 495 contains a Biblical example of a 

villain coming to a bad end (Cain, Saul, Jezebel), each with a supporting 

marginal citation (Genesis 4:15, 1 Samuel 19:10, 1 Kings 19:3). These 

straightforward comments and supporting passages establish Dowriche’s voice 

in the margins of The French Historie as an authority who knows the Scriptures 

and can guide readers in applying Scripture to these events. Dowriche also uses 

marginal comments to interpret the poem’s text in particularly Protestant ways. 

These glosses are more than mere descriptors; they add to the readings presented 

in the poem an incontrovertible Protestant commentary on the evils of 

Catholicism or the holiness of French martyrs. I have chosen a representative 

example from each of the poem’s three major sections to demonstrate how 

Dowriche maintains this major authoritative strategy throughout The French 

Historie.  

In the first section of the poem, Dowriche’s glosses interpret the actions of 

the Protestant prisoners captured in the Rue Saint Jacques as signs of their faith 

and election. Early in the episode, as the Huguenots languish in prison, 

Dowriche records that these believers are “content to beare what euer God 
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should send” (337) and that they make use of “solemn fasts & praier” to comfort 

themselves and plead their case before God (338). These descriptions of patient, 

praying believers clearly establish this group of Huguenots as godly figures, but 

Dowriche enhances her portrait in her marginal notes. First, she comments, 

“Patience a notable token of God’s election, and loue” (marg. note 334). Not only 

does she commend the imprisoned Huguenots; Dowriche describes this patience 

as proof of their election by God, thus touching on a major point of Protestant 

doctrine.50 By emphasizing not only the positivity but the spiritual necessity of 

patience as proof of election, Dowriche makes this line about the Huguenots’ 

contentment in prison far weightier than it first appears. Her use of the 

specifically Protestant vocabulary of election grounds her commentary in 

theological tradition and emphasizes the holy status of these soon-to-be-

martyred figures.  

Furthermore, Dowriche continues the commentary with a gloss that 

makes this holy status accessible to all Protestant readers: “Fasting and praier the 

onelie best weapons of the godlie in aduersitie” (marg. note 336). In this gloss, 

Dowriche confirms the holiness of the Huguenots’ choice to employ the 

“weapons” of prayer and fasting; she also makes this gloss a general statement 

about “aduersitie.” Any believer facing adversity may take up the weapons of 

fasting and prayer, so these faithful Huguenots become an example for 
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Dowriche’s Protestant readers in their own adversity. The unsettled state of 

religion throughout Europe kept the possibility of Protestant martyrdom in 

mind, while the daily life of the sixteenth century, like any age, surely contained 

“adversity” enough that many Protestants needed some sort of godly weapon. 

Dowriche thus helps her readers interpret not only the election of the imprisoned 

Huguenots, but also how these men and women could provide a strong example 

for their English sympathizers.  

Dowriche’s second major section follows a single martyr, Annas Burgeus 

(Du Bourg); her marginal comments to his interrogation underscore not only his 

Protestant identity but also major points of Protestant doctrine. As Burgeus is 

questioned about “Saints, and Popish Masse, / Of Purgatorie” (760-61), he 

emphasizes in his reply Christ’s status as his “onelie staie” (764). Dowriche’s two 

brief comments on Burgeus’s speech emphasize his defense of the Protestant 

faith.51 Her first comment is mostly summative: “Burgeus protestation 

concerning Poperie, & Popish ceremonies” (marg. note 764). However, by 

terming this a “protestation,” Dowriche intensifies the militantly Protestant 

nature of Burgeus’s reply. Dowriche next focuses on Burgeus’s claim that Christ 

is “the onlie heate by faith that purgeth sinne” (768). Her marginal gloss reads, 

“Christ our onelie Purgatorie. Heb. I.3.” (marg. note 768). While Burgeus’s 

phrase only obliquely connects Christ and the Catholic doctrine of purgatory, 
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Dowriche clarifies this association. She also adds a Scriptural reference, unusual 

in that it does not contain an exemplary Biblical character. Rather, Hebrews 1:3 

describes how Christ “hath by him self purged our sinnes,” supporting 

Burgeus’s image of Christ as the “heate” that burns off the sinful nature.52 

Dowriche’s clarification of Burgeus’s reference to purgatory, as well as her 

addition of Scriptural support, make this marginal gloss particularly 

authoritative for her Protestant readers, as she draws their attention to one of the 

main points of controversy between Catholicism and Protestantism. In 

emphasizing Christ as a purgative figure for believers, Dowriche enhances 

Burgeus’s speech and assists her readers in interpreting his Protestant 

declaration. This marginal interpretation of one of her characters gives 

Dowriche’s voice Scriptural weight. 

The third major section of Dowriche’s French Historie treats the events of 

the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. At one significant point in this narrative, 

Dowriche uses a marginal gloss to directly address her readers, creating a voice 

that is not merely helpful in interpreting events but that authoritatively tells 

readers how they ought to react to the horrors of St. Bartholomew’s Day. This 

comment attends the death of Theligni, Coligny’s son-in-law, to whom Dowriche 

grants a lengthy speech in which he regrets encouraging Coligny to trust 

Catholic offers of friendship.53 The epitaph for this character in the text itself is 
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simple, “Thus came this noble impe vntimelie to his graue, / For that he to a 

Papists oath too great affiance gaue” (1863-64). Theligni’s misstep of trust is 

emphasized, as is the “vntimelie” nature of his martyr-like death. However, in 

the margin (corresponding to an asterisk before “Papists”), Dowriche commands, 

“Beware of the guilfull promises of the Papists” (marg. note 1864). Her tone here 

is atypical for The French Historie because Dowriche addresses readers directly in 

a surprisingly intimate manner. Most of Dowriche’s marginal glosses, even those 

that add inflammatory descriptors or emphasize Protestant agendas, are 

deliberately third-person, maintaining a certain distance from readers. This gloss, 

however, commands readers to “Beware of…Papists,” emphasizing that fear of 

“guilfull promises” proposed by deceptive Catholics remained strong in 

Dowriche’s day. Dowriche’s unusual direct address to her readers in the margin 

of her text enhances the authority already in place from previous interpretive 

glosses; here, however, she allows her own voice to firmly command her readers’ 

actions as well as their emotions.  

In marginal comments such as these, Dowriche enhances the Protestant 

agenda of her text, emphasizes the Protestant nature of the Huguenot martyrs, 

and directly applies the events narrated in The French Historie to her readers. 

Tribble notes that marginal glosses can create confusion for readers: Where does 

textual authority reside?54 Dowriche suggests, through these glosses, that 
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authority remains with her own voice, in the margins of the text. In this way, 

Dowriche’s glosses can be read as a powerful statement of authority whereby a 

literally marginalized voice is the most direct source of authority within the text. 

Of course, Dowriche’s “own” voice in the margins is just one of many voices, 

including those of her male narrators and that of Satan, that Dowriche 

dramatizes in The French Historie. Dowriche thus dramatically utilizes both the 

rhetoric of martyrology, including the voice of Satan, and an authoritative 

marginal interpreter in order to guide her readers into a Protestant narrative of 

spiritual warfare against Catholicism. More specifically, Dowriche’s multiple 

voices enact for the readers a process of discernment whereby they must be 

willing to distinguish truth from deception even when that truth is spoken in 

unexpected places. In explicit instruction as well as in the multivocal form of the 

text itself, The French Historie asks readers to fight against the forces of darkness 

by accepting and interpreting truth wherever they find it. 

 
Treacherous Monarchs and a Warning to England 

Dowriche’s narrative of spiritual warfare also encompasses real political 

figures of the early modern world, making her tale about not only spiritual 

conflict but also politically-motivated struggles.55 In this section I demonstrate 

that Dowriche’s dramatization of events in The French Historie contains specific 

political references that authoritatively interpret the events in the text from their 
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English nationality as well as their Protestant identity. I will examine two aspects 

of these political narratives: first, Dowriche’s narrative of complicity centered on 

the French royal family; and second, references to England that adapt the lessons 

of The French Historie for a particularly English readership. These political 

references enhance Dowriche’s authority as she grounds her instruction not only 

in religious narratives but in political—and specifically English—instruction.56 

Dowriche portrays the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre as the result of 

premeditated deception on the part of the King of France (Charles IX). In fact, 

according to Dowriche, King Charles IX promotes a match between his sister, 

Marguerite de Valois, and the Protestant Henri of Navarre “in hope to catch / 

Them all within his snare” by inviting Protestants to the wedding and then 

killing them (1218-19). In presenting the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre as the 

fruit of a long-laid plot of Charles IX’s, Dowriche is following the example of her 

contemporaries.57 Protestants both in France and throughout Europe were hard-

pressed to find a meaningful explanation for how the hopeful Valois-Navarre 

wedding could be so closely followed by the kind of violence that left thousands 

dead and brutalized. With the long eye of history, scholars have identified a 

nexus of economic, political, and religious tensions that contributed to Paris’s 

unsettled state.58 As Arlette Jouanna remarks, however, contemporary Protestant 

observers could make sense of the juxtaposition of toleration (at the wedding) 
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and brutality (the Massacre) only “by considering the first as a trap for the 

second.”59 In order to do so, contemporary Protestants in both France and 

England engaged in “a full re-evaluation of events between 1564 and 1572, which 

were reinterpreted as so many signs that demonstrated the perverted enterprise 

of the King and his mother.”60 Dowriche’s French Historie participates in this 

reinterpretation, attempting to make sense of sudden violence by viewing it as 

part of a deep-laid plot. 

Interpreting the events leading up to the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre 

as premeditated treachery required Dowriche and her contemporaries to vilify 

the French royal family, starting with King Charles IX.61 Dowriche participates in 

this vilification enthusiastically. She blackens Charles’s character by marginal 

glosses and narrative reminders that point to his treachery. For instance, 

Charles’s reassurance to Coligny is glossed as “The fained words of the King to 

the Admirall” (marg. note 1325); the king’s oath to “reuenge [Coligny] by death 

of God I sweare” receives the condemnation, “This King was a horrible 

blasphemer” (marg. note 1331). By reminding her readers that Charles’s 

reassurances are “fained,” Dowriche condemns his use of deception with regards 

to Coligny. Similarly, Dowriche’s emphasis on the King’s blasphemy adds to the 

villainous characterization of Charles throughout this section. Dowriche does not 

restrict her vilification of Charles IX to the margins, however; just after Charles’s 
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reassuring words to Coligny, Dowriche’s narrator interjects, “O leaud and filthie 

lie! vnseemlie for a King” (1516). In this condemnation, Charles is not just a liar 

or blasphemer among fellow sinful humans; rather, Dowriche emphasizes the 

particular “unseemliness” of deception in a king. Thus Dowriche explicitly 

condemns Charles IX as both king and man, using marginal glosses and 

narrative interjections to emphasize his deceptive part in the events of St. 

Bartholomew’s Day. 

Of course, as an English writer, Dowriche has patriotic as well as religious 

reasons to condemn the French king. England and France were old political 

enemies; although the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 made the Catholic 

Spain a particularly present threat to England in Dowriche’s day, France too 

participated in the Catholic-Protestant rivalry that led to such conflicts.62 

England’s growing sense of nationalism and self-identification as a beleaguered 

Protestant bastion against such countries as France and Spain give English 

readers additional reasons to be suspicious of Charles IX. Dowriche’s vilification 

of the French monarch thus stems from national, as well as religious, influences, 

and this political background enhances the willingness of English readers to 

accept the grim portrait of Charles IX that Dowriche paints. This pro-English, 

anti-French impulse adds to Dowriche’s authority as she draws moral lessons 

from this incident for her English readers. 

127 
 



The Queen Mother, Catherine de’ Medici, fares little better than her son in 

Dowriche’s French Historie.63 After Coligny’s attempted assassination, the Queen 

Mother stands up to speak before the King and his inner circle “like a diuelish 

sorceresse” (1414). The glosses to the speech that follow, in which she urges her 

listeners to seize “the profered time” and rid themselves of Protestant opposition 

(1433), capitalize on Catherine’s Italian background as Dowriche declares, “The 

queen mother was a good scholer of that diuel of Florence, Machiauel, of whom 

she learned manie bad lessons” (marg. note 1432).64 By emphasizing these 

Machiavellian aspects to Catherine’s speech, Dowriche blackens the Queen 

Mother’s character, suggesting that her Italian heritage has contributed to 

Catherine’s deceptive actions.65   

For English readers in 1589, Italy would have been associated not just with 

Machiavellian strategy but with Catholicism. As the center of the Roman 

Catholic Church, Italy represented the place from which Catholicism—and thus 

the recent abuses of Protestants—emanated. While Dowriche’s marginal 

comments here explicitly focus on the political aspect of Catherine de’ Medici’s 

Italian heritage, this Catholic undertone would have been clearly perceptible to 

an English Protestant audience. Dowriche’s readers are thus prepared to see, just 

a few lines later, that “The Queen mother was the chiefe deuiser of this bloodie 

strategem,” in reference to the attack on Protestant leaders (marg. note 1539). 
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Catherine, as much as, if not more than, her son, is a chief player in the dark 

events Dowriche narrates. By placing the Queen Mother in the center of the St. 

Bartholomew’s Day events, Dowriche adds a sinister figure to the narrative arc of 

premeditated treason and violence against Protestants. Catherine’s villainous 

character enhances Dowriche’s critique of the French royal family and their role 

in the Massacre. 

Catherine de’ Medici is also a significant figure in terms of Dowriche’s 

authority as a woman writer. Although Clarke reminds me not to overemphasize 

“firsts” unduly, it is worth noting Beilin’s suggestion that “Catherine de Medici 

may be the first female character created by a woman writer of this period.”66 All 

the other speakers in the text of The French Historie—the pilgrim, the Englishman, 

Burgeus, Coligny, Satan—are men. Catherine, the lone female speaker in the text, 

is a villain and an ally with Satan, a hard pill to swallow for modern readers who 

often look to women writers for positive portraits of women.67 However, 

Catherine’s speech is also the site of some of Dowriche’s most elaborate marginal 

notes, ones that spill from the side margin into the lower margin of the page as if 

to demonstrate Dowriche’s zeal to counteract Catherine’s speeches. Catherine’s 

words allow Dowriche to enter into a lively debate with the queen through the 

active marginal voice. In addition, Catherine also evokes other strong female 
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figures—both negative and positive—that would be of interest to Dowriche’s 

English audience. 

One such figure is Catherine’s own former daughter-in-law, the recently-

executed Mary Stuart. Mary was beheaded in 1587 at Elizabeth I’s order for her 

role in the Babington plot, which planned Elizabeth’s assassination and 

England’s invasion by a foreign army.68 Although, as Retha Warnicke notes in 

the biography Mary Queen of Scots, Mary’s policies during her personal rule in 

Scotland aimed at compromise between her Catholic and Protestant subjects, 

Mary’s behavior at her execution emphasized her Catholic faith as she held up a 

crucifix, prayed aloud in Latin and English, and wore red, the color of 

martyrdom.69 In fact, Mary was considered by many contemporary Catholics as a 

martyr for their faith.70 Mary Stuart’s Catholic identity thus placed her in 

opposition to Dowriche’s Protestant audience. Mary’s strong ties to France were 

a source of uneasiness to many English folk, including Elizabeth herself, who in 

the wake of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre feared that Mary’s partisans in 

Scotland would receive aid from the French.71 Dowriche’s audience would thus 

have seen Mary Stuart as a threat to English Protestants, and the Scottish queen’s 

recent execution and subsequent martyr status would have kept her place in this 

religious conflict alive. 
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Additionally, Mary’s participation in the Babington plot would, in 

connection with her Catholic identity and French ties, have appeared to 

Dowriche’s readers as yet another example of the kind of Papist treachery 

Dowriche sees in the behavior of Charles IX and Catherine de’ Medici.72 Writing 

just two years after Mary Stuart’s execution, Dowriche could have expected her 

audience to connect Mary’s Catholicism, French lineage, and Papist plotting with 

the villainies of the French Catholics she details in The French Historie. In this 

case, Dowriche’s narrative of royal complicity and Catholic (even Satanic) 

plotting is a direct warning to England, for while Mary was no longer a threat, 

such events as the Babington plot demonstrated the danger that Catholics posed 

to England’s queen. By evoking the duplicity of Catholics, with Mary Stuart’s life 

and death relatively fresh in her readers’ minds, Dowriche cautions her English 

readers that such Papist plotting is not limited to France. In this way she 

authoritatively instructs her readers to apply the lessons of history to their own 

religious and political situation.  

The historical and moral lessons Dowriche emphasizes with respect to 

Mary Stuart and Catherine de’ Medici have a clear target in another powerful 

early modern queen: England’s Elizabeth I. As Mihoko Suzuki has argued, the 

strong female voice of Catherine de’ Medici deliberately evokes Elizabeth.73 

These two powerful figures were often compared, frequently in recounting the 
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dangers of female rule—a subject Dowriche does not take up.74 Rather, Suzuki 

suggests, Catherine de’ Medici’s manipulative rhetoric and the cruelty she 

displays in her speeches warn Elizabeth against any deception or cruelty in her 

own rule. As Suzuki notes, England preserved an alliance with France well after 

the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, and Elizabeth herself disapproved of the 

role of Protestants in rebelling against the monarchy during the French Wars of 

Religion.75 This sympathy toward France and disapproval of any stripe of 

Protestant would be a warning sign to Dowriche and her contemporaries.  

In addition to this oblique address, Dowriche speaks directly to Elizabeth 

in the voice of her French narrator, who devotes at least half of his conclusion to 

England. He expresses the hope that France’s upheavals will teach this neighbor 

and rival to act decisively:76 

  The Lord grant England peace and mercie from aboue, 
  That from the Truth no trouble may their fixed heart remoue 
  With wished life and health Lord long preserue and keepe 
  That Noble Queene Elizabeth chiefe Pastor of thy sheepe: 
  And that she maie finde out, and hunt with perfect hate 
  The Popish hearts of fained frends before it be too late:  
  And that in wofull France the troubles that we see, 
  To England for to shun the like, may now a warning be. 
  And where our wound is seene as yet so fresh to bleede, 

 Lord grant to England that they maie in time take better heede. 
(2289-2298) 

 
In this passage, Dowriche’s narrator calls on the “Noble Queene Elizabeth” to 

take action against deceptive Catholics (2292). Wynne-Davies notes the 
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significance of the term “pastor,” since as Queen of England Elizabeth was also 

head of the English Church.77 Thus Dowriche, by addressing the queen, also 

addresses all English Protestants with particular instructions.  

First, the “Popish hearts” that Elizabeth is supposed to “hunt with perfect 

hate” are those belonging to “fained friends” (2294, 2293). These “fained friends” 

are surely the same Catholics (particularly Charles IX and Catherine de’ Medici) 

whom Dowriche implicates in her St. Bartholomew’s Day narrative. Thus 

Dowriche reminds her readers that Catholicism may result in treachery that 

causes danger to monarch and subject alike. Second, Dowriche has her 

Frenchman clearly name his tale a “warning” to England (2296), suggesting that 

English readers must “take better heede” (2298) than their French neighbors of 

the dangers of Catholicism. In the voice of her French exile, then, Dowriche 

clearly applies the tales of French persecution to English readers, reminding 

them that it is necessary to be constantly on guard against the dangerous 

enemies of “Truth.” 

This direct address to Elizabeth also highlights the gendered aspects of 

Dowriche’s authority. While the dangerous figure of Catherine de’ Medici is one 

foil for Elizabeth, a stronger contrast occurs between the evil figure of France’s 

King Charles IX with the benevolent Queen Elizabeth I, creating a binary 

opposition between the evil king and the good queen. As a woman writer, 
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moreover, Dowriche herself, the most frequently named woman in The French 

Historie, is directly addressing England’s female queen. Despite the mediating 

voices of the English and French male narrators, Dowriche’s authoritative voice 

directed at Elizabeth highlights the contrast between the French king whose 

subjects must flee his country, and England’s queen, in whose country the French 

pilgrim now safely rests.  

In fact, the pilgrim’s earliest reference to England, at the beginning of The 

French Historie, emphasizes the benevolent side of England as he describes the 

nation’s blessed state: 

  I will no more lament in sad and mourning stile, 
  But thanke the Lord that set me safe within this pleasant Ile. 
  O happie England, thou from God aboue art blest, 
  Which hast the truth established with peace and perfect rest… 
  But still thou maist remaine as thou hast been of yore, 

A Nurse to God’s afflicted flock, that he maie blesse thee more? (91-
94, 98-99) 
 

Calling England both “pleasant” and “happie,” Dowriche compliments her 

native land through the voice of her French narrator.78 The “truth” is Dowriche’s 

term throughout The French Historie for the Protestant faith, so an establishment 

of truth is a major accomplishment for England.79 If “peace and perfect rest” is a 

bit of an exaggeration for a country still struggling with religious divisions, 

England probably would look like a restful haven to a French Huguenot. This 

string of compliments directed at England appeals to Dowriche’s readers, 
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showing that she has a proper understanding of her country’s worth and its 

alignment with the all-important Protestant “truth.”  

However, the Frenchman’s final question, addressing whether England 

will remain “A Nurse to God’s afflicted flock” (99) offers a challenge to English 

readers—both Elizabeth and her subjects. Like Dowriche’s fictional French 

pilgrim, persecuted Huguenots did flee to England. Scott Oldenburg records that 

Dowriche’s brother, Piers Edgecombe, is one of the signatories on a letter of 

invitation to displaced French, Dutch, and Italian Protestants, encouraging them 

to relocate to available lands in Devon.80 Dowriche was thus probably acquainted 

with the movement of religious refugees into England. Her suggestion that 

England “Nurse” the “afflicted” French Protestants is more than poetic allusion; 

in fact, it is a decisive call to action. Her English readers should, of course, gain 

spiritual lessons from The French Historie and use those lessons to better defend 

God’s truth. However, England—and its queen—can also physically “Nurse” the 

persecuted French Protestants by providing aid and space for real-life versions of 

Dowriche’s French narrator. Dowriche authoritatively recommends to both 

queen and country that they embrace the “afflicted flock” of persecuted 

Protestants, thus ensuring that England will remain “happie” both by relieving 

suffering and by defending God’s people, thus receiving his blessing. 
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In these addresses to England—both direct and indirect—as well as in her 

narrative of royal complicity and Catholic deception, Dowriche offers political 

advice to readers of The French Historie. They are to be suspicious of the 

deception of Catholics and the tyranny of Catholic monarchs; as English subjects 

they are to uphold England’s position as a country friendly to Protestantism, 

even to the opening of their borders to Protestant refugees. Dowriche also 

challenges Elizabeth I to continue on as a “pastor” whose country is welcoming 

rather than hostile to Protestants. Dowriche’s dramatic narrative, then, in which 

characters such as Charles IX, Catherine de’ Medici, and the French pilgrim 

dramatically render the dangers of Catholicism and the high calling of England, 

adds another layer to her authority. Not only does The French Historie offer 

religious interpretive advice, but through these dramatic voices, Dowriche offers 

readers political advice as well. 

 
Conclusion 

Thus Dowriche, in The French Historie, dramatizes her chosen events 

through the multiple voices of the French pilgrim, his English interlocutor, the 

French martyrs, Charles IX, Catherine de’ Medici, and Satan. Dowriche’s own 

voice in the preface and marginal glosses offers interpretive guidance to English 

Protestant readers. By means of these dramatic voices, Dowriche creates 

intertwined religious and political narratives by which the deaths of these French 
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Huguenots become part of a larger arc of spiritual warfare (Satan and Catholics 

versus Protestants) as well as international politics (France and England). In the 

dramatic creation of this narrative, Dowriche authoritatively instructs English 

Protestant readers on how to interpret the events in France; although The French 

Historie encompasses many powerful voices, Dowriche herself, as their creator, is 

their ultimate authority and director, while her interpretive guidance, 

particularly in the marginal gloss, demonstrates proper methods for reading and 

responding to the martyrology she creates. 

Although all of the voices in The French Historie represent Dowriche to 

some extent, it is the voice of the marginal gloss that provides the most 

provocative portrait of authority creation in Dowriche’s French Historie. It is the 

marginalized voice (of a marginalized writer) that most explicitly directs readers 

to Dowriche’s interpretation of her own text. Dowriche thus teaches all her 

readers to look for authority in unexpected places. This instruction also applies 

to the reading of Mary Wroth’s Urania in the next chapter, for Wroth’s 

authoritative, interpretive voice is often found most clearly outside the text of 

Urania. If Dowriche marginalizes her own voice to demonstrate the value of 

unexpected authority, Wroth stands outside her own text to insist that, as an 

author, she remains engaged with her work even when it has passed into the 

hands of her readers.
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Racaut figures as a contributing factor to the cruel treatment of Protestants 
throughout these troubled years in France. 

59 Jouanna, The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, 5. 

60 Ibid., 6. 

61 Ibid., 6. The extent to which Charles IX (and his mother, whose role is 
discussed more fully below) was involved in planning any part of this tragedy is 
a matter of great debate that continues to the present day. Holt, The French Wars 
of Religion, 84, references what is probably the lowest common denominator of 
consensus; “whoever came up with the idea [of moving against Coligny and 
other Huguenot nobles], the king and Queen Mother supported it.” It also seems 
fairly clear that whatever intention was present did not extend to the mass killing 
of Parisian citizens, Holt, French Wars of Religion, 85.  

62 Hutchinson, The Spanish Armada, xii, presents the Spanish Armada as 
“the climax to a war of religion, the Catholic Church versus the fledgling 
Protestant state of England.” See also Chapter Two. 
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63 Dowriche is, of course, a woman of her times in these accusations; 
Diefendorf, Brief History with Documents, 92, includes the report of Giovanni 
Michiel, the Venetian ambassador, in which he states that “from start to finish 
the whole thing was the work of the queen.” Frieda Catherine de Medici, 280, notes 
the centrality of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre to Catherine’s tarnished 
memory. Once again, Catherine’s actual involvement is a matter of some debate; 
for example, Frieda, Catherine de Medici, 254, depicts Catherine as the instigator of 
the original assassination attempt against Coligny, whereas Jouanna, The St. 
Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, 80-81, suggests that Catherine had placed all her 
energies into the Valois-Navarre marriage.  

64 In fact, Catherine was from Florence; Jouanna, The St. Bartholomew’s Day 
Massacre, 7, notes that her background “facilitated the risky deduction that she 
was influenced by the Florentine Machiavelli.” This reference to Machiavelli is 
one of the more frequently analyzed passages in Dowriche’s work; see N.W. 
Bawcutt, “The ‘Myth of Gentillet’ Reconsidered: An Aspect of Elizabethan 
Machiavellianism,” The Modern Language Review 99.4 (2004): 863-74; R.W.F. 
Martin, “Ann Dowriche’s The French Historie and Innocent Gentillet’s Contra-
Machiavel,” Notes and Queries 242 (1997): 40-42. 

65 Interestingly for my project, which emphasizes the instructive or 
exemplary aspects of Dowriche’s work, Timothy Hampton grants Machiavelli an 
important place in Writing From History: The Rhetoric of Exemplarity in Renaissance 
Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990). According to Hampton, 79, 
Machiavelli’s work is a turning point for exemplarity: “His demystification of 
historical reputation shows up the limitations of the exemplar theory of history.” 
In other words, Hampton, 80, posits that Machiavelli destabilizes the “heroic 
ethos” of previous writers of exempla, forcing sixteenth-century readers to 
confront questions about the value of history for individuals and communities. 
Although Dowriche obviously gives little credit to Machiavelli here, since he is 
portrayed as a negative influence on a character she vilifies, Machiavelli’s role in 
complicating the exemplar is intriguing, for Dowriche’s The French Historie 
contains exempla both Biblical and historical; in fact, the whole poem may be 
said to have an exemplary function for English Protestants. 
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66 Clarke, Politics, 12; Beilin, “‘Some Freely Spake Their Minde,’” 106. 
Beilin, “‘Some Freely Spake Their Minde,’” 106, and Walker, Women Writers of the 
English Renaissance, 55, compare Catherine in this scene to a “prototype” or 
“precursor” of Shakespeare’s Lady Macbeth, a parallel Wynne-Davies also notes, 
Women Poets of the Renaissance, 282n1433. Chris Laoutaris, “Translation/Historical 
Writing,” in The History of British Women’s Writing, 1500-1610, ed. Caroline Bicks 
and Jennifer Summit (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 318, posits that 
Catherine’s strong presence in the text, along with Dowriche’s later invocation of 
Queen Elizabeth I, “unsettles” the “patriarchal historiography” of Dowriche’s 
source through the presence of these royal women.  

67 See Chapter Two for a discussion of Tyler’s female characters. Elizabeth 
Cary’s treatment of Queen Isabel also provides a good case study for this 
tendency in readers; see Louise Schleiner, “Lady Falkland’s Reentry into Writing: 
Anglo-Catholic Consensual Discourse and Her Edward II as Historical Fiction,” in 
The Witness of Times: Manifestations of Ideology in Seventeenth-Century England, ed. 
Katherine Z. Keller and Gerald J. Schiffhorst (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University 
Press, 1993), 201-17; Gwynne Kennedy, “Reform or Rebellion?: The Limits of 
Female Authority in Elizabeth Cary’s The History of the Life, Reign, and Death of 
Edward II,” in Ashgate Critical Essays on Women Writers in England, 1500-1700, vol. 
6, ed. Karen Raber (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009), 371-88; Kennedy, Just Anger: 
Representing Women’s Anger in Early Modern England (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 2000). 

68 For this section on Mary Stuart, I rely on Retha M. Warnicke, Mary 
Queen of Scots (London: Routledge, 2006) and Jenny Wormald, Mary, Queen of 
Scots: Politics, Passion and a Kingdom Lost (London: Tauris Parke, 2001). See also 
Antonia Fraser, Mary Queen of Scots (New York: Delta, 2001); James MacKay, In 
My End is My Beginning: A Life of Mary Queen of Scots (Edinburgh: Mainstream, 
1999); and David and Judy Steel, Mary Stuart’s Scotland: The Landscapes, Life and 
Legends of Mary Queen of Scots (New York: Harmony Books, 1987). For the 
Babington plot, see Warnicke 230-40; Warnicke refers to A.G. Smith, The 
Babington Plot (London: Macmillan, 1936); M.H. Armstrong Davison, The Casket 
Letters: A Solution to the Murder of Mary Queen of Scots and the Murder of Lord 
Darnley (Washington, D.C.: University Press of Washington, D.C. and 
Community College Press, 1965); and Gordon Donaldson, The First Trial of Mary 
Queen of Scots (New York: Stein and Day, 1969). 

69 Warnicke, Mary Queen of Scots, 92-93, 249-50. 
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70 Ibid., 255. 
 
71 Ibid., 198. Mary had strong ties to the French royal family; her mother 

was Mary of Guise, the sister of the duke of Guise and the Cardinal of Lorraine, 
both of whom Dowriche figures as sinister figures in the French royal plot 
against Huguenots. Moreover, Mary’s first husband was Francis II of France, to 
whom she was betrothed as a child. Mary was subsequently raised in the French 
court—largely, in fact, by Catherine de’ Medici, Warnicke, Mary Queen of Scots, 
32-45. Warnicke also cites Letters de Catherine de’ Medici, ed. H. de la Ferrière-
Percy, et al., 11 vols (Paris: Impremirie National, 1880-1943), for some details 
from these years of Mary’s upbringing. 

 
72 Historians debate the extent of Mary’s involvement; or, rather, the 

extent to which she actively plotted Elizabeth’s assassination rather than 
focusing intensively on her (Mary’s) own liberation from imprisonment. See 
Warnicke, Mary Queen of Scots, 236-38, and Wormald, Mary, Queen of Scots, 182. 

 
73 Suzuki, “Warning Elizabeth with Catherine de’ Medici’s Example,” 174-

83. 
 
74 Ibid.,” 182. 
 
75 Ibid., 183. 
 
76 Demers, Women’s Writing in English, 137, describes these addresses to 

England as providing a “sense of informed caution.” 
 
77 Wynne-Davies, Women Poets of the Renaissance, 285n2248. 
 
78 Beilin, “‘Some Freely Spake Their Minde,’” 130, notes that this 

paradisiacal description is “destabilized by the Englishman’s already expressed 
fear of thieves and wild beasts in the woods.” England requires the exemplary 
instruction that Dowriche’s French narrator can provide. 
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79 In fact, the figure of Truth appears on both the title page and the final 
page of Dowriche’s French Historie. Dowriche interprets the figure in a brief 
poem on the final page, where Truth is tormented by “scourges at hir backe” but 
remains “bedect with crowne of Peace.” The woodcut does indeed show a female 
figure with a whip hanging behind and a crown on her head; tormented but 
triumphant. Martin, “Anne Dowriche, The French Historie,” 373, notes that her 
crown “also suggests nationalist sovereignty,” showing that Dowriche’s work is 
both religious and political to the very end. The inscription, “Veritas virescit 
vulnere” (“truth flourishes through wounding/injury”), suggests Truth’s 
vulnerability and endurance. Laoutaris, “Translation/Historical Writing,” 320, 
notes the ambiguity of this statement, as it could be seen to advocate “either 
patient suffering or justified aggression.” Laoutaris, 320, also describes Mary, 
Queen of Scots’ use of this motto. Ferguson, Dido’s Daughters, 304, notes that a 
similar woodcut of Truth, with the same inscription, appears on the title page of 
Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedy of Mariam (London: Creede, 1613). Demers, Women’s 
Writing in English, 137, also notes this connection. Cary’s play is not particularly 
concerned with religious truth, but it does hinge upon reality versus perceptions. 
For Dowriche, however, truth is always God’s Truth as seen through the 
Protestant faith; by including this image at the beginning and end as well as by 
her many references to “truth” in the poem itself, Dowriche makes both verity 
and faith central to her work.  

80 Oldenburg, Alien Albion, 60. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 Authority and the Afterlife of Mary Wroth’s The Countess of Montgomery’s 
Urania  

 
 

Introduction  

Mary Wroth’s The Countess of Montgomery’s Urania (1621) is a sprawling 

prose romance that follows a group of royal young people through their various 

adventures—particularly their trials in love.1 The work’s chief narrative strategy 

involves layered storytelling, where characters recount their adventures to one 

another throughout intertwined episodes. This rich work also has a manuscript 

continuation (Urania 2) dating from the later 1620s, only recently available to 

modern readers through the work of Josephine A. Roberts. Urania is often 

interpreted with an eye to Wroth’s revision of romance tropes in order to focus 

on female characters.2 Wroth’s work is also widely acknowledged as a roman-à-

clef in which many of the characters “shadow” Wroth and her circle of 

acquaintances.3 Due to Wroth’s incorporation of real people and events into the 

work, Urania was a source of controversy from its earliest printing, while the 

romance’s complexity still captures scholars’ attention. 

In this chapter, I argue that Wroth’s authority is found most clearly not 

around the edges of the text—as with Dowriche—but actually outside the 1621 
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Urania altogether. In fact, Wroth’s authority is most clearly visible in documents 

from the first decade of Urania’s afterlife, which give Wroth the opportunity to 

both defend and revise her work. By turning to these “outside” texts (Wroth’s 

correspondence, her corrections to Urania, and her manuscript sequel) this 

chapter enters even more fully than the previous two into the realm of the 

paratext as introduced into critical conversation by Gérard Genette.4 While the 

1621 Urania lacks conventional markers of authority such as a preface or 

dedication, Wroth’s correspondence regarding Urania in 1621-22 demonstrates 

her authority over print culture conventions. In essence, as I argue in this 

chapter, Wroth’s correspondence serves as a belated preface, providing the 

defense of her work and the bid for patronage missing from the printed text. 

Wroth’s letters are rarely considered in light of Urania because of their 

inconsistent tone, which puzzles many scholars; my reading of these letters as a 

post hoc preface offers a solution to this interpretive problem. I also explore two 

other facets of Wroth’s interaction with Urania post-printing: first, her 

handwritten corrections to the copy now held by the University of Pennsylvania, 

which demonstrate a continued interest in revising the text; and second, the 

manuscript Urania 2, which demonstrates Wroth’s authoritative revision of 

several themes from Urania 1. These revisions stem, at least in part, from the 

challenges to Wroth’s authority immediately following Urania 1’s publication, 
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notably from Sir Edward Denny. These challenges display the hostility some 

seventeenth-century readers felt for a (woman) writer who did not conform to 

print-culture conventions such as the modesty topos. While both the handwritten 

corrections and Wroth’s manuscript are available to modern readers through the 

work of Josephine Roberts, few scholars have examined these texts in detail. I 

argue that Wroth’s continued engagement with her text through correspondence, 

revision, and the manuscript continuation show that, despite Denny’s challenges 

to her work, Wroth remains an authoritative presence in Urania’s afterlife. 

The concept of authority has not been extensively discussed in 

relationship to Wroth or to Urania, but a few Wroth scholars have investigated 

her authority in light of the constraints of her family connections and early 

modern expectations for women. The conversation about Wroth’s authority was 

essentially begun by Maureen Quilligan in “Lady Mary Wroth: Female Authority 

and the Family Romance,” which examines how Wroth’s life and work is 

“profoundly…shaped by the authority of her family.”5 The authority of Wroth’s 

family cannot be ignored; indeed, Urania’s title page proclaims it by linking 

Wroth with the Sidney clan. However, while Wroth’s authority is shaped by her 

family, it does not end with her connection to that family. Others who consider 

Wroth’s authority do so with some doubt; for instance, Amelia A. Zurcher, in 

“Ethics and the Politic Agent of Early Seventeenth-Century Prose Romance,” 
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claims that “the author in Wroth is never consistently authoritative; she cannot 

separate herself from the reader or even from the characters she sets in motion.”6 

Certainly it is difficult to separate Wroth from her characters, particularly in light 

of centuries of readers who tease out these connections. However, I argue that if 

Wroth is not “consistently authoritative” in Urania itself, she takes on a stronger 

authoritative presence in her interactions to this text post-printing. Finally, 

Daniel Juan Gil argues for “Wroth’s authorship as a desire to become the object 

of public reading and consumption.” 7 As I demonstrate below, Wroth’s desire for 

public circulation of her work is a thorny issue; however, as I also argue, Wroth 

continues to exert authority over her text even after it has become “an object of 

public consumption.” In other words, my argument about Wroth’s authority 

goes outside the problematically authoritative printed text to examine how 

Wroth creates authority in relation to Urania’s scandalous 1621 circulation. By 

stepping outside Wroth’s 1621 Urania altogether, I introduce relatively new texts 

like Urania 2 into the critical conversation; I also introduce a comprehensive 

reading of Urania’s aftermath, including Wroth’s correspondence and Urania 2, 

that has not heretofore been presented. By viewing Urania’s afterlife through the 

lens of authority creation, these disparate texts produce a unified reading of 

Wroth’s authoritative engagement with both text and readers. 
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Challenges to Wroth’s Authority in the 1621 Urania 

Alone among the works considered in this project, Mary Wroth’s Urania 

does not have any sort of preface, only an elaborately engraved title page. In this 

section, I explore this absence of prefatory material before examining the title 

page itself along with other paratextual features of Urania. My main focus, 

however, is on Wroth’s letters to Sir Edward Denny; Sir William Feilding, Earl of 

Denbigh; and George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham in the aftermath of Urania’s 

publication. I argue that these letters serve as a post hoc preface, for in them 

Wroth addresses conventions of patronage, the modesty topos, and a defense of 

her own work that parallels prefatory practices of the time, including those of 

Tyler and Dowriche as explored in Chapters Two and Three of this project. 

Wroth’s belated entry into the conventions of prefatory material demonstrates 

her authority as she performs the expected role of a modest and clever author. 

Reading these letters as a post hoc preface also allows for a coherent view of 

Wroth’s motivations and tone; scholars have often been perplexed by Wroth’s 

blend of modesty and boldness, which is clearly explained if her correspondence 

is meant to fill the role of a preface. These letters and the scandal that occasioned 

them also demonstrate the consequences for authors—and, given the sexual 

nature of Denny’s scathing insults, particularly women—who, either deliberately 
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or accidentally, omitted the expected framework of patronage and defense from 

their paratext. 

The reasons for Urania’s lack of prefatory material are unknown and have 

thus been the subject of much speculation. One explanation is that Wroth did not 

write a preface because she planned to appeal to others for commendatory 

verses. As Roberts notes in her “Textual Introduction” to The First Part, the 

printed book leaves space for such dedications, which apparently did not arrive.8 

Similarly, Margaret P. Hannay quotes Michael G. Brennan (in private 

correspondence), who suggests that the lack of prefatory material was caused by 

the reluctance of Wroth’s contemporaries to ally themselves with a work so full 

of sensitive topical allusions.9 However, the lack of an authorial preface may also 

suggest that Wroth was not involved in the publication at all. Roberts mentions 

that the printers seemed confused about setting Urania’s incomplete ending, as if 

they did not have the option of consulting with the author. 10 On the other hand, 

scholars have often been skeptical about Wroth’s distance from the project; 

Roberts speculates that Wroth “may have lent a manuscript copy of the first part 

of the Urania to friends in the hope that they would show it to publishers; such 

was one acceptable tactic for aristocratic authors who might mitigate the stigma 

of print by avoiding any direct involvement in the process.”11 The absence of 

prefatory material, then, could indicate anything from reluctant contemporaries 
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to an unwitting author to an author who only wanted to appear distant from 

publishing her work.  

If Wroth did not in face take a hand in Urania’s publication, someone who 

knew the work and Wroth’s priorities very well indeed did. The title page of 

Urania 1, serving as a reader’s first interaction with the text, reveals some of the 

major concerns of the work as well as Wroth’s alliance to the literary Sidney 

clan—an alliance Wroth herself emphasizes in Urania’s very form. The title page 

is an engraving by the Dutch artist Simon van de Passe that painstakingly 

reproduces Wroth’s description of the Throne of Love (1:46-47).12 The episode of 

the Throne of Love is central to Urania 1, for it is in this place that Urania and 

many other characters are imprisoned until “the valiantest Knight, with the 

loyallest Lady” can be found to release them (1:48.42).13 The rescuers are Wroth’s 

central couple, Amphilanthus and Pamphilia; as they approach the tower of 

Constancy, the figure of Constancy “vanishe[s], as metamorphosing her self into 

[Pamphilia’s] breast” (1:169.64), establishing Pamphilia as an emblem of 

constancy for the rest of Urania 1 and 2.14 Wroth’s title page thus evokes major 

themes from her work: love above all, but also the various kinds of love 

(represented by Cupid, Venus, and Constancy) and the supremacy of constant 

love. The Throne of Love as the introductory image for Urania shapes readers’ 
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expectations and impressions, settling love as a central issue encountered in the 

work that follows. 

The landscape surrounding the engraving of the Throne of Love may also 

indicate Wroth’s priorities and even authority. For instance, Quilligan argues 

that this image depicts “an idealized view of a family seat,” perhaps representing 

the Sidney estate, Penshurst.15 Quilligan also notes the inclusion of a distant 

windmill in the landscape, suggesting a reference  to “the parodic nature of 

Wroth’s romance” and the influence of Cervantes on Wroth’s text.16 More 

generally, Mary Ellen Lamb suggests that van de Passe’s landscape prepares 

readers for the textual landscape of the immense Urania: “It reflects accurately 

the meandering narratives, the winding sentences, the elegant vistas, all 

contributing to a sense of leisurely enjoyment that is so much a part of the 

pleasure of reading the Urania.”17 In the foreground, two figures, possibly 

Pamphilia and Amphilanthus, stand at the top of a path, ready to explore the 

spreading landscape.18 Wroth’s title page, readers’ only introduction to the 1621 

Urania, thus rewards interpretive reading with its subtle preparation for the 

themes and forms of the text itself. 

Crammed into a small space at the top of the engraving is the work’s title, 

followed by the author’s name and a list of her familial credentials for writing 

this romance. The text describes Wroth thus: “written by the right honorable the 
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Lady Mary Wroath. Daughter to the right Noble Robert Earle of Leicester. And 

Neece to the ever famous, and renowned S[i]r Phillips Sidney knight. And to 

[the] most excele[n]t Lady Mary Countesse of Pembroke late deceased.”19 This 

lengthy description invokes three important Sidney siblings of the previous 

generation: Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586); Mary Sidney Herbert, Countess of 

Pembroke (1561-1621); and Sir Robert Sidney, Earl of Leicester (1563-1626), 

Wroth’s father.20 All three Sidneys were writers; even Robert, not as famous as 

his siblings, composed poetry throughout his life.21 Urania clearly imitates Philip 

Sidney’s The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia in its form and style, borrowing 

names, characters, and episodes from this work.22 Hannay notes that Wroth 

spent good portions of her childhood “in the company of her learned aunt” and 

probably observed Mary Sidney Herbert at work, particularly on her translations 

of the Psalms, The Tragedy of Antonie, and A Discourse on Life and Death.23 In 

addition to these literary influences, the Sidney family remained socially 

important for much of Wroth’s life;  Hannay notes, for instance, that when Wroth 

visited court after her marriage in 1604, “she still went as a Sidney, and it was her 

father’s position that brought her to the…queen’s attention.”24  Thus, while 

Wroth herself may not have authorized the text on this title page, its emphasis on 

her Sidney identity and the literary authority it lends is not misplaced. Wroth’s 

literary heritage, perhaps especially her close relationship with Mary Sidney 
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Herbert, establishes authority for Wroth. The fact that these names are, however, 

constrained within a small space in the expansively illustrated title page may 

also suggest that Wroth wishes to limit her family’s authority. The centrality of 

the Throne of Love—the dominant title-page image—to Urania suggests that 

Wroth’s own work still takes center stage, even though her family heritage 

remains a source of authority. 

Another potential site of authority, the dedication, is likewise missing 

from the 1621 Urania. The work’s title, however, along with the running heads at 

the top of each page, can be read as a shorthand dedication to Wroth’s good 

friend Susan Herbert, Countess of Montgomery, who adds her own authority to 

the work. Susan Herbert is an important figure in Wroth’s personal life; Susan’s 

husband, Philip, was Wroth’s cousin, and Hannay records that Susan was “one 

of [Wroth’s] closest friends.”25 Roberts suggests that both Urania and Veralinda, 

two prominent characters from Urania, may represent the Countess of 

Montgomery.26 In addition, Herbert and her family were already associated with 

the romance tradition; Susan and Philip received dedications for several works, 

including a translation of the popular continental romance Amadis de Gaule. 

Roberts posits that by mentioning Susan Herbert, Wroth places the Countess of 

Montgomery in the position of an ideal reader for Urania.27 
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Furthermore, by including the Countess of Montgomery’s name in the 

title (by which token it also appears at the top of each page as part of the running 

head), Wroth and the printers of Urania make the Countess an ever-present 

figure within the tale, one that is as deeply associated with the work itself as with 

its author. Intriguingly, Wroth is the only writer in my project to address her 

work—albeit informally—to a woman. Wroth’s Urania has many important 

female characters and often portrays both female friendship and spaces for 

women to gather, so referencing a woman as the guiding force and ideal reader 

of the text fits with many of Urania’s major concerns.28 Furthermore, Wroth’s 

quasi-dedication to a woman perhaps recalls Aemilia Lanyer’s Salve Deus Rex 

Judaeorum, which is dedicated to Margaret, the Dowager Countess of 

Cumberland and contains complimentary poems to a host of prominent women, 

including Queen Anne, Princess Elizabeth, and the Countess of Pembroke.29 In 

sum, the presence of the Countess of Montgomery in Urania’s paratext 

foreshadows the work’s involvement with women’s perspectives while also 

associating Wroth’s work with the romance tradition in which Susan Herbert’s 

reading and patronage was already well-known. 

Thus, although Wroth’s work lacks a formal dedication or prefatory 

material—a fact that still causes speculation about Wroth’s intentions for printing 

Urania—the work’s title page serves as an accurate preface to some of the work’s 
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major concerns. By introducing a complex network of familial ties, literary 

forbears, and artistic concerns, Urania’s title page can function as a shorthand 

preface and dedication for readers seeking entry into the work. However, this 

abbreviated preface lacks an opportunity for its author to defend her work, either 

directly or through the use of the modesty topos. The scandal that erupted in the 

wake of Urania’s publication demonstrates that at least some of Wroth’s readers 

felt Urania needed such a defense. Wroth’s correspondence from this time (1621-

22) performs many of the authorizing functions of a more traditional preface and 

dedication. In essence, Wroth was forced to enter into the expected conventions 

of print culture after her work was printed (with or without her knowledge), and 

her continued engagement with her text must create authority without being in 

direct contact with her work—and in relation to a limited number of readers. 

Wroth’s authority is thus constrained, but she does not hesitate to defend Urania. 

When Urania was published in 1621, Sir Edward Denny, baron of 

Waltham (1569-1637), read the story of Sirelius, who must defend his unfaithful 

wife against her father’s violence, as an unflattering depiction of his own family. 

Most readers have accepted Denny’s perception that Wroth incorporated his 

family into her tale; Roberts notes that Denny’s daughter Honoria was unhappily 

married to James Hay, later first earl of Carlisle (c.1580-1636).30 Denny’s 

indignant response produced a poem entitled “To Pamphilia from the father-in-
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law of Sirelius.” The title suggests that Denny, perhaps unsurprisingly, took 

particular offense at Wroth’s description of the said father-in-law as “a 

phantastical thing, vaine as Courtiers, rash as mad-men, and ignorant as 

women” (1:516.7-8).31 Denny’s poem immediately frames his reaction in terms of 

sexual politics, addressing  “Pamphilia” as “Hermaphrodite in show, in deed a 

monster” (1) whose work originates in “wrathfull spite” (3).32 Denny’s 

characterization of Wroth as a “monster,” particularly one tied to sexual 

attributes—perhaps even the dangerously hybrid nature of a woman who enters 

into the “male” realm of print discourse—sets the tone for this furious poem. 

Denny also describes “Pamphilia” as one whose “witt runns madd” (12) and 

who deserves to be requited by having “a thousand lies” written about her (17). 

At the end of the poem, Denny returns to gendered language when he counsels, 

“leave idle bookes alone / For wise and worthyer women have writte none” (25-

26).33 Denny’s response to Urania thus begins and ends by focusing on Wroth as a 

woman writer, highlighting the supposedly “unnatural” aspects of the writing 

woman through the image of the hermaphrodite and by comparing Wroth 

unfavorably with “wise and worthyer women.”  

Denny’s accusatory poem led to three responses from Wroth, based on her 

surviving correspondence: she wrote a poetic response; she exchanged 

correspondence with Denny; and she appealed to two authorities, the Duke of 
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Buckingham and the Earl of Denbigh, for the type of protection that writers like 

Tyler and Dowriche asked of their patrons. Wroth’s letter to Denbigh, which 

refereces “send[ing] thes things,” probably copies of Denny’s letters, suggests 

that both Denny’s poem and her own responses were circulated publicly, making 

this assertion of Wroth’s authority a matter of public record as well as public 

gossip. Scholars who make note of these letters often point to their 

inconsistencies; Roberts, for example, notes that Wroth takes on “sensitive court 

intrigues” in Urania but protests her innocence in the letters.34 Similarly, Hannay 

suggests that the clarity of Urania’s topical references was a blind spot for Wroth 

and that this correspondence reveals Wroth’s “shock that the topical allusions in 

Urania were so obvious.”35 These interpretations tend to figure Wroth as naïve or 

unworldly, a contrast to the penetrating observer whose capacious memory 

produced the vast Urania. I propose that these seeming inconsistencies in 

Wroth’s response to the Denny scandal can be explained by viewing Wroth’s 

correspondence as analogous to the prefatory material that Urania lacks. Early 

modern prefaces often engage in such contradictory goals, as they must establish 

the writer’s credentials as well as her modesty. In other words, Wroth’s verses 

and correspondence in response to the Denny scandal contain much of the 

authority-creation that is absent from the printed text of Urania itself. 
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Wroth’s poetic response is known as “Railing Rimes Returned upon the 

Author by Mistress Mary Wroth,” and it forms a mirror-image response to 

Denny’s inflammatory verse. In the poem, Wroth reproduces Denny’s exact 

rhyme scheme and most of his imagery, proving her equal (or superior) 

authority over poetic form and image as she turns Denny’s poem back against its 

original author. Wroth begins, “Hirmaphrodite in sense in Art a monster,” 

insulting Denny’s poetic abilities and perhaps reiterating her unflattering artistic 

portrait in Urania (1). Against Denny’s anger at her speaking “against some mans 

noble blood” (5), Wroth quips, “Men truly noble fear no touch of blood” (5). 

Wroth also ends her poem with an admonition: “Take this then, now lett railing 

rimes alone / For wise and worthier men have written none” (25-26). Wroth thus 

reproduces the gendered language that Denny uses (“Hirmaphrodite,” “wise 

and worthier men”). Wroth’s poetic response indicates a boldly authoritative 

approach to defending herself, one where she neither minces words nor fears the 

consequences of her work. She also turns Denny’s gendered language back upon 

him, emphasizing the sexual nature of his attacks on herself as a woman writer. 

In addition to their verse exchange, Wroth and Denny corresponded over 

the scandal. The first letter in this series, dated 15 [possibly 25] February [1622], 

is representative of Wroth’s strategy, whereby she defends her intentions for 

Urania while continuing to insult Denny. She begins by describing the verses she 
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has received—“such vile, rayling and scandalous thinges, as I could not believe 

they proceede from any but some drunken poett” (237). Along with this jab, 

however, Wroth asserts her “innocencie; which is as cleare and pure as new 

borne” (237). In her second letter, dated 27 February [1622], Wroth similarly 

insists, “I shall with all cleareness and truth wittness my innocencie…be assured 

you shall find mee; what my blood calls me to be, and what my words have said 

mee to be” (240). The last part of this statement is particularly interesting, for 

Wroth invokes both her “blood” and her “words” in her own defense. The verse 

exchange with Denny touched on the question of noble blood, but Wroth’s 

insistence on her “blood” also recalls her alliance with the Sidney clan, as 

advertised at the beginning of Urania. It is also significant that Wroth declares 

her “words” are part of her defense. She is probably referring most immediately 

to her protestations of innocence in the letters to Denny, but Urania is also made 

up of Wroth’s “words,” so Wroth’s own work may be read as a part of her 

defense. 

One other aspect of Denny’s letters is particularly apropos for a discussion 

of authority, for in his letter dated 26 February [1622], Denny, having received 

Wroth’s first letter and the “Railing Rimes,” questions her authority to react in 

this way: 

Madam yesterday the XXVth of this february, I received from you 
an invective, with an inversion of rymes inclosed, which you 
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suspect to be myne, but it seems were a Romanza from the father in 
lawe of Sirelius to Pamphilia, and so indorst as I heer which, how 
they can concern either your Ladyship or mee I cannot conceive, for 
yf I in your intention and construction wear not the father in lawe 
to Syrelius nor you Pamphilia then that paper hath no relation to 
either of us, and so am I unjustly taxed. (238) 
 

In this address, Denny uses Wroth’s denial that her work referenced him to also 

deny her authority in defending her work. In her reply, Wroth claims that those 

verses “are no waie concerning mee; but as the author of the booke” (240). 

Denny’s accusation and Wroth’s evasive response suggest a struggle about 

Wroth’s authority over her text—Denny wants her to admit her “guilt” in using 

real events and people in the work, while Wroth’s denial of what seems the 

obvious might undermine her authority in this argument. Wroth’s firm 

declarations, however, of her innocence and her book’s intention to do no harm, 

ally her correspondence with prefatory defenses like those of Tyler and 

Dowriche. Wroth’s letters to Denny, then, offer straightforward defenses of her 

work as she emphasizes her innocence and evades his accusations. Wroth also 

turns Denny’s harshest insults (about madness, noble blood, and gender politics) 

back against him, showing her authority over his nuances and her willingness to 

engage in this conflict. In a sense, Wroth’s letters to Denny are most analogous to 

Tyler’s preface to The Mirror of Princely Deeds, for Wroth is as bold as Tyler in 

confronting her detractor. 
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In other correspondence from this incident, however, Wroth engages the 

language of the modesty topos and the protection of patronage as she turns to 

authority figures to navigate the scandal begun by Denny. This use of humble 

and self-deprecating language has often perplexed readers who have trouble 

reconciling this view of Wroth with the bolder voice of the letters to Denny, or 

even the writer who tackles scandalous material and deep questions in Urania 

itself. As I demonstrate in this section, reading Wroth’s correspondence in light 

of the contradictory nature of early modern prefaces allays some of this 

confusion. Wroth’s letters to authority figures demonstrate the far-reaching 

impact of Denny’s attack. His verses, Hannay notes, “were circulating fairly 

widely, at least at court”; furthermore, the court probably “sided with Denny, 

not with Wroth.”36 The most well-known of these letters—probably because it is 

addressed to such a prominent figure—is Wroth’s letter to George Villiers, First 

Duke of Buckingham, dated 15 December 1621. Buckingham was the last and 

greatest of James I’s powerful “favorites,” and his prominent position at court is 

clearly Wroth’s reason for addressing him.37 Wroth’s letter simultaneously 

protests her good intentions, distances herself from the scheme to print Urania, 

and asks for Buckingham’s assistance and protection—in other words, Wroth 

employs the modesty topos and appeals to a male protector, almost as if 

Buckingham were a dedicatee for Urania. 
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 First, Wroth protests her good intentions with regard to Urania; she also 

distances herself from the publication of the work. She protests that her “purpose 

noe way bent to give the least cause of offence, my thoughts free from soe much 

as thinking of any such thing as I ame censurd for” (236). These claims are 

consistent with her letters to Denny, insisting on her innocence and good 

intentions. In addition, near the end of the letter, Wroth claims that she never 

intended Urania to appear in print at all. She writes that the copies “from the first 

were solde against my mind I never purposing to have had them published” 

(236). As discussed above, the paratext of Urania, particularly its lack of 

dedication and preface, implies Wroth’s distance from this publication. The 

concept of the modesty topos allows for an interpretation of this statement as 

performative within the role of modest (and in this case female) author with 

respect to the powerful (male) patron.38 Like Margaret Tyler, Wroth can “don the 

gown of the lady in distress” when required.39 Allowing for the prefatory context 

of the modesty topos rescues Wroth from a sense of manipulation or dishonesty 

that may accompany her variations in tone, for within the prefatory tradition 

such variations are clearly part of the expected authorial performance. Denied 

the opportunity to play the role of a humble yet confident author in the 1621 

Urania, Wroth takes on those roles in her correspondence, using the letter to 

Buckingham as a quasi-dedication where she can reveal her innocence and 
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modesty while seeking protection from this powerful figure. In the contradictory 

language common to early modern prefaces, Wroth must use her written 

responses to Denny’s attack both to defend her own work and to defer to the 

authority of other defenders, such as Buckingham. 

 Wroth also has a specific request for Buckingham in his role as “patron”:  

I have with all care caused the sale of them to bee forbidden, and 
the books left to bee shut up, for those that are abroad, I will 
likewise doe my best to gett them in, if itt will please your Lordship 
to procure mee the kings warrant to that effect. (236) 
 

Her request is essentially the opposite of a patronage request—instead of hoping 

that a patron’s influence will add authority to a work, Wroth asks for 

Buckingham’s authority to retract her work.40 Wroth has one additional request: 

“besides that your lordship wilbe pleased to lett mee have that which I sent you, 

the example of which will without question make others the willinger to obay” 

(236). As Hannay notes, Wroth’s statement lends support to the idea that her 

distancing of herself from printing the work is an example of the modesty topos 

rather than a sincere instance of literary poaching.41 Wroth acknowledges that 

she sent Buckingham a copy of Urania—perhaps even one, like the University of 

Pennsylvania copy discussed below, with her own corrections to the text.42 This 

action suggests that Wroth was not opposed to having her work printed and that 

she sought “patrons” and promoters of her work in high places. Even as Wroth 

seeks Buckingham’s authority to silence Urania in the face of the Denny scandal, 
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she reminds Buckingham of her authority over that printed text, exemplified in 

her sending out—and then retracting—a particular copy.  

Wroth similarly appeals to authority in a letter to Sir William Fielding, 

First Earl of Denbigh (d. 1643), probably dating from March of 1622. Denbigh, 

Buckingham’s brother-in-law, also held an influential position at court.43 In this 

letter, Wroth writes that she will “presume to send thes things unto you, unfitt 

for your most judisiall eyes to beehold, and goodnes to read; and unseemly for 

mee to pubblish if innocency guarded mee nott” (242). The enclosed materials 

are copies of Denny’s letters and verses. By sending them to Denbigh, Wroth 

gains the intervention of a powerful third party. Her statement that the letters are 

“unseemly for mee to pubblish if innocency guarded me nott” is an interesting 

shorthand version of the modesty topos. Wroth acknowledges that making this 

grievance public may be seen as “unseemly,” but with a clear notion of her own 

innocence as well as the intervention of a powerful figure like Denbigh, she may 

presume to engage in public dialogue. 

However, the letter to Denbigh also reveals that the Denny scandal has 

had serious consequences. Wroth speaks hopefully that Denbigh’s “favor may 

make all well with his Majestie” (242). Thus, not only has the publication of 

Urania caused a stir among courtiers, but it has also caused some sort of breach 

with King James I. Wroth’s earlier appeal to Buckingham suggests that she had 
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foreseen this problem and sought to circumvent it with an appeal to James’s 

favorite, but her letter to Denbigh shows that James I’s displeasure had not been 

assuaged. There are several possible reasons for this displeasure; James could 

simply have been annoyed at the fuss Denny kicked up among the courtiers. 

However, Wroth alludes to even more scandalous current events like the 

Overbury affair within Urania.44 In addition, as I demonstrate below, Wroth’s 

portrait of England and of monarchy in Urania 1 is not particularly flattering. For 

any and all of these reasons, James I was not pleased with Wroth. Her appeal to 

Denbigh, once again asserting her innocence, demonstrates her continued 

attempt to exercise authority over her text, this time by submitting other related 

“texts” for review by a patron-esque figure, appealing to his authority on behalf 

of her innocence. Through her emphasis on innocence, Wroth again plays the 

role of humble, modest author in need of patronage—a persona in stark contrast 

to the sharp wit of the “Railing Rimes” returned to Denny. Wroth’s seemingly 

contradictory responses, however, make sense when collected under the heading 

of a post hoc preface, for her protestations of innocence can then exist much more 

peaceably alongside her bold self-defense. 

Wroth’s correspondence about Urania’s publication evidences an 

authoritative quandary: to what extent can a writer continue to have authority 

over a text once it has entered the public sphere? Wroth’s letters to Denny, 
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Buckingham, and Denbigh demonstrate her own struggle to maintain that 

authority through a variety of methods—witty verse rejoinders, direct defense of 

her motives, use of the modesty topos to distance herself from the printed text, 

and appeals to powerful “patron” figures. In many ways, the Denny scandal and 

its aftermath demonstrate the impossibility of authority over a text already in 

circulation. The most that Wroth can do is try to stop that circulation—and there 

is no evidence that she actually did so. All of the expected authoritative 

techniques that Wroth uses in these letters seem to be far less effective after 

Urania’s publication than they might have been before it. However, interpreting 

these letters as part of Wroth’s authority creation, and more particularly as a 

preface, provides the consistency that this correspondence initially lacks. This 

interpretation allows for Wroth’s motives to be straightforward throughout the 

Urania scandal: to maintain authority over her work by engaging in the 

conventions of print and patronage culture. It is the separation of these 

techniques from a prefatory position that has led readers to interpret Wroth’s 

letters regarding Urania as inconsistent or insincere. Moreover, Wroth’s authority 

creation with regard to Urania does not stop with these letters but extends, as the 

next section shows, to the text itself.  
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Wroth’s Authority Over the 1621 Urania: the University of Pennsylvania Copy 

In this section, I examine Wroth’s corrections to one of the surviving print 

copies of Urania 1. While it is unclear whether Wroth made these corrections for 

herself or as part of a presentation copy, these corrections demonstrate Wroth’s 

continued engagement with—and authority over—the text after Urania’s 

publication. The Denny controversy, while it gave Wroth the opportunity to 

exercise authority over her text and readers, could easily have scared Wroth 

away from further authorial engagement. However, Wroth left evidence that she 

was not finished with Urania as either author or authority. One of the most 

compelling pieces of evidence that Wroth retained what Roberts calls a 

“determined dedication to authorship” are Wroth’s handwritten corrections to 

the University of Pennsylvania copy of Urania 1.45 

This unique corrected copy was discovered by Josephine Roberts in the 

process of creating her landmark edition of Urania 1. At the time, the copy was in 

the possession of Dr. Charlotte Kohler, and the corrections were unconnected to 

Wroth until Roberts identified Wroth’s handwriting. This is the copy reproduced 

in facsimile in the Early Modern Englishwoman series (1996). Kohler eventually 

presented the copy to Roberts herself; in 2003, Roberts’s husband, Dr. James F. 

Gaines, presented the book to the University of Pennsylvania in Roberts’s honor 

(Folio PR2399.W7 C68 1621). The book also bears the inscriptions of previous 
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owners Hugh McDonald and Fitzedward Hall. Roberts incorporated Wroth’s 

corrections into her edition of Urania 1, confirming them as authoritative. 

Roberts divides Wroth’s corrections into four categories: “(1) the 

correction of purely typographical errors; (2) the correction of the printer’s 

misreading of the manuscript copy…(3) the correction of grammatical errors; (4) 

substantive revision of longer passages in the text.”46 Of course, Wroth did not 

correct every error; Roberts notes that Wroth primarily “marked instances where 

the compositor appeared to misread her manuscript.”47 In the following 

paragraphs, I provide close readings of several of Wroth’s substantive 

corrections. In exploring how these corrections change readers’ interaction with 

Urania, I demonstrate Wroth’s continued authorial control over her printed text. 

While authorial corrections to printed texts were not uncommon, Wroth’s 

engagement with her text is unique among the authors in this project; it is also 

significant when placed in the context of the Denny controversy.48 Even as Wroth 

was called upon to defend herself and her work, she continued to engage with 

her text, exerting authority over the supposedly “definitive” printed text in order 

to correct readers’ interactions with the world of Urania. Wroth’s corrections to 

this text are evidence of an ongoing relationship with her work and her readers; 

as I demonstrate in this section, many of Wroth’s corrections significantly alter 

readers’ understanding of her characters and their motivations. By continuing to 
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intervene in her text in order to be sure her readers can interpret her characters 

more correctly, Wroth demonstrates her commitment to her own text and her 

desire for continued authority over Urania. Although the majority of the Urania 

copies were out of her control, Wroth continued to exert authority over the texts 

she could affect, creating greater clarity and more consistent characterization for 

her readers with these authoritative corrections. 

While many of the errors Wroth corrects were probably the result of 

misreading her handwriting—Roberts notes the correction of “causelesse” to 

“ceaselesse” (1.623.11) as an example—these corrections often change the 

interpretation of the passage in which they appear. For instance, in the scene 

where Amphilanthus insists on viewing Pamphilia’s poetry, the 1621 text reads, 

“In the same boxe also he saw a little tablet lie, which, his vnlooked for discourse 

had so surpressed her, as shee had forgot to lay aside” (1621 266). “Surpress,” an 

alternate form of “suppress” that the OED first lists in 1573, does not make 

perfect sense in this context, but considering that Amphilanthus has just insisted 

upon accompanying Pamphilia to her private “Cabinet” (1.320.20-21), reading 

her “Verses” (1.320.19) and giving them the compliment that they were “the best 

he had seene made by woman” (1.320.29), it is possible to read his actions as 

exerting pressure on Pamphilia—one of the definitions of “surpress.” However, 

Wroth’s corrected text reads thus: “In the same boxe also he saw a little tablet lie, 
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which his unlooked for discourse had so surprised her, as shee had forgot to lay 

aside” (1.320.38-321.1, emphasis added). The substitution of “surprised” for 

“surpressed,” while probably attributable to a compositor’s misreading of 

Wroth’s handwriting, nonetheless affects the tone of the passage. Rather than 

pressuring Pamphilia, Amphilanthus simply surprises her by his unexpected 

desire for intimacy. Wroth’s correction to this single word significantly alters the 

scene between Pamphilia and Amphilanthus by lightening the tension presented 

by the word “surpress.” For Wroth, the interactions between these two important 

characters should not be ambiguous or oppressive; rather, Wroth corrects this 

important word to lighten the tone of their meeting and establish a more equal 

relationship as the two develop into lovers. 

Another such example, of a simple misreading changing the meaning of a 

passage and thus prompting Wroth’s correction, occurs in a narrative comment 

upon the various characters who attempt to break the enchantment of the 

Theater of Love. This enchantment can only be broken by “the man most loving, 

and most beloved” (1.373.28-29) along with “the sweetest and loveliest creature, 

that poor habits had disguised greatness in” (1.373.30-31). Many characters 

attempt to fulfill these requirements; among them, Steriamus believes (in the 

1621 text) that his love and Urania’s former disguise as a shepherdess “might be 

enough to answer those things, that like Oracles are neuer without antiquitie” 
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(1621 360). Again, “antiquitie” can be made sense of—the Theater could be 

spoken of as an ancient enchantment, or the Theater’s requirements regarding 

love and disguise could be interpreted as ancient requirements for couples 

within the romance tradition, which is rife with misplaced heirs and cross-

dressed lovers.49 However, Wroth’s correction creates a different nuance: “those 

things, that like Oracles are never without Ambiguity” (1.421.16-17, emphasis 

added). This inclusion of “ambiguity” foreshadows the fact that Steriamus and 

Urania are not, despite Steriamus’s “absolute” confidence (1.421.15), the couple 

who will break the Theater’s enchantment. The requirements for breaking that 

enchantment are rife with “ambiguity”; while all of the characters assume that 

the breakers of the enchantment will be a couple, in fact “the man most loving, 

and best beloved” is Amphilanthus (1.442.19), who is wavering between 

Pamphilia and Musalina, while the disguised loveliness is Veralinda, who like 

Urania is a lost heir brought up as a shepherdess (1.455.9-10). The “Ambiguity” 

Wroth corrects into this scene reinforces the arbitrary nature of enchantments, 

where the solution is never obvious. In the comparison to “Oracles” Wroth refers 

to another romance convention whereby mysterious, ambiguous predictions 

guide characters’ actions within the tale.50 As in the previous example, the slip 

from “ambiguity” to “antiquitie” can be explained by a printer’s misreading, but 

Wroth’s correction creates a more coherent and nuanced reading. Wroth corrects 
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this passage, again, because something about the term “ambiguity” is vital to her 

readers’ understanding of the text. When considering the vast spread of Urania 

itself, filled with characters who are disguised, missing, enchanted, falling in and 

out of love, and generally encountering an uncertain world, “ambiguity” seems a 

fitting and central term, not only for the Theater of Love, but for the work itself. 

Wroth’s correction, though small and probably very simply explained, creates a 

significant difference in readers’ interpretation of Urania; thus, Wroth’s 

correction to this passage is particularly authoritative, not merely because it is 

the work of the author, but also because this correction changes the way the 

author, the characters, and the readers interact. 

Wroth’s corrections to Urania 1 also include two passages where Wroth, 

rather than restoring misreadings of her handwriting, seems to be actually 

revising phrases—or perhaps restoring corrections made in a later version of the 

manuscript than the one obtained by the printers. In these passages, Wroth 

clarifies her prose to give readers a better understanding of the text. In doing so, 

Wroth also affirms a commitment to her authority over the text even after it has 

entered the public sphere in print. In one such passage, Wroth describes 

Leonius’s emotions in the aftermath of a fierce battle with a bear; Leonius’s 

pitiful state, however, is not reaction to the battle but sudden passion for the 

beautiful Veralinda:  
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Tremblingly hee stood, as if afraid of that dead which hee kild, his 
hands shook that held the head, his other hand strake off, his eyes 
vncertainly rold, that were fixt to his ruin, his legs shakes vnder 
him, that against his enemies like pillars, vphold his strength and 
courage: and this is loue that made him seeme so weake a piece… 
(1621 366) 

The overall meaning of the passage is clear: it compares Leonius’s trembling 

uncertainty in love to his fierce stance in battle, contrasting the way his hands, 

eyes, and legs waver before Veralinda when they did not falter at the huge bear. 

The phrase “his other hand strake off” seems without a proper referent, but it 

could be grouped with the next phrases which describe the “uncertain” actions 

of his eyes and legs, perhaps suggesting that the hand not holding the enormous 

bear’s head shakes without a weight to keep it in check. Wroth’s corrections, 

however, clarify this phrase: “his hand shook, that held the head, while his other 

hand that strake itt off seemd useles” (1.428.8-9). Wroth also changes “uphold” to 

“upheld,” which reinforces the difference between Leonius’s present state, 

weakened by love, and his former battle-fierceness. Wroth’s corrections clarify 

the passage, adding information that helps readers more clearly visualize 

Leonius’s plight and reinforcing her authority over the nuances of Urania’s text. 

A similar set of corrections appears near the end of Urania 1 in the most 

extensive example of Wroth’s revision. This correction occurs as the Duke of 

Florence, who has traveled to Britain, falls in love with the Lady of the Forrest 

Champion (1.630.10): 
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[I]ustly was he punisht for aspiring euer till that time to loue, and 
win this, he saw the Emperour loued; as if being his seruant, he 
were bound to like as he liked, and loue as he loued, which did not 
please his Master, nor got him much gaine, if not where no gaine 
was by winning. (1621 539-540)  
 

The “Emperour” is Amphilanthus, the character whose presence, absence, or 

example haunts most of Urania’s characters. Amphilanthus’s reputation as both 

the perfect knight and the perfect lover, along with the fact that he loves 

someone (Pamphilia) who does not openly acknowledge his love, provides a 

parallel to the Duke of Florence’s aspirations and hopeless affection. This 

passage, however, emphasizes Florence’s “punishment” for loving, tying up his 

hopeless love strangely with Amphilanthus’s disapproval and suggesting that 

Florence suffers in both his private and public capacities because of this love.  

Wroth’s revisions mitigate Florence’s punishment by giving 

Amphilanthus a more positive (though still ephemeral) role in the situation and 

by justifying the Lady’s refusal: 

[J]ustly he [Florence] was punisht for aspiring never till that time to 
love; and then most sertaine of refusall for she must nott breake her 
vow and yett he must doe like the Emperour, love, as if being his 
servant, he were bound to like the passions as he liked, and love as 
he loved, though nott in the same place which did please his 
Master, and got him much gaine, if not where no gaine was by 
winning. (1.637.5-10) 
 

First, Wroth’s revision explains to readers the reason for the Lady’s continued 

refusal of Florence; she is not being needlessly cruel but is keeping a vow of 
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constancy she made to a previous lover. In the world of Urania, a love that is 

constant is far more important than any other love, even a love sanctioned by 

marriage vows.51 Wroth’s central figure, Pamphilia, is at times a literal emblem of 

constancy in the face of Amphilanthus’s wavering affections; the Lady of Forrest 

Champion thus parallels Pamphilia and becomes exemplary for the keeping of 

her vow. Amphilanthus is also “pleased” by Florence in this excerpt rather than 

punishing him, so Florence’s situation is much less grim—he faces no public 

disapproval for his choice of love. In addition, Florence’s advances are rejected 

due to a praiseworthy vow of constancy, so, by the lights of Urania’s moral 

compass, he has nothing to be ashamed of and should rather take pride in his 

own constancy even though it is painful. In other words, Wroth’s revisions to 

this passage bring out the common theme of constancy that threads its way 

throughout Urania 1, bringing this episode more fully in line with the greater 

concerns of the text, particularly the all-important virtues of love, constancy, and 

vow-keeping.52 As with the earlier passages correcting misreadings, Wroth’s 

revisions change readers’ interaction with the text and are therefore authoritative 

because they draw readers toward different interpretations of characters and 

scenes than the uncorrected versions. 

Wroth’s authority over her printed text is clearly displayed in the 

authorial corrections to the University of Pennsylvania copy. However, Wroth 
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was not the only one to interact with Urania’s printed text this way. Readers’ 

marginalia—particularly their attempts to make sense of Urania’s abrupt 

ending—indicate a continued interaction with Urania. This reader interaction is 

by no means unique to Urania.53 However, the fact that Wroth herself participates 

in these corrections, as well as the fact that Urania’s mid-sentence ending is often 

what provokes readers to this interaction, makes this text a particularly 

fascinating example of marginalia. While Denny’s reaction to Urania is often 

taken as representative because of the powerful reaction it spurred at court, 

Rachel Orgis demonstrates that other contemporary readers found Urania both 

“enjoyable” and “morally instructive.”54 Orgis explores various reader 

interactions with the text that suggest they valued Urania, from the multiple 

signatures of various owners to their marginal comments. One of the most 

“meticulous” of these readers was William Davenporte, who marks passages as 

“pretty” or “very well woorth readinge.”55  

Readers’ interactions are particularly interesting due to the famously 

incomplete ending of the tale: “Pamphilia is the Queene of all content; 

Amphilanthus ioying worthily in her; And” (1621 558). While this ending parallels 

the midsentence ending of Sidney’s Arcadia, readers have reacted to its presence 

in a variety of ways. In the University of Pennsylvania copy, someone, not 

necessarily Wroth, has erased the “And” and replaced the semicolon with a 
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period.56 Other readers have inserted their own endings to the tale; for instance, 

the UCLA copy of Urania contains a seventeenth-century reader’s addition 

detailing Pamphilia and Amphilanthus’s safe arrival in Germany and their 

happy life with love and many children.57 Both Orgis and Light note that this 

conventional romance ending is at odds with many of Wroth’s romance 

reworkings in Urania; Orgis speculates, however, that this reader was both 

“sympathetic” to Wroth’s work and familiar with romance conventions.58 Such 

interactions with the text demonstrate that readers, as well as its author, found 

Urania a tale worth continued attention. 

 Mary Wroth’s Urania thus has a complex afterlife in which textual 

interactions and revisions continued long after the “definitive” 1621 print 

version. Particularly valuable to this discussion of authority are Wroth’s unique 

manuscript additions to the printed text, in which she corrects substantive errors 

while also revising the text into a clearer, more readable artifact. These 

corrections demonstrate Wroth’s continued authority over Urania’s printed text 

as she corrects or develops readers’ interpretations of characters or scenes. Often 

these corrections, even when they involve a single word, draw the scene into 

greater harmony with Urania’s overall themes of love, constancy, and mystery. 

Josephine Roberts’s edition of Urania 1 incorporates these corrections, so many 

scholars of Wroth base close readings on this corrected text. However, as this 
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corrected text forms the basis for scholarship, it is also important to acknowledge 

those corrections, both for the way they clarify readings of Urania and for the 

way they display Wroth’s continued authority over her text. By correcting certain 

readings, even in a single copy of her printed text, Wroth signals the significance 

of these passages to Urania as a whole. And, unlikely as it might have seemed at 

the time that she made these corrections, Wroth’s post-printing additions to her 

text have now become part of the “authoritative” (in every sense of the word) 

version of Urania studied by scholars today. 

 
Wroth’s Authoritative Revision of Poetry and Politics in Urania 2 

In addition to correcting Urania’s text, Wroth continued to engage her tale 

authoritatively—by writing a sequel. Currently surviving in a single manuscript 

(Newberry Library VAULT Case MS folio Y 1565.W95), the sequel to Urania was 

never printed in Wroth’s lifetime.59 Very likely Wroth did not finish the work, 

which like Urania 1 ends in mid-sentence; however, it is also possible that the 

Denny controversy had a hand in Wroth’s decision not to print the sequel. Wroth 

may have feared a similar backlash and chosen to keep her work in the more 

controlled circulation of manuscripts. However, reading Urania 2 reveals Wroth 

at work revising some of the perspectives she puts forth in Urania 1. By revisiting 

some of the issues of Urania 1 in her manuscript, Wroth authoritatively alters the 
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perspective of her work to reflect her experiences—both in her personal life and 

as the author of the scandalous Urania 1. 

In this section, I explore two changes in perspective that likely reflect 

Wroth’s negative experiences in the aftermath of Urania 1’s publication. First, 

Wroth’s portrayal of women’s writing, which is generally positive and 

empowering in Urania 1, takes a darker turn with the cautionary tale of Antissia, 

who is driven mad by poetry in Urania 2. The language of Antissia’s madness 

reflects common early modern fears about writing women, including those 

expressed by Denny. Second, I explore the difference in Wroth’s portrayal of 

England and monarchy in the two parts of Urania. While in Urania 1 England and 

monarchs in general are figured in a negative-to-neutral light, Urania 2 makes an 

overt effort to compliment England and King James I—very possibly a reaction 

to the breach with the king Wroth recorded as part of the Denny scandal. In these 

two changes in perspective between Urania 1 and Urania 2, Wroth authoritatively 

alters the tone of her text in order to reflect her own experiences as an author and 

the changing perspectives that the 1621 Urania wrought. Particularly in this 

second facet, the political point of view, Wroth resembles the other writers in this 

project, for all of them evoke, in some fashion, their nation or monarch. While 

Wroth does not give advice in the manner that, for example, Dowriche does to 

Queen Elizabeth, Wroth’s engagement of King James I in Urania 2 clearly has a 
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rhetorical purpose. She hopes, by means of a change in her portrayal of the 

monarch and his concerns, to change the way he thinks of Wroth herself. Wroth’s 

development of political language and royal compliments between Urania 1 and 

2, then, demonstrates her authoritative adjustment of textual themes in order to 

create a certain response from readers—particularly from the very highest 

readers in England.  

Wroth’s changes in perspective between Urania 1 and 2 begin with her 

portraits of women’s writing. Wroth’s portrayal of writing women in Urania 1 is 

generally positive, including nuanced characters who are both solitary and 

communal writers. Of these writers, Pamphilia is the most authoritatively 

prominent as well as the most prolific. Long recognized as an avatar for Wroth 

herself, Pamphilia primarily uses her poetry as an outlet for her feelings about 

Amphilanthus, which she must conceal for a large portion of the narrative. The 

connection between her poetry and her passion is established early in Urania 1, 

where Pamphilia, after observing Amphilanthus and Antissia together, 

withdraws, takes up some papers, “and began to reade them, but few of them 

pleasing her, she took pen and paper, and being excellent in writing, writ these 

verses following” (1:62.30-31).60 The poem, which begins “Heart drops distilling 

like a new-cut vine” (1:62.32), is a meditation on grief and the loss of hope.61 In 

this passage, Pamphilia must create a new work in order to adequately express 
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her sorrow.62 Pamphilia guards her poems carefully, keeping them in her cabinet 

and occasionally burning some, and when Amphilanthus requests them, she 

“blushing told him, she was ashamed, so much of her folly should present her 

selfe unto his eyes” (1:320.25-26). Writing is thus a private act for Pamphilia.63 

Pamphilia’s poetry as solitary and self-revelatory could also be read as a portrait 

of Wroth’s writing practices, suggesting that her work has deep roots in her own 

emotional suffering as well as her discontent with previously written work—

perhaps even with love poetry written in male voices. As a major portrait of a 

woman writer, Pamphilia embodies writing as solitary, emotional, and central to 

the stability of her character. 

At times, however, Wroth places Pamphilia within a writing community. 

For example, Pamphilia and Orilena exercise their creative artistic abilities 

together: 

While they were at Sea, they made verses, comparing the evening 
to the coolnesse of absence, the day break, to the hope of sight, and 
the warmth to the enjoying, the waves to the swelling sorrows their 
brests indured, and every thing they made to serve their turnes, to 
expresse their affections by. (1:364.5-8)  

This passage contains remarkable detail about Pamphilia’s writing; for one of the 

first times in the narrative, she is not a solitary poet but has another woman 

writer, Orilena, with her. Orilena is also separated from her beloved, Philarchos, 

so she and Pamphilia employ a similar poetic method whereby they utilize their 
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natural surroundings to describe their innermost feelings.64 In this scene, poetry 

is still deeply personal for Pamphilia, for her verses reflect the sorrow of her 

absence from Amphilanthus. However, this passage also illustrates that 

Pamphilia’s personal writing is not necessarily an isolating activity, for she 

shares both the sorrow and the experience of writing with Orilena. Orilena may 

thus represent an important communal aspect of Wroth’s own writing 

experience. Hannay notes that Wroth and her contemporaries, contrary to 

popular belief, often had other writing women around them; for Wroth, these 

included Lady Anne Clifford and Lucy Russell, Countess of Bedford as well as 

Wroth’s aunt, the Countess of Pembroke.65 Thus, while both Wroth and 

Pamphilia may have used their writing as a deeply personal exercise, they also 

shared this meaningful activity with others. Wroth portrays women’s writing in 

the character of Pamphilia as beneficial both for the individual and the 

community; in isolation, writing gives Pamphilia relief for her suffering, but she 

can also share the company of other writing women.66 Wroth’s portrayal of a 

woman’s writing as both personal and communal reinforces her authority as the 

writer of Urania, for while much of the text is deeply personal, Wroth also 

presents this tale to a wide audience.  

In her manuscript continuation of Urania, however, Wroth includes an 

episode that may be inspired by Denny’s characterization of her as monstrous, 
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for it portrays a writing woman, Antissia, as fundamentally disordered. Antissia, 

who is Pamphilia’s rival for Amphilanthus’s affection at the beginning of Urania 

1, reappears in Urania 2 in the midst of a bout of madness.67 This madness is 

explicitly linked to writing by several characters.68 First, Rosindy describes her 

state as “next to that phantisy they call poeticall furies” (2:33.36) and creates a 

vivid picture of Antissia’s “follys” (2:35.42). Later, her nephew Antissius 

describes how Antissia took on a mad tutor to assist her in the study of poetry 

who “so fittly hath hee served her as to make her as mad as him self, beeing a 

dangerous thing att any time for a weake woeman to studdy higher matters then 

their cappasitie can reach to” (2:41.3-5). Antissia’s madness is thus the result of 

studying poetry, and it also manifests itself verbally in “raging, raving, 

extravagent discoursive language” (2:41.11). Wroth even includes some examples 

of Antissia’s “tedious” poetry (2:50.13), which her husband Dolorindus 

condemns as “immodestie” (2:51.4); Antissia’s madness is thus linked both to 

poetry and to dangerous sexuality. This portrayal of Antissia’s mad poetry as 

sexually perilous recalls Denny’s monstrous characterization of Wroth as a 

writing woman. Unlike the positive portray of women’s writing in Urania 1, the 

portrait of Antissia shows that a writing woman may be stripped of the virtues of 

obedience, silence, and chastity that were often seen as central to a woman’s 

identity in early modern culture.69 Antissia’s dangerous and immodest madness 
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embodies the fears that writers like Denny express of monstrous writing women. 

However, the fact that Wroth includes a sample of Antissia’s poetry suggests that 

Wroth does not ultimately see this poetry as dangerous for her readers—in fact, 

she only calls it “tedious.” 

Antissia’s madness is finally cured by Melissea, but the incipient danger 

of poetry remains a possibility, though perhaps an ironic one. Wroth may intend 

this episode to warn women writers to exercise care in their collaboration, for 

while Pamphilia’s time with Orilena is productive, Antissia’s tutor helps her on 

the way to madness. Even though Antissia’s rivalry with Pamphilia is technically 

over, Wroth continues to use the two characters as foils for one another. With 

Antissia’s poetry-induced madness, Wroth illustrates the cultural fears of the 

day—likely influenced by Denny’s attack on Wroth herself—about women’s 

intellectual abilities and the dangers of women’s writing.70 Wroth’s layered 

portrayal of women’s writing in Urania draws on her own experiences as a 

member of a writing community as well as her interpretation of cultural fears 

like the ones expressed by Denny. By giving her readers multiple portraits of 

women’s writing throughout Urania 1 and 2, Wroth creates an authoritative 

stance not by laying down the law about what women’s writing does or does not 

do, but by fleshing out various portraits of the woman writer that reflect 

different aspects of the early modern writing woman’s experience. 
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While Wroth’s portrayal of women’s writing in Urania 1 and 2 may be 

read as a reflection of her own experience, the changes in Wroth’s attitude 

toward politics between the 1621 text and its sequel may also reflect Wroth’s 

experiences with Urania’s publication.71 More specifically, I argue that Wroth’s 

changed attitude toward the monarchy in Urania 2 reflects her reaction to James 

I’s displeasure regarding Urania 1. In other words, Wroth changes the political 

bent of Urania 2 in order to promote a certain response in her readers—

particularly one reader, James I. In this section, I focus on Wroth’s treatment of 

monarchy in the two parts of Urania; as Josephine Roberts has noted, Urania 2 is 

more complimentary both of absolutism and of King James than Urania 1.72 I will 

demonstrate Wroth’s change of attitude in Urania 2.73 As Hackett argues, Wroth’s 

position as both writer and aristocrat granted her insight into political issues, and 

her inclusion of these issues within Urania alongside more personal details 

demonstrates Wroth’s wide-ranging knowledge and desire for even this most 

personal of texts to have a public voice. 74 Wroth’s description of the monarchy in 

both parts of Urania indicates an adaptable authority that takes her personal 

attitudes or experiences and uses them to guide readers toward more positive 

attitudes with respect to the English monarchy. 

In Urania 1, the true monarchy is the monarchy of love; political concerns, 

while present, are often unflattering to Wroth’s England and its current 
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monarchs.75 For example, one of the tales told to Parselius and Allimarlus 

concerns a wicked queen whose people are inclined to rebel upon “finding her 

government absolute, and that being bent to the ruin of the land” (1:53.20-21). 

Although the queen is clearly meant to be a wicked figure, Wroth’s use of the 

word “absolute” is impolitic, given the insistence of James I on the absolutism of 

his own monarchy.76 Later in the narrative, a melancholy gentleman recounts his 

rebellion against a king whose favorite becomes “powerfull and dangerous” 

(1:445.1). James I’s court was filled with powerful favorites, most famously 

Robert Carr, 1st Earl of Somerset, and George Villiers, 1st Duke of Buckingham, 

so this episode may have seemed rather pointed to the English court.77 Other 

writers besides Wroth certainly wrote uncomplimentary things about their 

monarchs and courts—Elizabeth Cary, for instance, whose work is explored 

more fully in Chapter Five, creates highly unflattering references to James I and 

his favorites, while Anne Dowriche, the subject of Chapter Three, challenges 

Elizabeth I with the sinister figures of tyrannical French monarchs. However, 

Wroth’s situation is unique within this project because, as readers, we have 

access to certain facts about the royal reaction to Urania as well as to Wroth’s 

later writing. As I demonstrate below, Wroth’s change of attitude in Urania 2 

demonstrates that she sought, in the sequel, a different and more positive 

relationship with courtly and royal readers. 
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It is worth noting that Wroth’s dim portrait of monarchy extends to 

England itself. When the Prince of Venice, the Duke of Savoy, and the Duke of 

Florence travel to Britain, Wroth’s portrait of her native country is not flattering. 

Although some ladies are beautiful, the travelers find “the people rude and 

churlish” (1:627.35) and encounter in rapid succession a drunken group of 

traveling knights (1:629.19-20), a knight who cannot stop talking (1:630.39), and a 

lady who admits that English knights “leave the adventuring part, unlesse out of 

necessitie” (1:640.6-7). None of these incidents flatter England, just as the 

previous passages do not flatter its king. These passages are in direct contrast to 

similar scenes in Tyler’s earlier romance, The Mirror of Princely Deeds. As 

discussed in Chapter Two, Tyler deliberately creates a strongly patriotic portrait 

of England and English knights in her romance. Wroth, in contrast, seems either 

indifferent toward or disillusioned with her country. It is possible that these 

unflattering portraits of England reflect the more satiric bent of seventeenth-

century romance, which often acknowledges the clichés of its genre. In any 

event, in her depictions of England and the English monarchy in Urania 1, Wroth 

seems, to care far more about “Loves Court” than King James I’s (1:500.15). 

In Urania 2, however, Wroth deliberately sets out to paint a rosier political 

portrait by including passages that denounce rebellion and praise monarchy. 

These more complimentary passages focus on James I and on his known 
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concerns, such as absolutism. By altering, quite dramatically, her tone with 

regards to the monarchy, Wroth authoritatively alters this facet of Urania 2 in 

order to alter her relationship with particular readers—the very courtiers and 

monarch who were so dismayed by Urania 1 and its scandalous allusions. 

Hannay notes that the second part of Urania “intensifies the military and political 

focus,” and, indeed, Wroth includes several passages that speak against the 

dangers of civil war or rebellion.78 For example, in preparing for a battle against 

an “ill-natured Kinge” (2:98.10), King Lusandro “wowld nott suffer any of the 

natives to stirr in armes against their King, beeing an unnaturall thing, as he 

sayd” (2:98.18-19).79 The “unnatural” state of rebellion directly echoes 

contemporary political theory about the properly ordered relationships between 

a monarch and his subjects; James I’s The True Lawe of Free Monarchies (1603) is 

subtitled The reciprok and mutual dutie betwixt a free King and his naturall Subjects. A 

“natural” relationship between monarch and subjects makes the specter of civil 

war or rebellion particularly frightful.80 Additionally, Wroth includes a specific 

defense of monarchy; after Claramundo overcomes a rebellious army, Wroth 

describes the peoples’ “received comfort and new libertie in true subjection to 

ther King: non due to any other, nor is itt a griefe to obay, since the Government 

in Monarchi is the Sweetest, Noblest, and gentleest of all” (2:244.29-31). In this 

passage, Wroth emphasizes the “libertie” gained by the subject who obeys a 
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monarch. Wroth’s language in praise of monarchy echoes King James’s in The 

True Lawe, where he writes that monarchy “as resembling the divinity, 

approacheth nearest to perfection.”81 By specifically defending monarchy and 

portraying happy subjects, Wroth makes a definite political statement, 

encouraging readers to accept this high view of monarchy, which incidentally 

compliments England’s current king and his absolutist stance. 

Urania 2 also improves references to King James I himself, as Roberts 

demonstrates, by portraying him as the King of Candia. Wroth deliberately 

compliments this monarch: “A wiser, a learneder, discreeter prince never 

raigned, soe Just, soe peace making, and soe gratious, as the whole world had 

butt in scarceitie enough to extoll his worthe withall” (2:57.39-42). The particular 

emphasis on peacemaking, a trait James emphasized about himself, as well as 

Wroth’s later claim that the King of Candia is “noe soldier” (2:57.42) make a clear 

identification with King James.82 Read alongside the other declarations in favor 

of monarchy in Urania 2, these compliments suggest that Wroth deliberately 

shaped a more positive view of England and its absolutist king in Urania 2, 

perhaps as an antidote to perceived problems in this regard in Urania 1. Whether 

Wroth intended for this work to reach James I himself or to circulate among his 

courtiers, she clearly works in Urania 2 to demonstrate her interest in and 

complimentary stance toward the king. 
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Interestingly, Wroth’s compliments do not extend to the Queen of Candia, 

who, though not married to the aforementioned King, may be affiliated with 

James’s wife, Queen Anne (d. 1619).83 Students of Wroth’s biography have noted 

that after Wroth appeared in the 1605 Masque of Blackness, she is mentioned less 

frequently at court and does not appear in the sequel, Masque of Beauty. As a 

result, many readers assume that Wroth somehow fell out of the queen’s favor or 

even that she was banished from court.84 This assumption is bolstered by the tale 

of Lindamira in Urania 1. Lindamira is one of the figures that “shadows 

[Wroth’s] own career as a courtier and poet.”85 This character recounts the 

experience of losing a queen’s favor due to malicious rumors: “all her favour was 

withdrawn, as suddenly and directly, as if never had: Lindamira remaining like 

one in a gay Masque, the night pass’d, they are in their old clothes again, and no 

appearance of what was” (1.500.21-23). Lindamira’s experience, along with the 

language of masquing associated with Anne’s court, suggests that Wroth, too, 

experienced such a loss of favor. Hannay pushes back against this interpretation 

of Wroth’s biography, noting that Wroth’s place in the masques was taken over 

by her younger sisters, but Wroth “continued to attend court activities.”86 Even 

so, Wroth’s unflattering portrait of the Queen of Candia may obliquely reference 

Anne. 
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The Queen of Candia is a “furious ill-natur’d” woman (2:131.17) who 

seduces Amphilanthus, tires of him, and, after tricking him into the belief that 

Pamphilia has been unfaithful, marries him with dispatch to the Princess of 

Slavonia (2:131-133). The portrait of this queen as a dangerously sexual woman 

may reflect the court’s reaction to some of Anne’s earliest appearances in 

England. Effie Botonaki describes Anne’s appearance in The Vision of the Twelve 

Goddesses (1604) with a shortened skirt and in The Masque of Blackness (1605) with 

bare arms, part of a larger pattern of subversion or outright defiance of expected 

gender norms practiced by Anne in these early masques.87 Additionally, the 

Queen of Candia’s interest in Amphilanthus could be specific to Anne. Nora 

Lofts notes Anne’s habit of “openly admiring and favoring younger and more 

handsome men.”88 More specifically, Roberts notes a contemporary remark that 

Anne enjoyed the company of William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke (Wroth’s 

cousin and lover), and assisted in his advancement at court, although no 

evidence indicates a particularly close relationship.89 Wroth’s portrayal of the 

Queen of Candia may take the politic step of conforming to English memory of 

the late queen’s defiant behavior; by vilifying this queen while elaborately 

complimenting the King of Candia in a manner that deliberately evokes King 

James, Wroth reinforces the more complimentary, more monarchial tone 

employed throughout Urania 2. 
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In Urania 2, then, Wroth deliberately reverses the neutral-to-

uncomplimentary political tone she takes in Urania 1. Urania 1 is not hostile to 

political concerns, but most of Wroth’s direct references to England are not 

flattering. Although Urania 2 did not circulate in print and may never have 

reached James I himself, Wroth clearly uses several passages in the work to 

compliment England’s current monarch and his preferred rhetoric of 

absolutism.90 Wroth’s political shift from Urania 1 to Urania 2 shows her adjusting 

her authoritative strategies in order to learn from past troubles and create a work 

that, in addition to its continued focus on personal experiences and authority, 

also portrays the English court, or at least its king, in a politically favorable light. 

 
Conclusion 

Mary Wroth’s authority in Urania expands outward from the text itself to 

encompass her revision of perspectives in Urania 2 as well as her textual 

revisions in Urania 1; moreover, Wroth’s correspondence in 1621-22 relating to 

Urania’s publication employs many of the authorizing strategies—including 

direct defense, appeals to patrons, and the modesty topos—that contemporary 

authors utilized in dedications and prefatory material. Wroth’s authority in the 

1621 Urania is complicated by the inscrutability of Wroth’s involvement with the 

work’s publication, but Wroth’s correspondence, corrections to the printed text, 

and manuscript continuation all demonstrate Wroth’s creation of authority. 
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Moreover, interpreting these interactions (and particularly Wroth’s 

correspondence) as authoritative allows for a more cohesive portrait of Wroth as 

a writer in control of her own work. 

This facet of Wroth’s authority is particularly interesting to me, for 

Wroth’s correspondence regarding Urania has often been interpreted as in 

conflict with Wroth’s text. Reading this correspondence in a new way, as a post 

hoc preface that simultaneously defends and distances the author’s involvement, 

creates this more cohesive portrait of Wroth’s authority. In fact, the concept of 

authority allows for a comprehensive reading not just of Wroth’s 

correspondence, but of her corrections to Urania 1 as well as her revision of 

themes in Urania 2. While these texts, like Wroth’s correspondence, are noted for 

their historical significance, they are rarely studied as part of Wroth’s corpus. By 

considering Wroth’s authoritative stance in these texts—in other words, how 

Wroth alters these texts in order to develop her relationship with readers—we 

can view these texts more comprehensively as stages in Wroth’s development of 

authority regarding Urania. Whether she is creating a more positive portrait of 

monarchy to entice a single influential reader or emphasizing the importance of 

ambiguity for any reader of her text, Wroth uses these texts to create authority by 

changing readers’ interactions and interpretations. Reading all of the texts 

surrounding Urania—the correspondence, the corrections, the sequel—in 
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conjunction with the text itself presents us with a dynamic portrait of Wroth as 

an author who, without retracting her work, develops that work to appeal to 

different groups of her readers. Often, those developments are in response to the 

direct challenge Wroth’s authority received in the form of Denny’s attack, which 

illustrates the danger still present in seventeenth-century English culture for a 

woman writer whose work is not hedged around with the proper defenses. 

Wroth’s use of her correspondence as a post hoc preface provides a 

particularly strong point of comparison and contrast with the other works in this 

project. Tyler and Dowriche both spend a considerable amount of time on their 

defenses, both in the form of addresses to the reader and in their appeals to 

patrons through the modesty topos. Wroth, whose work lacks these defenses, 

must still supply them through her correspondence. It is a fascinating fact of 

literary history that, of the four works in this project, Urania caused the most 

scandal, but it is the work that has remained most canonical throughout the 

centuries since its publication. Interpreting Wroth as in control of Urania’s 

afterlife perhaps partially explains this fame, since if Wroth was coherent in her 

strategy about Urania, surely she was clever enough to capitalize on the scandal 

for its additional publicity. Wroth’s Urania thus adds to this project the unique 

perspective of authority after the fact, authority applied to a text that is rapidly 

moving out of the author’s control.  
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In the next chapter, I explore a text that had passed entirely out of its 

author’s control by the time of its posthumous printing. This lack of authorial 

control over the printed text led to centuries of anonymity for Elizabeth Cary as 

the author of The History of Edward II, requiring readers to adjust expectations for 

what a woman writer’s authority looks like in a text that has only recently been 

acknowledged as a woman’s writing. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Restorative Power of History in Elizabeth Cary’s The History of Edward II 
 
 

Introduction 

The two versions of The History of Edward II (1680) by Elizabeth Cary 

(1585-1639) place at their center the destructive emotions of King Edward II, who 

through excessive favoritism toward Gaveston and Spencer alienates his 

Parliament, his queen, and his country.1 Cary presents Edward’s disastrous 

reign, deposition, and death as the natural consequences of his problematic royal 

favoritism, a topic that—as Curtis Perry and Mihoko Suzuki demonstrate—

concerned not merely the historical court of Edward II but also the seventeenth-

century Stuart courts.2 Cary’s History, written between 1626 and 1628, draws 

deliberate parallels between Edward II and England’s James I and Charles I. Both 

Stuart kings had powerful favorites that made their people uneasy, and Cary’s 

History serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of royal favoritism. Scholars 

like Perry and Suzuki have established robust connections between Cary’s 

cautious attitude toward favoritism and events in the English courts of the 1620s, 

while Gwynne Kennedy, Louise Schleiner, and others have thoroughly explored 

Cary’s dynamic portrayal of Queen Isabel with an eye to historical and 
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biographical connections.3 In their discussions, however, most scholars give at 

best a passing mention to Cary’s vivid style, particularly her rhetorical use of 

similes and comparisons to create a narrative by which she instructs her readers 

about morality, politics, and the power of the past to change the present and 

future. 

In this chapter, I explore Cary’s authoritative presentation of her History 

as a work with restorative power for her readers—first in her preface, where she 

demonstrates her work’s power to cure melancholy, and later, in the text itself, 

through the rhetorical device of corporeal metaphors, which connect her work to 

body-politic discourse. Cary thus has authority both as exemplar and as 

instructor for her readers as she diagnoses first her own problems and then those 

of her nation, suggesting her work as a potential cure for both. Cary’s narrative 

of the History’s curative potential begins in her preface to F, which describes 

Cary’s own need for restoration and outlines how the History differs from other, 

less effective, instructive histories. In this section, I also explore the ironic fact 

that Cary’s authoritative preface was not enough to keep her associated with the 

work itself, which was anonymous until the twentieth century. After examining 

Cary’s authority, challenged and otherwise, in the prefatory material, I turn to 

her use of body-politic discourse; I argue that Cary ultimately rejects the “king’s 

two bodies” image popularized in her lifetime by James I in favor of images 
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suggesting that an infected political body must be diagnosed and purged lest the 

corruption—royal favoritism—spread throughout the court and nation. By using 

images of the body politic, Cary creates typological analogues between her 

historical subject, Edward II, and the kings of her own lifetime, James I and 

Charles I. These analogues allow Cary to present her history as a diagnostic for 

England’s political corruption, with suggestions for a cure. As Cary’s preface 

presents her work as restorative through Edward’s melancholy tale, so the text of 

the History itself presents Edward’s story as potentially restorative to England, 

identifying as it does the dangers of favoritism to the royal and national bodies 

politic. 

As mentioned above, I draw upon Cary’s body-politic metaphors from 

both of the History’s printed versions, the folio The History of the Life, Reign, and 

Death of Edward II (F) and the octavo The History of the Most Unfortunate Prince, 

Edward II (O). These works were published, anonymously and nearly 

simultaneously, in 1680, some forty years after Cary’s death. O is a considerably 

shorter and plainer text, and many critics have concluded that—if indeed the 

texts had a single author—O was a redacted version of F. However, two recently 

discovered manuscripts clarify much about the History; according to Margaret 

Reeves, F and O, along with the manuscripts, represent different stages of Cary’s 

composition between 1626 and 1628. The manuscripts also confirm Cary’s 
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authorship of both pieces, often doubted by previous scholars, and solidify the 

History’s dates of composition.4 

How these separate texts came to the attention of separate publishers is 

unknown. Several errors in O, including the portrait of Edward I instead of 

Edward II opposite the title page, have led Jesse G. Swan to conclude that “the 

octavo publication was a hasty, even slipshod affair.”5 The haste of its 

production may also suggest that its publishers knew of the competing F and 

rushed the presentation of their text to beat F to the market. Most scholars devote 

their attention to the longer text of F; however, in this chapter I include examples 

from both F and O. Although O is considerably shorter than F, it contains many 

body-politic metaphors as well as instructive commentary based upon these 

metaphors, demonstrating that Cary’s interest in the body politic remains 

consistent throughout her revision of the History. Additionally, looking at both F 

and O provides insight into that process of revision; for instance, Cary refers to 

the disease of leprosy in O, but in F she favors different illnesses, such as 

ringworm or warts, as she refines her metaphors for maximum impact (and, 

possibly, more discretion). Finally, including examples from O allows this lesser-

known text to share the spotlight with its more popular younger sibling, leaving 

room for further exploration and comparison of Cary’s multiple texts. 
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Cary’s Preface and the Potential Power of History 

Cary’s only authorial preface appears in F, and it corresponds closely to 

the prefaces accompanying the two manuscript versions of the History.6 While 

the preface is not necessarily indicative that Cary prepared her work for print, its 

presence in the fair-copy manuscripts suggests that Cary intended the work for 

circulation in some form. The brief preface employs the modesty topos, as do the 

prefaces by Tyler and Dowriche explored in Chapters Two and Three; however, 

Cary also authoritatively explains how she differs from other writers of history 

as well as her original intention for her work—which, I argue, functions as an 

example to her readers of the curative power of history and narrative, a power 

she highlights within the text itself. 

Cary’s preface begins with this explanation of her work: “To out-run those 

weary hours of a deep and sad Passion, my melancholy Pen fell accidentally on 

this Historical Relation” (A2r). This statement partakes of the modesty topos by 

emphasizing the “accidental” choice of subject, distancing Cary from accusations 

that her work was deliberately aimed at anyone. If Cary had any connection with 

court a few years earlier, she would have seen the effect of such accusations in 

the case of Mary Wroth’s 1621 Urania.7 However, in addition to this qualifying 

language, Cary also introduces the image of her work as a restorative event 

during her “deep and sad Passion.” While she does not specify exactly what 
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drew her to Edward’s story—perhaps his own melancholy experiences, perhaps 

a correspondence or dissonance between Cary’s current interests and Edward’s 

life—Cary describes her History as a useful tool in helping her “outrun” a 

difficult period in her life. 

Cary dates this preface “20 Feb. 1627,” which places the composition of 

the History in the context of a personal crisis. Cary’s conversion to Catholicism in 

November 1626, after years of questioning the Protestant faith, resulted in 

estrangement from her Protestant husband as well as the removal of all of his 

financial support.8 Cary, separated from her husband, children, and most of her 

friends, petitioned members of the Privy Council for assistance in procuring 

money for food, clothing, and lodging.9 Cary and her husband were eventually 

reconciled and many of her children converted to Catholicism, to her great 

spiritual comfort. However, the years of financial hardship and loneliness 

following Cary’s conversion are also the years during which she composed or 

revised two of her major extant works, The History of Edward II and The Reply of 

the Most Illustrious Cardinall of Perron.10 This triumphant emergence of lasting 

work out of a season of tragedy loosely resembles Wroth’s careful transmutation 

of her personal concerns into art; more importantly, knowing these details allows 

a better understanding of just how “deep and sad” the passion mentioned in 

Cary’s preface may have been. 
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It is tempting to wonder, with Diane Purkiss, whether Cary could 

reasonably have chosen a time of such emotional and financial instability “to 

begin and end a complex and demanding work,” like the History.11 However, the 

preface’s claim that the author wrote out of “sad[ness]” and “melancholy” 

suggests, plausibly, that Cary undertook her work in an attempt to forget or 

alleviate her troubles.12 According to Lady Falkland, Her Life, the biography 

written by one or more of Cary’s children, Cary was at certain points in her life 

troubled by a “deepe malancholy.”13 In the early modern worldview, 

“melancholy” was not merely a depression of the spirits but a medical diagnosis 

of an imbalance within the body. Mostly, Cary’s children record, these 

melancholy fits happened during Cary’s numerous pregnancies, but her 

condition while estranged from her husband (“desolate…who had bene long 

vsed to much company”) suggests that she had great reason to suffer from 

sadness and even melancholy.14 The “deep and sad Passion” Cary records in her 

preface thus locates the work in a particular period of her life; it also suggests the 

role that the History itself played in overcoming that difficult period, positing for 

her readers that her work has restorative power. 

In addition to presenting her work as an important component in 

“outrunning” her melancholy, Cary also uses her preface to enumerate the 

differences between her own historical work and that of others. This distinction 
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was necessary because several other early modern works told the story of 

Edward II, including Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II (c. 1592), Michael 

Drayton’s The Barons Wars (1603), and Francis Hubert’s Historie of Edward The 

Second (1629). There were also other works composed near the same time that 

were, in D.R. Woolf’s description, similarly “critical of overmighty favorites,” 

such as Sir Robert Cotton’s A Short View of the Life and Raigne of Henry the Third 

(1627).15 Cary is in a similar position to Anne Dowriche, for Dowriche also was 

working with a subject, the French Wars of Religion, already available to English 

readers through the work of Thomas Timme and John Foxe. Dowriche 

distinguishes her work from these sources by adopting a dramatically poetic 

style. In her preface, Cary reports, “I have not herein followed the dull Character 

of our Historians.” Cary avoids the “dull character” of history through several 

techniques. Like Dowriche, her work has a clear dramatic bent, including many 

set-piece speeches by Edward, his barons, and Queen Isabel. In fact, Donald 

Stauffer reads the History’s speeches as blank verse and claims that the entire 

work comes “definitely from the tradition of the stage.”16 Other readers identify 

in Cary’s History a typically Renaissance interest in classical models of history-

writing, particularly the Tacitean strategies of extended speeches, parallels to 

current concerns, and numerous maxims.17 Cary’s use of speeches, maxims, 
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and—as I demonstrate below—vivid metaphors authoritatively distinguish her 

work from that of other historical writers on similar topics.   

Cary’s alliance to the Tacitean mode of historical writing, as one method 

by which she avoids the “dull” aspects of history, is further signaled by the Latin 

epigraph included on the title page of F: Qui nescit Dissimulare, nequit vivere, perire 

melius.18 Karen Britland helpfully translates this epigraph as “He who does not 

know how to dissimulate, is not able to live, rather will perish.”19 Britland 

thoroughly explores two historical and literary resonances of this phrase: first, its 

similarity to the Tacitean Qui nescit dissimulare, nescit regnare (“He who does not 

know how to dissimulate, does not know how to rule”); and second, its 

similarity to a phrase used by Robert Burton in both Anatomy of Melancholy and 

Philsophaster.20 Britland highlights both a generic and a personal resonance for 

Cary. In terms of genre, Cary’s use of Latin shows her to be learned and further 

highlights her affinity with Tacitus.21 In terms of her personal circumstances, 

Britland connects this phrase to Cary’s conversion to Catholicism and the way 

Cary refused to dissimulate about it, despite the difficulties that choice 

produced.22 The epigraph, then, suggests both Cary’s personal frame of mind 

and her historical-political ambitions for her work. 

In addition to these historical and personal resonances, Cary’s epigraph 

also contributes to her authority in the paratext of F. As aforementioned, the use 
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of this epigraph allies Cary with Tacitean history. It is suggestive that Cary 

adopts not the exact form of the phrase that references rulers (nescit regnare), but 

rather the more general version, applicable to anyone, ruler or not (nequit vivere). 

This choice suggests that Cary wishes her history to be generally instructive, and 

that her authoritative voice within the work speaks to her audience in a broad 

fashion. The introduction of “dissimulation,” however, suggests a particularly 

political application. While Britland emphasizes Cary’s personal refusal to 

dissimulate and the negative consequences that decision brought, the final 

passages of the History (particularly in F) suggest that when Cary gives political 

advice, she temporarily puts aside her personal preference for moral honesty 

and, thinking in broader terms, argues for the proper use of dissimulation in 

politics. For instance, she writes that other kings have been “fully as vicious” as 

Edward, but because they “were content in the more moderate use of their own 

Vices” and did not allow their appetites to “supplant the strength and safety of a 

Scepter” (F 157), their rules remained stable. Edward’s faults, then, are not 

merely or perhaps not even primarily moral; they lie in the way his immorality 

became obvious to his people. This tension between Cary’s moral and political 

advice suggests that, in order to write the History, she must negotiate between 

these two methods of evaluating the world.  
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Cary’s paratext, then, signals her alliance with certain modes of instructive 

historical writing and posits the value of her work in lifting her out of a time of 

“melancholy”; her preface further establishes her authority with a bold 

declaration about her own confidence in the History. “I strive to please the truth, 

not Time; nor fear I Censure,” she writes. Although Stauffer suggests that Cary’s 

work is more dramatic than instructive, the focus on “Truth” in Cary’s preface 

initially emphasizes the work’s pedagogical dimension.23 Furthermore, by 

emphasizing “Truth,” Cary uses her preface to establish her moral authority. 

Since she is a voice for Truth, her readers, even royal ones, ought to take her 

advice. Finally, her claim that she does not “fear…Censure” is a radical one for 

(at least) two reasons. First, Cary does not apologize in this preface for her sex, 

unlike her predecessors Tyler and Dowriche. By presenting her work with so 

little legitimation, and, in the print medium, without a patron, Cary flirts with 

the “Censure” of critics who felt that writing about the questionable topic of 

rebellion (not to mention Edward II’s vices) was inappropriate for a woman. The 

second radical aspect of Cary’s preface is that her work could easily have led to 

political “Censure.” In writing about Edward II, Cary discusses “the right use of 

a Favourite” (F 159), employing clear references to recent and current monarchs 

(King James I and King Charles I of England).24 Making such connections in a 

work that depicts an English king’s deposition could well have led to “Censure” 
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for Cary.25 This claim that she does not fear “Censure,” then, makes Cary’s 

preface suitably radical for her work: the first political prose history composed 

by a woman in English. 

In one of the great ironies of literary history, however, this bold preface 

and the work it accompanies lost their association with Elizabeth Cary from the 

first publication in 1680 until the twentieth century. When the History was finally 

published in 1680, both F and O contained only cryptic information about the 

supposed author. F includes only the initials “E.F.” on the title page, and the note 

from “The Publisher to the Reader” describes this unknown author as a 

“Gentleman” (A2v). The publisher further claims that this gentleman, writing 

fifty years before, “was every way qualified for an Historian” and, moreover, 

that “those days produced very few who were able to express their Conception 

in so Masculine a Stile” (A2v).26 It is tempting, with Purkiss, to leave open the 

possibility that the publisher is “being disingenuous” here, but most likely these 

remarks indicate the absence of any association between Elizabeth Cary and the 

text.27 O, on the other hand, assigns authorship to Cary’s husband, Henry Cary, 

First Viscount Falkland (1575-1633). How Cary’s name became separated from 

her work is, and is likely to remain, unknown. 

The process of recovering Cary’s name, however, is well documented. In 

1935, Stauffer first posited that this work was composed not by Henry but by 

230 



Henry’s wife Elizabeth, using stylistic comparisons to The Tragedy of Mariam as 

well as the initials “E.F.” (Elizabeth Falkland) from F.28 Stauffer’s article sparked 

considerable debate both for and against Cary’s authorship, and for the next 

several decades, anyone who wrote about the History included a disclaimer 

about Cary’s presumed authorship.29 In the 1990s Jeremy Maule discovered the 

two manuscripts of the History of Edward II.30 Examining the documents allowed 

scholars to more confidently describe the relationships between the various 

Edward II texts, and Margaret Reeves’s analysis of both manuscripts declares 

Cary to be the definitive author of these several texts: “If [Cary] is the author of 

any of these texts, then she is the author of all of them, without question.”31 

Although much work remains in this area—the manuscripts themselves are not 

yet available in a scholarly edition, for instance—Cary’s authorship is now firmly 

established through the tenacity and sagacity of this cloud of scholarly 

witnesses.32  

The History’s posthumous, anonymous publication has obscured certainty 

about Cary’s intended readers. Cary’s personal associations with the 

Buckingham family are difficult to reconcile with the harsh portrait of favorites 

she projects in her History, since the Duke of Buckingham was the most 

prominent royal favorite under both James and Charles. Cary was close to 

Buckingham’s sister, Lady Denbigh, as well as Buckingham’s wife, Katherine.33 
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Additionally, upon Buckingham’s death in 1628, Cary composed memorial 

verses for the Duke.34 On the other hand, Lady Denbigh spread the news of 

Cary’s subversive conversion through the court, probably by means of her 

influential brother, an act that directly resulted in royal and marital displeasure 

for Cary.35 These mixed relationships complicate modern readers’ sense of Cary’s 

rhetorical purpose. Her use of Edward II, though recognizably applicable to 

seventeenth-century events, may have been a nod to discretion as she created a 

negative portrait of a personal acquaintance. Alternatively, the History may not 

have been intended for circulation beyond a tight group of like-minded readers, 

hence Cary’s earlier claim not to feare “Censure.” Whatever its intended 

audience, Cary’s concern about royal favorites was a common one under the 

Stuart kings. Throughout the work, Cary vividly illustrates the danger of giving 

favorites too much power, often through extensive metaphors of the body, its 

parts, and its illnesses. In these metaphors, Cary evokes the rhetorical discourse 

of the body politic, using this language to instruct readers about political 

morality, with specific reference to England’s James I and Charles I.  

The King’s Two Bodies: Edward II and James I 

One of Cary’s most memorable, though least discussed, techniques in both 

F and O is the use of metaphors related to illness and the body. These vivid 

metaphors, some of them connected to the king’s royal body and others 
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depicting the national body of England as it is infected by favoritism and 

corruption, place Cary’s History in the early modern political discourse of the 

body politic. By emphasizing that the king’s and nation’s bodies are infected by 

political illnesses, particularly those stemming from Edward’s dubious favorites, 

Gaveston and Spencer, Cary demonstrates her authority over contemporary 

political discourse as well as her emphatic suggestions to readers about how to 

rid the political body of illnesses. In the next two sections of this chapter, I 

provide close readings of Cary’s bodily images, connecting them to her 

typological analogues with King James I and King Charles I. Understanding 

Cary’s body-politic discourse illuminates her authority over her text as well as 

her instructive stance toward readers as she demonstrates the power of her 

History to diagnose political illnesses. 

The body politic had several different, though intertwined, connotations 

in early modern England.36 The oldest and most mysterious of these meanings is 

the one delineated by Ernst H. Kantorowicz in The King’s Two Bodies, whereby 

the king, paralleling the Christian idea of the “mystical” body of Christ, has both 

a “natural” body, subject to the vicissitudes of human existence, and a “political” 

body, which is never ill, never under age, and never dies. 37 Cary touches on this 

meaning when she metaphorically addresses certain parts of Edward’s body, 

such as his heart and his ears, with reference to England’s James I. However, 
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Cary ultimately rejects this metaphor and turns to a second facet of the body 

politic, whereby the king is the head of a collective body whose members are 

part of the court or nation. This image of the body politic developed into the 

“Artificial Man” that Thomas Hobbes describes in Leviathan, although for 

Hobbes “the Sovereignty is an Artificial Soul” rather than a head.38 Cary’s 

metaphors of infection and purgation, drawn from early modern understandings 

of disease and treatment, reveal the danger to England’s body politic of 

corruption stemming from their head or his corrupt favorites. A third aspect of 

the early modern body politic borrows from the religious metaphor of the church 

as the bride of Christ, whereby the sovereign is presented as the spouse of the 

country.39 I will not deal with this facet extensively below, since Cary only briefly 

evokes the image of Edward’s rule as a marriage.40  

For Cary and her earliest readers in the 1620s, none of these images would 

have been “politically orthodox”; that is, none were specifically part of 

mainstream political discourse as they became in Hobbes’s day.41 However, all of 

these facets of the body politic, from those describing the king’s own body to 

those encompassing the nation as a whole, were available to Cary in political 

discourse. My explication of these metaphors points to the ways Cary advances 

this political conversation as well as her methods for instructively warning 
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readers about the dangers of moral and political corruption through her vivid 

bodily metaphors. 

Cary’s use of the “king’s two bodies” language connects her work 

intimately with England’s King James I. Passages that emphasize the separability 

of the king’s “natural” and “political” aspects align with James’s own words in 

works like Basilikon Doron. 42 In this instructive work to princes, James I writes, “I 

graunt we have all our faults, which, privately betwixt you and God should 

serue you for examples to meditate upon and mend in your person, but should 

not be a matter of discourse to others whatsoever.”43 James endorses the notion 

that, while monarchs may have faults or vices to be corrected, such faults are a 

purely private matter and should not even be discussed abroad, much less 

assumed to weigh heavily in matters that concern the king’s other body, the 

political one.  

Cary similarly suggests that monarchs may have private faults that do not 

intrude on their political actions in the abovementioned passage comparing 

Edward II with other unfortunate English kings. In this passage, Cary remarks 

that some (here unspecified) kings have been “as faulty and vicious” as Edward 

and yet retained their rule rather than facing deposition as Edward ultimately 

does (O 75).44 Cary further explains this distinction as a matter of keeping vices 

private: “if it [royal vice] extend no farther than the satisfaction of the private 
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Appetite, it may obscure the Glory, but not supplant the strength and safety of a 

Scepter” (F 157).45 In other words, vice that merely serves an appetite of the 

king’s “natural” or private body does not harm the monarchy or the king’s 

“political” body. Such “private Appetite[s]” might, like the “faults” James I 

writes of in Basilikon Doron, be a matter for the king to address privately, but this 

passage suggests that such vices may remain in the private sphere without 

damaging the king’s political power. 

A second passage on this topic more explicitly uses the language of the 

body. In it, Cary’s narrator offers this advice: “when the heart is gangren’d, and 

the world perceives it, it is the fatal mark of that infection, which doth betoken 

ruine and destruction” (F 44). In other words, infection in one part (the “heart”) 

easily proves “fatal” to both physical and political bodies. However, the phrase 

“and the world perceives it” suggests that perception is part of this “fatal 

infection”; if the infection is not perceived, it may not lead to “ruine and 

destruction” (F 44). Thus, by keeping private vices or infections isolated within 

the king’s natural body, monarchs can avoid the “ruine and destruction” that 

shakes their political bodies. This passage, like the previous example, is tentative 

about this conclusion, for in Edward’s case, the vices of the “natural” body do 

not remain isolated but gradually infect the political realm.  
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In fact, Cary ultimately rejects the “two bodies” notion in favor of a series 

of metaphors for the royal body—particularly the heart and ears—demonstrating 

how a favorite with access to the king’s body inevitably controls the king’s 

political power. Cary writes, “had [Edward] not indeed been a Traytor to 

himself, they could not all have wronged him” (F 160). In this passage, Cary 

suggests that Edward’s vulnerability to the corrupting influences of his favorites, 

Gaveston and Spencer, makes him “a Traytor to himself” (F 160). Edward does 

not have the two bodies Kantorowicz suggests; rather, Edward’s “natural” body 

and “private” appetites lead directly to political harm. The king’s body is a single 

body, and his political rule is as vulnerable to corruption as his physical 

appetites. Cary’s body politic metaphors may be read, then, as politically 

instructive warnings for readers about allowing favorites too much influence 

over the king’s body. 

 In a series of metaphors centered on the heart, an important metaphorical 

center for the body, Cary depicts Edward’s vulnerability to the corrupting 

influence of favorites, particularly Gaveston.46 Early in the octavo text, Edward’s 

father notices Gaveston and Edward’s reluctance to be parted, a fact that “gives 

the aged Father an assurance, that this Syren had to[o] dear a Room in the 

wanton Cabinet of his Son’s heart” (O 3). Edward II’s heart is here a “cabinet”; 

the term could refer to either a private room or a repository for important 
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possessions.47 Edward’s heart-cabinet is a private space, but Cary describes this 

space as “wanton,” either because it is open to entry by others or because it has 

been offered to a “wanton” person, “Gaveston, the Ganimede of his affections” (O 

3). Edward’s “wanton” heart is not a closely shut cabinet where his private 

thoughts remain secure; rather it lacks a lock and is frequently open to 

Gaveston’s questionable influence. Gaveston’s “to[o] dear” presence endangers 

the private space of Edward’s heart, exercising an inappropriate influence over 

Edward’s heart and thus his body. In fact, in F Cary describes Edward as having 

“within his breast an unnatural Civil War” on account of his affection for 

Gaveston (F 8). Cary portrays Gaveston as a dangerous influence upon Edward’s 

“wanton” heart, which is open to his lover rather than remaining a private 

“Cabinet.” 

Cary’s emphasis on the “wanton” nature of Edward’s heart clearly betrays 

anxiety about the sexual relationships Edward and his favorites share.48 This 

anxiety mirrors seventeenth-century uneasiness about England’s King James I, 

whose “favorites,” men like Robert Carr, 1st Earl of Somerset, and George 

Villiers, 1st Duke of Buckingham, were rumored to be his sexual partners. James 

I’s favorites were always highly attractive men, and the king was often 

physically demonstrative with them before the court.49 Roger Lockyer, 

Buckingham’s definitive biographer, quotes the Venetian ambassador on the 
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“marks of extraordinary affection” showed by James to Buckingham, including 

public kisses and embraces.50 While seventeenth-century sources strongly hint at 

James’s sexual attraction to his favorites, Cary, in her analogous depiction of 

Edward, unequivocally emphasizes the sexual nature of Edward’s relationships 

with Gaveston and Spencer, using descriptors like “Gany[i]mede” (O 3; F 4, 54) 

and “Syren” (O 3, 41; F 4, 52) for both men.51 Cary’s insistence on Edward’s 

sexual relationship with Spencer is unusual; most contemporary works featuring 

Edward II focus only on Gaveston as Edward’s lover. However, Cary includes 

Spencer in the “Ganymede” and “Syren” descriptions and records that Spencer 

“feeds the current of his Sovereign’s Vices with store of full delights” (F 51). In 

Cary’s version of the tale, Edward and Spencer are emotionally and sexually, as 

well as politically, involved. Edward’s last and most powerful favorite, Spencer, 

likely functions for Cary as an analogue to Buckingham, James I’s last and most 

powerful favorite. By insisting on a succession of sexual “favorites,” Cary makes 

explicit for Edward II the rumors surrounding James I. Throughout the History, 

Cary emphasizes the “unnatural” and “disordered” nature of Edward’s 

relationship with his favorites, asserting that such affections are harmful to the 

king (F 6, 158).52 In Cary’s version of events, both Edward’s and James’s “hearts” 

can stand in for bodies that are problematically open to their partners.  
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 Although Cary is clearly troubled by the sexual nature of Edward’s 

favoritism, other passages using the image of the heart’s cabinet emphasize the 

troubling access to power that accompanies access to Edward’s body. For 

instance, Edward’s barons send a message to their king saying that “they in all 

humility desire, he would be graciously pleased to remove and punish those 

Vipers, which had too near a Room in his Royal Heart, whereby they had 

overthrown and undone the Peace and Tranquility of the Kingdom” (O 23). This 

statement expands on the earlier reference to Edward’s “wanton Cabinet,” for 

here Cary clearly connects the presence of poisonous influences (“Vipers”) in 

Edward’s heart with a disruption to the “Peace and Tranquility” of all England. 

In these passages emphasizing the openness of Edward’s heart-cabinet to his 

lover, Cary stresses that what happens in the most private parts of Edward’s 

“natural” body is dangerous for both Edward and his kingdom. 

One of the clearest outward signs of this danger to the kingdom is 

Edward’s penchant for rewarding Gaveston and Spencer, the companions of his 

heart, with power and influence beyond their merits. These troubling powers are 

most clearly represented in the titles Edward grants to his favorites: Gaveston, 

for example, “is advanced to the Earldom of Cornwal” despite his lacking 

“Nobility of Birth, Ability of Brain, or any Moral Goodness” (F 19, 17); Spencer is 

later named Lord Chamberlain and compounds his high position by “a selling of 
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Titles” (F 51, 52). Cary’s seventeenth-century readers would easily note parallels 

to James I’s favorites, such as Somerset and Buckingham, both of whom received 

their titles as a result of the king’s affection. More troubling than these titles is the 

power that each favorite wields. Cary’s commentary at the end of F illustrates the 

anxiety and opposition attending the favorites’ influence: “Neither is it 

proper…that the object of their [kings’] weakness should sway and manage the 

Affairs of State” (F 159). Like Edward II, James I offered high positions and costly 

gifts to his favorites.53 As Lockyer records, Buckingham used his high position to 

extend “the range of his patronage” to such an extent that the favor of the 

favorite was highly sought.54 Gifts, titles, and intercessory influence mark the 

favorite both in fourteenth- and seventeenth-century England; Cary’s portrayal 

of the dubious rise of Gaveston and Spencer reflects the kinds of favors James I 

bestowed at his court.55  

A final passage utilizing the language of the heart focuses specifically on 

Spencer as a dangerous influence on the king; in it, Cary depicts Edward’s heart 

as physically removed from him and placed in Spencer’s safekeeping. Cary 

writes that Edward “calls unto him Spencer, the Cabinet of his Heart” (O 36). 

Here, Edward’s heart is no longer a cabinet itself, but is kept within the 

“Cabinet” that is Spencer’s own mind or body. Only Spencer is worthy of 

collecting Edward’s secret thoughts and dispensing advice. Edward’s heart has 
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thus developed from being “wantonly” open to his first favorite, Gaveston, to 

being completely outside of Edward’s own control. Edward’s failure to maintain 

the privacy of his heart’s cabinet—and thus control over his body—creates a 

dangerous environment in which the king’s “natural” vices and private thoughts 

are not kept in a separate, harmless sphere. By wantonly opening his heart to his 

favorites, Edward brings danger upon himself and the rest of his political body. 

Spencer, however, is dangerous to more than just Edward’s heart; Spencer 

also influences the king’s ear, controlling access to Edward’s body and to the 

information that the king receives. For instance, Spencer “labours to remove 

from his Master’s ear all such as might endanger him, and supplies their places 

with such as were his Creatures” (O 21). Similarly, Spencer “makes a Monopoly 

of the Kings ear, no man may gain it but by his permission” (F 51). By controlling 

access to Edward’s ear, Spencer ensures that what enters that vulnerable opening 

is only what will benefit Spencer himself. Rather than allowing Edward to hear 

many voices and sift their truth or untruth for himself, Spencer strives for true 

“Monopoly,” where his own voice triumphs. His success results in this caution to 

readers: “Let the Favourite taste the King’s Bounty, not devour it; let him enjoy 

his ear, but not ingross it” (F 138).56 Spencer’s dangerous control of Edward’s ear 

demonstrates the vulnerability of this part of the political body; Edward’s 
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vulnerable ear, like his permeable heart, brings danger upon the king’s body as 

well as the political body with which he is intertwined.  

Spencer’s power in the court and access to the king’s ear continue the 

powerful analogy between Spencer and James’s favorite, Buckingham. Indeed, 

Cary’s contemporaries would easily have connected Edward II to James I by 

recalling what Perry calls the “Buckingham phenomenon” of the 1620s.57 At 

court, Buckingham was often treated as an intercessor to the king due to his great 

influence.58 However, members of court and Parliament saw the potential for a 

dangerous monopoly of the type Spencer achieves in the History. At the 1621 

Parliament, Sir Henry Yelverton became embroiled in a debate about the finances 

of the Buckingham family and indignantly suggested that “if the Lord of 

Buckingham had but read the articles exhibited in this place against Hugh 

Spencer, and had known the danger of placing and displacing officers about a 

king, he would not have pursued me with such bitterness.”59 Yelverton’s speech 

proves that James’ court was well aware of the parallels between James I’s and 

Edward II’s favorites. In addition, Cary’s personal acquaintance with the women 

of Buckingham’s family granted her a particular opportunity to consider the 

effects of favoritism—on the favorite. Cary’s eventual emphasis on “the right use 

of a Favourite” (F 159) suggests that her observations both from current events 
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and historical sources led her to the same conclusions about the dangers of royal 

favorites. 

If Edward’s heart and ear are ultimately the most vulnerable parts of his 

body, it is the tongue that Cary portrays as the most dangerous part of the 

court’s political body. By emphasizing both the power and the untrustworthiness 

of the tongue, particularly as the tongue of the courtier reaches the vulnerable 

ear and heart of the king, Cary authoritatively points out the problems of a court 

founded upon flattery and suggests that her readers arm themselves against the 

power of the tongue—proverbial both politically and biblically.60 While Gaveston 

and Spencer are portrayed as the most dangerous for Edward’s heart and ear, 

Cary uses the image of the dangerous tongue for the entire court. For instance, 

Edward is advised by “a Page of his Chamber, one that had an oyly tongue” (F 

9). Similarly, Cary describes the typical courtier as in possession of “a Tongue as 

smooth as Jet that sings in season” (F 31). Both of these images are of a tongue 

from which easily flows flattery rather than honesty. Cary describes in O how 

Edward’s attendants are “those that made their Tongues, rather the Orators of a 

pleasing falsehood, than a true sincerity” (O 20). Similarly, at the end of F, she 

writes, again generally, “A smooth Tongue finding a favourable hearing, sets a 

fair gloss upon the blackest Overture” (F 159-60). All of these images describe 

tongues that utter far more flattery than truth, honesty, or sincerity. The tongues 
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of the court, then, have been dangerously smoothed to tell the king exactly what 

he wants to hear; these flattering tongues, in conjunction with Edward’s 

vulnerable ear, endanger his court and, eventually, his kingdom. 

Cary’s metaphors for royal and courtly bodies, particularly with respect to 

ear, tongue, and heart, evoke England’s King James I in anxious discussion about 

the king’s political body. Ultimately, Cary rejects the notion that kings have two 

separate bodies and suggests that the influence of favorites, along with flattering 

courtiers, has a harmful effect on the king’s political body and on the English 

nation. As Cary turns her attention to contemporary anxieties about favoritism 

under Charles I, she moves away from the king’s body and embraces metaphors 

of infection and purgation to instruct her readers about the health of England’s 

political body. 

 
The Nation’s Body: Edward II and Charles I 

Cary frequently uses the language of infection to describe Edward’s court 

and the troubles within it. In Knowledge and Practice in Early Modern English 

Medicine, Andrew Wear makes two important points about the understanding of 

infection in early modern times. First, that the “narrative of disease” whereby 

illness developed throughout a body often focused on “putrefaction” and decay 

as central to the progression of disease.61 This narrative of decay indicates the 

corrupting nature of illness and the sense that any infection could put the whole 
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body at risk. Second, Wear notes that lay people, in addition to physicians, were 

usually involved in the diagnosis of diseases and even in administering 

remedies—in fact, the knowledge and preparation of herbal remedies was often 

seen as a woman’s particular concern within a household.62 Cary’s language of 

infection, then, provided a natural picture of spreading corruption both 

politically and scientifically; as a lay person and a woman, Cary is nonetheless 

qualified to identify disease and even propose remedies. Cary makes frequent 

use of the language of infection; Edward’s “untemperate and undiscreet actions,” 

for instance, cause dismay among his people, for whom “The Ulcers festered 

daily more and more” (O 16). In this passage, Edward’s actions—his focus on 

Gaveston to the neglect of his royal duties—cause sores that pain his people. 

They feel the discomfort of being alienated from their king, and Cary’s 

description of this pain as “Ulcers” suggests that the people suffering from them 

are a body politic infected by sores caused by their kingly head. 

Cary’s language of infection includes two pointed references to leprosy, 

an illness with cultural resonance for her readers. First, Edward’s father tries to 

remove “the tainted humours of his Leprosie” (O 3), while Spencer is later called 

a “leprous Monster” (O 60). Leprosy suggests a far more dangerous state of 

affairs than the earlier reference to “Ulcers”; while ulcers are certainly painful, 

leprosy is a far more complex disease, and it is also notably infectious. Not only 
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are Edward and Spencer infected, but they have the potential to destroy others 

through this contagion. Moreover, leprosy has devastating effects on the body it 

infects, causing not only pain but distinct changes in appearance; Edward and 

Spencer’s leprosy suggests that disease may be breaking down their bodies. In 

addition, Margaret Healy argues that in early modern England, much of the 

language of corruption traditionally used for leprosy was transferred to the new 

epidemic of the sexually transmitted “pox” (usually syphilis).63 Recalling the 

uneasiness with which Cary portrays Edward’s relationships with his favorites, 

this sexual nuance for “leprosy” enhances Cary’s vivid portrait England’s illness. 

These references to leprosy and ulcers are concentrated in O; in F, Cary 

uses a less overt but particularly vivid metaphor to evoke the concept of the 

infected body politic. Spencer, frustrated by Parliament’s efforts to interfere with 

his desire for power, considers “such Assemblies…like a Ringworm on the neck 

of greatness” (F 80-81). This vivid image of an obvious and (slightly) disfiguring 

illness gives readers a sense of distaste and also allows a brief glimpse into 

Spencer’s thoughts, demonstrating his unfavorable attitude towards any who 

interfere with his “Monopoly of the Kings ear” (F 51). Ringworm is not fatal, but 

it can be unpleasant, marring the smoothness of a person’s skin; for Spencer, the 

Parliament is not an insurmountable obstacle, but its interference is annoying. 

However, comparing a significant portion of England’s government to a disease 
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has larger implications within the language of the body politic, for it suggests 

that Parliament, the “neck” to Edward’s political “head,” is corrupted. In 

addition, by having Spencer reference the language of infection, Cary draws her 

readers’ attention to his own position as a corrupting influence, one that proves 

far more dangerous than ringworm. 

Spencer’s negative reaction to Parliament evokes English anxieties about 

Parliament and royal favorites in Charles I’s court. Cary’s political commentary 

on “the right use of a Favourite” (F 159) is thus urgently relevant to her own day. 

Most obviously, Buckingham, who was James I’s most powerful favorite, 

showed every indication of being just as powerful during Charles’s reign.  On 

August 12, 1625, Charles I dissolved the first Parliament of his reign in order to 

protect Buckingham from impeachment.64 On June 9, 1626, the process of 

impeachment and Parliamentary dissolution was repeated; as Pauline Gregg 

records, “the dissolution of two Parliaments in so short a time by so new a king 

had inevitably caused misgivings. Some people forecast there would never be 

another [Parliament].”65 Without a Parliament, the balance of English politics 

would sway toward a potentially tyrannical king. Cary’s references to 

Parliamentary conflicts with a favorite evoke England’s anxiety about the role of 

favorites and the corruption of royal power. 
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Cary’s History also proves instructive for a later time than the 1620s, since 

its publication in 1680 (for reasons which are speculated above but which will 

probably never be fully known) demonstrates the applicability of this work to 

other political situations. Cary’s name was gone from the work at this time, so 

the particular authority of her female authorial identity was not a factor in the 

work’s publication. However, Cary’s use of both general and specific exempla in 

her work, particularly with regards to the power of kings, seems to have been 

just as applicable in 1680 as in 1626-27.66 Thus, while the context of the History’s 

publication is not as authoritative—that is, attached to a specific author and her 

relationship with contemporary readers—as that of its composition, the political 

instruction Cary provides was powerful enough to warrant attention nearly fifty 

years later.    

England in 1680 was in the midst of what is now called the Exclusion 

Crisis.67 Following the exposure of the Popish Plot, England realized that should 

Charles II die, his only successor was his Catholic brother, James, the Duke of 

York. As a result, three successive Parliaments between 1679 and 1681 presented 

Exclusion Bills in an attempt to remove York from the line of succession.68 

Charles II dissolved the first two of these parliaments, in January and May of 

1680.69 Tim Harris thoroughly describes the several levels of English anxiety 

around the Exclusion Crisis, “all centring around the fear of popery and arbitrary 
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government”; anxieties about Charles II’s present style of rule, the future of 

England under a Catholic king, and international politics (never far from 

questions of religion) dominated the English imagination.70 Cary’s History, 

published early in 1680, addresses similar anxieties. The image of Isabel’s foreign 

army invading English shores was certainly a chilling one to a nation already 

anxious about the French. However, it is most likely Cary’s cautionary tale of the 

way Edward II defied his barons in order to protect his favorites that would have 

resonated with her readers. Furthermore, if Cary composed the History at a time 

when the nation was anxious about Charles I’s dissolution of Parliament, surely 

the England of 1680 was similarly disturbed.71 Under these circumstances, Cary’s 

tale of Edward and Spencer’s disregard for Parliament, illustrated through 

Spencer’s dismissive remark about “Ringworm,” reflects England’s uncertainty 

about corruption in England’s body politic and particularly between king and 

Parliament. 

Each episode of Cary’s History enhances the grim cautionary tale about 

the king’s power, but the basic structure of this tale is evident in Edward’s first 

personal crisis, where he decides to break his promise to his father and recall 

Gaveston back from exile. Having done so without notifying his barons, he 

approaches them with the high-handed words, “Am I your King? If so, why then 

obey me; lest while you teach me Law, I learn you Duty” (F 13). There is nothing 
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particularly incendiary about these words, since kings in seventeenth-century 

England did believe in their absolute power; however, the context of Edward 

using his power to justify bringing Gaveston, already shown to be a corrupting 

influence, back to England expressly against his promise to the contrary, is 

dangerous indeed. A king who uses absolute power in order to elevate people 

who might harm the country is, in Cary’s story, a king doomed to failure. To 

readers in the 1680s, the parallel danger would not be moral corruption so much 

as the spiritually corrupting influence of Roman Catholicism, but the perceived 

harm would be no less. Cary’s work, then, demonstrating the dangers of a king 

whose power is misapplied, would seem—particularly to readers already scarred 

by the tumult of the English Civil War and the fresh anxieties of the Exclusion 

Crisis—appropriate instruction indeed.  

Cary’s metaphors of infection do more than merely evoke anxiety about 

political corruption, however; some images include the concept of purgation and 

thus instruct Cary’s readers—even, possibly, royal ones—to take decisive action 

in order to remove corruption. Wear notes that given the early modern portrait 

of disease, the processes of “bleeding and purging” were the most common 

responses to the corruption of illness.72 While these measures seem drastic, for 

Cary they are likewise natural responses to the illness of the body politic. For 

instance, at Spencer’s rise, “The Peers of the Kingdom, that saw the sudden and 
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hasty Growth of this undeserving Canker, resolve to lop or root it up, before it 

should o’retop their Luster” (O 21). While the language of “lopping” and 

“rooting” comes from gardening, a “Canker” could be an infection in either a 

plant or the human body.73 Edward’s barons not only recognize Spencer as a 

disease, but they realize the necessity of taking action, of either trimming or 

uprooting this diseased plant in order to ensure their own health. In another 

passage, however, Cary writes, “The pruning of the Branches would improve the 

Fruit little, where the Tree was tainted in the root with so foul a Canker” (F 3). 

Here the same image of the “Canker” prompts a reflection that only the more 

extreme course of action, that of removing the root, would have any effect on this 

infection. These metaphors and comparisons vividly illustrate the need to restore 

health to the body politic, even when that restoration comes through decisive 

and perhaps violent action. 

In a vivid passage in F, Cary uses two metaphors of the body to explain 

how Edward was able to ignore his conscience and continue the behaviors so 

harmful to his people and his immortal soul. The first image is of infection and 

the second is of the growth of hair; both demonstrate the deep roots of evildoing 

and the long-standing effect that poor moral choices have on the human 

character: 

The customary habit of transgression is like a Corn that doth infest 
his owner; though it be par’d and cut, yet it reneweth, unles the 
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Core be rooted out that feeds his tumor. The guilty Conscience feels 
some inward motions, which flashing lightly, shave the hair of 
Mischief; the scalp being naked, yet the roots remaining, they soon 
grow up again, and hide their baldness: the operations of the soul 
of true Repentance, grubs up the very depth of such vile Monsters, 
and leaves alone the scars of their abuses. (F 95) 
 

In the first of these metaphors, Cary compares transgression to a tumor or corn 

that cannot be removed without going below the skin’s surface. The use of 

“Corn” is suggestive; this unglamorous physical affliction, usually found on feet, 

is notoriously difficult to remove. By comparing Edward’s transgression to a 

corn, Cary suggests that the king’s experience with transgression is not unique to 

royalty. A corn may strike the foot of a king as easily as that of a commoner, and 

it is equally hard to excise in both situations. The second metaphor, that of hair 

which is shaven by conscience, perhaps evoking images of penance, is likewise a 

universal image.74 Both of these vivid bodily metaphors instruct readers about 

transgression and conscience; they bring Edward’s transgression down to the 

level of everyday, sometimes unpleasant, realities, suggesting that transgression 

is as unattractive in kings as in commoners, and just as hard to truly reverse 

through repentance. Through this passage as well as the others where she 

emphasizes infection and purgation, Cary employs the rhetoric of the body 

politic to instruct readers about the need to avoid, and excise, corruption within 

the political body of the nation—not excluding the king himself. 
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These instructive metaphors for purging corruption from the body politic 

provide additional emphasis to the notion that Cary’s History instructs the court 

of Charles I. Cary’s evocation of Charles I and his court, as documented by 

scholars including Perry and Suzuki, is consistent throughout the History. For 

instance, Cary describes how a “pure and innocent” ruler (probably not Edward 

II) could yet be responsible for a great deal of oppression: “if out of affection he

become the Patron of the Servants misdemeanours and insolencies, he makes 

himself guilty, and shares both in the grievance and hatred of the poor distressed 

Subject” (F 141). Perry points out Cary’s care in establishing that virtue and vice 

are not inherited from parents, thus allowing her to accuse Edward II, and James 

I by proxy, without alienating Charles I.75 By insisting on the innocence of this 

hypothetical monarch, Cary releases Charles I from inherited guilt, but she also 

reminds readers of the threat of future harm. Even kings whose “affection” is not 

disordered must, Cary suggests, use those affections rightly to avoid falling into 

other kinds of guilt. Although this passage does not specifically use the language 

of infection, it does illustrate the instructive nature of Cary’s approach to Charles 

I’s court, as well as the connection between the “health” of the king’s desires and 

that of the nation’s body politic. 

Cary’s instruction to Charles I’s court is clearest in the instruction quoted 

above: “Experience tells the right use of a Favourite” (F 159). In this remark, Cary 
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demonstrates her intent that readers will learn from the “experience” she 

documents. In O, Cary states the lesson to be learned in negative terms: “Alas, 

common and familiar Experience tells, that the Actions and principal Use of a 

Favourite, is to make good by his strength and favour, those Designs that are in 

themselves unjust, perverse, and insupportable” (O 76). This version of Cary’s 

application focuses upon the negative consequences of favorites in the court and 

their destabilizing influence. In F, Cary substitutes “right use” for “principal 

Use,” suggesting that this advice is not merely inferred from example but given 

as a directive for the “right” path. In this expanded version of the harm 

proceeding from favorites, Cary emphasizes the process by which a favorite may 

draw the king to harm: “Money, Friends, or Favour engageth him [the favorite], 

and he his Master; hence proceed all manner of Oppression and Disorder” (F 

159). By clearly demonstrating this progression from the favorite’s interest to 

“Oppression and Disorder,” Cay emphasizes the need for the king to see this 

process clearly and avoid the undue influence of a favorite. The clarity and 

urgency of Cary’s remarks in these “Experience” passages suggest that she is not 

simply speaking generally. Rather, she hopes that Charles I will learn from 

Edward II’s “Experience” and curb the power of his favorite, Buckingham. This 

reference to “experience” reveals that one goal of Cary’s History is to provide 

255 
 



instruction to monarchs who are trying to avoid trouble due to their favorites—

i.e., Charles I.

In fact, the royal address is probably plural: Suzuki suggests that Cary 

employs Edward’s queen, Isabel, as a negative example to Charles I’s queen, 

Henrietta Maria.76 Like Isabel, Henrietta Maria was a French princess who 

married into the English royal family; like Isabel, she competed for her 

husband’s attention against a flattering favorite. Cary records Isabel’s dislike of 

Spencer and Spencer’s strategy of placing “his Kindred…next her person” (F 52). 

In Charles I’s court, Henrietta’s French attendants were a matter of dispute, and 

Buckingham attempted to place his own relatives in positions near the queen.77 

In fact, Quentin Bone notes that according to contemporary reports—mostly by 

and to the interested French parties—Buckingham was a chief cause of discord 

between Charles and his wife.78 In the History, Cary treats Isabel sympathetically 

and assigns her rhetorical power, but when the queen gains political power and 

mistreats Spencer, the narrator denounces Isabel as “villainous” and “Devilish” 

(F 120).79 If Isabel is a negative example, Cary suggests that queens (like kings 

and their favorites) should avoid vice, or the appearance of it. Perhaps especially 

for Henrietta Maria, Cary illustrates that queens who involve themselves in 

politics can very easily lose their way. Throughout her characterization of the 

royal family, then, Cary has political instruction in mind. Her use of Edward II 
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and Isabel as exempla for Charles I and Henrietta Maria reveal both Cary’s 

knowledge of current political events (particularly those centered on 

Buckingham) and her conviction that, as an interpreter of history, she has 

knowledge that can assist England’s royalty. By portraying Edward and Isabel as 

exempla not just for people in general but for the specific monarchs of her time, 

Cary demonstrates her instructive purposes for the highest readers in England. 

The connections outlined in the previous paragraphs clarify Cary’s 

instructive purposes for the court of Charles I and Henrietta Maria; while these 

connections are clearest in passages that do not contain references to the body 

politic, once they are established, the language of political bodies may be read as 

an extension of Cary’s instruction to the court, as well as to individual readers, 

about the action to be taken when infection threatens the body. Through these 

metaphors Cary advances an image of the body politic in which both court and 

country are affected by the infection present in their collective political body.80 In 

some passages, Cary uses the image of purgation to instruct those of her own 

time, perhaps especially England’s current monarchs, Charles I and Henrietta 

Maria, about the necessity of keeping the political body healthy by removing 

infection.81 Cary’s remarks can be read as both personally and politically 

instructive; that is, much of what she says could be applied to the “infection” of 

sin in the human soul, but these metaphors also draw on the image of the body 
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politic, with applications for England’s current monarchs, in order to instruct 

readers on the importance, and difficulty, of keeping the political body healthy. 

Thus Cary’s narrator uses the language of the body politic in The History of 

Edward II to both warn and instruct readers about dangers to the health of that 

body. Cary links Edward’s own body and its permeability through the ears and 

heart to the larger political body that is subject to infection. Edward’s court, with 

its dangerous tongues as well as infected bodies (most explicitly that of Spencer), 

requires extreme action in order to fully remove the “canker” or “corn” of 

infected action. In addition to recommending such action, Cary also makes this 

language of infection general, prompting readers to consider their own 

consciences as well as the health of the political body. Throughout the History, 

then, Cary authoritatively uses vivid images of the body and its diseases both to 

instruct readers about their own moral capacities and to recommend pursuit of a 

healthy political body by whatever extreme means are necessary. 

Conclusion 

Reading Cary’s metaphors of the body illumines her instructive historical 

purposes. In metaphors centered on the king, Cary ultimately rejects the idea of 

the “king’s two bodies,” using Edward II’s vulnerable body to evoke the 

problematic favoritism of James I. After disproving the “king’s two bodies” 

notion, Cary turns instead to figuring England itself as a corrupted body, first 
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evoking anxieties about Charles I (and, to her 1680 readers, Charles II) and later 

instructing readers, royal and otherwise, about the difficulty and necessity of 

purging corruption from the political body. Understanding Cary’s instructive 

purposes, the historical context of the History of Edward II, and—most crucially 

for my argument—her vivid metaphors of the body politic grants her readers 

new insight both about Cary’s modes of instruction and about the appeal her 

history held for English readers during the turbulent Caroline period. Cary’s use 

of body-politic metaphors to diagnose and suggest cures for political favoritism 

suggests a larger sense of her work as both instructive and restorative, a notion 

she also upholds in her preface. By presenting her History as a key component in 

curing her melancholy, as well as by outlining the differences between her way 

of writing history and others’ “dull character,” Cary authoritatively presents her 

work as restorative to both the individual reader and the national body of 

England. Despite the History’s long bout of anonymity, Cary’s authority through 

her body-politic metaphors, typological parallels, and her own exemplary use of 

the History to banish melancholy, remains a strong demonstration of this woman 

writer’s authority, boldly defying “Censure,” in a time and a genre that did not 

welcome her instruction. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Conclusion 

Margaret Tyler, Anne Dowriche, Mary Wroth, and Elizabeth Cary, 

although writing in the male-dominated and often hostile genres of romance and 

history, create authority for themselves as women writers through their 

prefatory material, narrative techniques, and allusions to current events, all of 

which produce instructive voices that guide readers in textual interpretation. 

This interpretive guidance is radical for women writers, particularly in history 

and romance, for their readers were likely to see these writers as interlopers who 

lacked the skill or knowledge to teach their audiences anything. Because they 

must prove themselves, Tyler, Dowriche, Wroth, and Cary are particularly 

explicit about their purposes, their knowledge of print-culture conventions, and 

their engagement with culture and genre, providing excellent opportunities to 

study the creation of authority. 

Although these writers share similar circumstances in terms of their lack 

of authority, they employ a diversity of authority-creation techniques, pursuant 

to their varied purposes and audiences. For Tyler, contextualizing and defending 

her work as a woman writer is vital, but she also uses narrative interjections and 

additions to her translated text in order to bridge the gap between her Spanish 
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text and a patriotically English audience. Dowriche’s English audience is also 

strongly Protestant, and Dowriche’s authority as a Protestant interpreter of 

events shines through each of the varied voices she creates in The French Historie. 

Wroth’s post-printing authority for Urania may appear primarily defensive, but 

by incorporating techniques from print culture, specifically prefatory practices, 

Wroth offsets the defensiveness of her correspondence regarding Urania; her 

continued revisions of Urania’s printed text and of its themes through Urania 2 

demonstrate how she retains authority over her text even in the face of 

controversy. Cary, on the other hand, has no way to engage with her 

posthumously printed text, but she concentrates on the restorative power of the 

historical genre for herself, her readers, and her country through the vivid 

metaphors of the body politic. Through political, religious, cultural, and personal 

crises and convictions, each of these writers forges an authoritative persona by 

which she instructs her readers on being better English citizens, better 

Protestants, or better human beings.  

 Despite this diversity of purpose and technique, however, these authors 

can also be fruitfully compared; one such point of comparison is that of genre. 

Tyler and Wroth, the two romance authors, are both called upon for a more 

explicit defense of their work and their position as women writers than the two 

historians, Dowriche and Cary. This need for greater legitimation by the romance 
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writers reflects the early modern perception that romance was a “dangerous” 

genre for women. Thus Tyler, the first Englishwoman to translate a romance, 

provides an extensive prefatory defense for her work; Wroth, on the other hand, 

lacking a preface, must perform the same sorts of defensive maneuvers after the 

fact, in her correspondence to Denny, Denbigh, and Buckingham. Additionally, 

Wroth was probably familiar with Tyler’s work—at least, Urania contains a 

reference to the Monastery of the River, a major setting in Tyler’s Mirror 

(2:401.17-18).1 With this evidence at hand, Wroth may be said to continue Tyler’s 

work as a woman writer of romance. In Chapter Two I argue that Tyler gives 

female characters like Briana a more complex emotional life than is usual for a 

woman within a romance; Wroth has long been studied for the ways in which 

she grants complex interior lives to many of her major characters, including 

Pamphilia, Lindamira, and Urania. While Wroth does not participate in the 

intense nationalism Tyler displays—or if Wroth does, it is only briefly in Urania 

2—both of these writers demonstrate an awareness of their potentially perilous 

position as women writers of romance, and both women provide authoritative 

defenses against detractors in their paratextual material as well as in the way 

they adapt romance to express the experience of Englishwomen like themselves. 

Like the two romance writers, Dowriche and Cary, as writers of history, 

share similar goals and techniques. Both Cary and Dowriche utilize the events of 
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history both to instruct audiences and to move their readers to political action: 

Dowriche asks her readers to welcome Protestant refugees, while Cary requires 

her readers to examine and act against corruption within the English body 

politic. Both writers also employ—less usual among writers of history—dramatic 

language, granting direct discourse to important characters. In addition, both 

Dowriche and Cary dramatize dynamic female characters (Catherine de’ Medici 

and Isabel) who speak out among many more conventional male characters. 

Interestingly, both Cary and Dowriche suggest that their intention is not actually 

to follow the genre of history closely; Cary writes in her preface to F of avoiding 

“the dull character of our Historians” (A2r), while Dowriche chooses to write in 

verse rather than in the prose utilized by her source texts. Both of these writers, 

then, depart consciously from some of the expectations for writers of history 

while maintaining the primarily instructive purpose—and the authoritative 

persona that goes along with such instructive intent—of the genre.  

 While the two genres of history and romance offer particular sites of 

comparison, my interest in the prefatory material associated with each work has 

grown throughout this project due to the shared techniques that these authors 

apply in their different circumstances. All four of these writers—even Wroth, 

whose “preface” I read after the fact in her correspondence—use this material to 

appeal to patron figures; to distance themselves from criticism by means of the 
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modesty topos; and to explain and defend their choice of subject, genre, style, and 

purpose. Readers and critics of these early modern women are often perplexed 

by the variations in tone that these competing goals create. In particular, Tyler 

and Dowriche both make use of stereotypes regarding women’s supposedly 

inferior abilities when they are embracing the modesty topos, even as their own 

work gives the lie to such stereotypes. Similarly, Wroth’s correspondence 

regarding Urania is often read as incoherent or inconsistent in tone because 

sometimes she stoutly defends her work (to Denny) while at other times she 

distances herself from it (to Buckingham). Understanding the discourse common 

to all prefaces, as well as the discourse common to early modern women writers, 

allows readers to see these prefaces not as inconsistent but as carefully adhering 

to the conventions of print culture, even when those conventions require a 

diversity of tone and technique. 

In addition to similarities in the genres of history and romance, as well as 

the specific genre of prefatory writing, considering these writers chronologically 

offers yet another site for comparison (and contrast). By including writers from 

both the sixteenth (Tyler, Dowriche) and the seventeenth centuries (Wroth, 

Cary), I had hoped to see some progression in the creation of authority 

throughout the English Renaissance, despite the small sample size of four 

writers. What I have mostly learned instead is the diversity of personalities, 
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goals, styles, and strategies that these writers embrace. If such diverse goals—

from promoting nationalism in Tyler’s romance to the transmutation of life into 

art in Wroth’s, from Dowriche’s lessons in Protestant reading to Cary’s 

instruction in recognizing the “canker” of immoral behavior—exist in only four 

writers from roughly the same period, in two common genres, how can I expect 

to make sweeping conclusions? As my previous paragraphs of comparison 

demonstrate, I find commonalities between genres, and I have also found that 

these four writers, creating their art within fairly hostile genres, at times use 

similar techniques of legitimation or style to create the necessary authority for 

themselves. In many ways what binds these writers together their historical 

moment or choice of genre rather than the fact that they share a gender. As Mary 

Ellen Lamb and others have noted, the study of early modern women’s writing 

has been around long enough to develop its own stereotypes and favorite 

phrases; perhaps more scholars who value the work of these marginalized voices 

need to focus upon the differences rather than the similarities found among these 

writers.2 

 However, I find that reading these writers chronologically is revealing; 

that revelation is of a kind of anti-progress with respect to women writers’ need 

to create authority rather than have that authority granted automatically by their 

readers. Tyler and Dowriche, the sixteenth-century writers in this project, expend 
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a great deal of legitimizing energy on their works, specifically in their prefaces, 

which use the modesty topos as well as more direct defenses of their work to 

establish a position of authority with readers. For a variety of reasons, neither 

Wroth’s Urania nor Cary’s History of Edward II has such an extensive preface—

Wroth does not have an authorial preface at all in the 1621 Urania, while Cary’s 

preface to F is only a few sentences long. Initially I was inclined to read this fact 

as progress within the romance and history genres, suggesting that seventeenth-

century women writers were beginning to overcome some of the stigma 

associated with writing in these traditionally male-dominated fields. However, 

both Wroth and Cary faced consequences for this lack of legitimizing language. 

Wroth’s work sparked controversy at court, leading to her post hoc preface in 

defense of Urania, while Cary’s History was dissociated from her name and 

published anonymously (presumed to be written by a “Gentleman”) for many 

years.3 In other words, while Tyler and Dowriche carefully articulate and hedge 

around their reasons for breaking expectations about women’s silence, Wroth 

and Cary are punished, with scandal and anonymity, for failing to perform 

similar authorizing work—even though, as I demonstrate in Chapters Four and 

Five, both Wroth and Cary do create authority: Wroth through revision of text 

and theme, Cary through political instruction via the discourse of the body 

politic. I cannot help but wonder what seventeenth-century readers would have 
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made of Urania and the History if they had been accompanied by the more usual 

authorizing language. 

However, Wroth has been considered a canonical figure for many years—

perhaps even because of Urania’s scandalous publication—and Cary is emerging 

from the shadows, with Tyler and Dowriche slowly behind. As a scholar, then, I 

can only be thankful for the opportunity to contribute to these writers’ 

reemergence by emphasizing each woman’s courage, tenacity, and individuality. 

Writing about Tyler, Dowriche, Wroth, Cary, and the England that both created 

and repulsed their work, has been an immense privilege. I hope that my readers 

will, with a firmer sense of the authoritative work that these writers have done, 

look more closely at these authors and at their other marginalized counterparts, 

seeking the voices, texts, and authorities that are so painstakingly rendered but 

so often ignored. 
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1 Roberts, Gossett, and Mueller, eds., The Second Part. See also Roberts, The 
First Part, xxxviii. 

2 Lamb, “Recent Studies,” 207. 

3 See the publisher’s preface to F, A2r.
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