
JRA Project 
“This is a womans minde”:  

The Life, Work and Political Rhetoric of Anne Dowriche 
 
 
Thirty years into the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, a small book appeared in the London market. The 
frontispiece identified it as ‘The French Historie’ and noted that it was ‘published by A. D.’. Only when 
the reader perused the dedication in the first pages of the book did it become clear that ‘A. D.’ was in 
fact ‘Anne Dowriche’; they were reading one of the few sixteenth century books written entirely by a 
woman.  
 
Dowriche’s historical importance is significant: Dowriche was one of a few women in England to have 
published in this period, and one of a very few to publicly comment on contemporary political events. 
She is also one of the first English writers to draw on Machiavelli, and evidence suggests that she 
inspired both Marlow and Shakespeare. Nevertheless, there is no full critical edition of her most 
significant text, The French Historie (1589), nor a book-length study of her work. Few beyond niche 
academic circles are aware of her. The first objective of this project is thus to raise both scholarly and 
public awareness of her work and significance.  
 
Second, this project seeks to expand our understanding of Dowriche’s work and significance by 
adopting a distinct interpretative lens that does not privilege gender. Through her text Dowriche 
subtly rejects the sense of marginality associated with her gender, engaging publicly with the political 
issues of her time. That she did so as a woman is significant for its rarity, but it does not provide 
exclusive boundaries for interpretation of her writing. This project will go beyond previous work by 
appreciating The French Historie in the broader contexts of English domestic and international politics 
and the revival of neo-classical humanist rhetoric. This project sees Dowriche’s gender as only one 
aspect of her literary identity; it asks questions about how Dowriche, marginalized but not self-
consciously defined by her gender in 16th-century society, sought to speak truth to power and engage 
politically through her writing. 
 
This project will expand an understanding of Dowriche’s life, work and influence through archival 
research, textual and contextual analysis and scholarly exchange and dialogue. In so doing, this project 
will make contributions to a variety of scholarly inquiries, including into the character of political 
culture in Elizabethan England, the role of women’s writing in shaping this political culture, the nature 
of women’s political engagement and agency, and the interaction between writing, rhetoric and 
political commentary. It will also reconstruct Dowriche as a significant literary and political figure by 
placing her within her context and in a network with other thinkers and writers of the age.  
 
Tasks for project participants might include:  

- Performing close readings of The French Historie, especially looking for rhetorical tropes and 
figures, as well as references to/from other texts  

- Reading texts which influence or were influenced by The French Historie and writing short 
summaries of themes  

- Doing archival research about members of Dowriche’s family and network, reading 
manuscripts and compiling relevant information  

- Writing up descriptions of relevant contextual information for the introduction  
- Compiling/checking material for elements of the critical edition, such as a glossary and/or 

timeline  



Project leader Dr Joanne Paul is Senior Lecturer in Early Modern History at the University of Sussex. 
She has published on various subjects in Renaissance intellectual history, including Thomas More 
(Thomas More, Polity 2017) and advice in the Tudor and Stuart courts (Counsel and Command in 
Early Modern English Thought, CUP 2020). She also teaches an MA module on women’s political 
thought, and this research project is formed at the intersection of her interests.  
For questions, please email j.paul@sussex.ac.uk.  


