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Preface

Ever since Plato, the figure of author has dominated the whole western
literary theories for more than 2000 years and the author problem in literature
is of primary importance. However, the coming into being of author as a cul-
tural concept is a very recent phenomenon. According to Michel Foucault,
author came to be recognized as the owner of the work at the end of the
eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century, when a system of
ownership for texts and copy rights was enacted. Before this, what had pre-
vailed in the literary and artistic world in Europe was the influential patron-
age system. In such a system, the artistic works could not have been under-
stood as the making concrete of an individual artist’s personal beliefs, pursuits
and emotions. Instead, it was the tastes, desires, and expectations of the pa-
trons who commissioned the artist that were meant to be expressed. In such
‘historical milieu, with man’s self-consciousness awaking during the English
Renaissance, some artists began to think about their professional identity and
embarked on the making and construction of such an identity in literary and
extra-literary activities. As a distinguished dramatist and poet of this period,
Ben Jonson was one of them.

Ben Jonson is well-known for the institution of authorship in Britain.
Throughout all his works, such as dramas, poems and entertainments, is per-
meated an implicit or explicit authorial figure. Such a figure is especially
striking in his dramatical criticism and prefaces to works. The publication of

his works in 1616 is an epoch-making event in British cultural history. Au-
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thorial study in Jonsons drama, poetry and the publication of his works as a
cultural event has been fully explored whereas it remains a relatively weak
area in his court masques.

As a fascinating cultural product, English court masque is rich in politi-
cal and cultural valence. During the 1980s, with the rise of multitudinous
cultural theories, English court masque began to draw the attention of the
scholars in both Britain and America. Its political themes have been pro-
foundly researched. Many scholars held that it is the expression of the Stuart
royal power, as well as the site of the courtly negotiations and struggles among
the court factions. In these studies, the scripter of the court masque was gen-
erally viewed as the royal mouthpiece rather than its “author” in that the “au-
thor” of a court masque was undoubtedly the king, the royal family member
or some patron. Therefore, scholars like Martin Butler, who is a renowned
masque researcher, think that a scripter for the White Hall had little freedom
in subject and idea. In such cases, he was marginalized as the court servant or
hired scribbler, far from the authoritative and dignified title of “author” in the
modern sense. But the authorship of court masque is not as simple as it seems
and has caught the attention of some scholars. One of them even claimed that
the entire quéstion of masque authorship needed a thorough revision.

By using theories of cultural studies and methods such as close reading
and anecdotalism, this book makes the above claim as the point of departure
to study the court masques written by the Stuart Poet Laureate Ben Jonson, in
the hope of investigating how he subtly makes this genre as the means to carry
out self-expression, self-elevation and self-monumentalization. Simply put,
this book intends to explore how a writer succeeds in making himself into an

“author” through a certain genre, i.e. the writer’s “self-authorizing” process.
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In a nutshell, this book takes Jonson as an example to investigate a cul-
tural phenomenon. It involves how the best members of a culture reflect and
maintain some fundamental ideological categories, and ultimately change
them and their ideological connotations. This is what New Historicists call a
two-way interactive construction process between the author and the text. In
such a process, the artist actively promotes new concepts and creates new
things while conforming to the current discourse and conspiring with the

mainstream discourse. It is, in essence, the manifestation of man’s subjectivity.
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