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Chapter One Introduction 1

Chapter One

Introduction

With so many writers protesting so much, and moreover with some of the best
scholarly and critical minds of the last couple of generations exercising

themselves on these playwrights, they must be important. (Ewbank 1975: 114)

The playwrights this book intends to examine—John Webster,
Thomas Middleton and John Ford—are not very familiar to Chinese
readers.” The name one naturally and immediately associates with
the golden age of English drama, between 1587 and 1642, is of
course William Shakespeare, who has attracted the lion’s share of
critical attention from scholars and critics of all countries in the last
few centuries. Yet as the above remark made by Inga-Stina Ewbank,
in her discussion on Webster, Tourneur, and Ford, implies, some
Jacobean playwrights have also earned their own place in the history
of English Renaissance literature and in the history of English

@ John Ford’s two important tragedies, ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore and The Broken
Heart, are both written in the Caroline age. In regarding him as a Jacobean
playwright instead of a Caroline one, I follow the tradition set by Una M.
Ellis-Fermor, The Jacobean Drama: An Interpretation, p.ix; Thomas Marc Parrott
and Robert Hamilton Ball, 4 Short View of Elizabethan Drama, p.238; Robert
Ommnstein, The Moral Vision of Jacobean Tragedy, p.494.
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dramatic literature.

Just one example will demonstrate the immortality of these
playwrights, When talking about contemporary playwright Tom
Stoppard’s Arcadia (1993), Toby Zimman declares that “Tom
Stoppard may be the only living playwright in the English-speaking
world from whom we can expect plays of such power and beauty”.
Stoppard indeed enjoys a very high position among contemporary
British dramatists. Yet in the same article, in his discussion of
Stoppard’s The Real Thing (1982) in which the plot is complicated by
the protagonists’ rehearsal of Ford’s ’Tis Pity She s a Whore (c. 1632),
Zimman sharply points out that Stoppard’s play lacks the “power”,
the “sudden passion and richness ” of 'Tis Pity She s a Whore and

[a]s he did in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, Stoppard
reveals how difficult it is to be a contemporary playwright: what
“real” dramatist would not sell his soul for genuine rather than

merely parodic or quoting access to Renaissance English?®

The obvious implication is the superiority of the Renaissance
playwrights over the twentieth century dramatists.

1.1 The Unfavourable Reception of Jacobean Drama in
China

It is a lamentable fact that the works of these Jacobean playwrights

@® Toby Zimman, “Travesties, Night and Day, The Real Thing”, in The
Cambridge Companion to Tom Stoppard, ed. Katherine Kelly, pp.133—-134. The
date of all the Renaissance plays mentioned in this book is based on the
“chronological table” in The Cambridge Companion to English Renaissance
Drama, ed. A. R. Braunmuller and Michael Hattaway, 1990, 1995.



