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PREFACE

In preparing this thesis I studied a wide variety of literature
on the history of the Fool and Fool=lore from ancient times down through
the Hedieval period up to the appearance of the jester in Elizabethan
drama. There is great variation in opinion on the origin and genesis
of the Fool's character. He has been traced back to the court bards
and associated with the medieval jongleurs and minstrels., In the
Middle Ages an enormousg variely of Fool types appeared each with differ—
ent functions for different occasions., Increasingly, however, there
was a fundamental dichotomys for on the one hand there were the dwarves,
the gross buffoonsy the naive half-wits and simpletons, all of them
employed for some grotesque abnormality of body or minds and on the
other hand there were the artificial court-jesters, perfectly sane
and sound human beings simulating simple-mindedness. I shall have
much to say about this later, but I must state at once that it seens
to me that Lear's Fool, like Feste and Touchstone, belongs to the cat-
egory of artificial couri-jesters.

I have discussed nmuch of the play in terms of the medieval
concept of 'folliy's. I think that every character in King Lear is at
some point guilty of folly in the sense that medieval society had
taken it that is, when a person through action or speech prevents
himself from fulfilling his own best interests in society. I do not
wish to be mistaken in using the words *'fool! énd *folly* so

frequently for I do not use them in a pejorative sense at alls
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If I call Lear a fool it merely means that he is acting in a
characteristic way as defined by a particular society aund
does not mean that I regard him as being more of a fool than
the other characters in the play or myself., In the Hiddle Ages it was
strongly felt that all men were capable of folly and all men were
guilty of it. I have expressed fthis succinectly,in Chapter I, by
using Brasmus' views, but this does not imply that either
Shakespeare or his audience were familiar with Erasmus' views,
but simply that these views, so widely discussed, had crept into
Elizabethan drama and Shakespeare took them over lock,stock and
barrel with the rest of the tradition. It was the Fool's task to prove
all men guilty of folly. We have many examples of it in this plays
but in this play also we have a Fool who is himself ultimately
foreced to be suilty of folly,

In preparing this study I felt that it was necessary, in
order to present a balanced picture, to discuss the folly of
other characters and the elements of the court-jesier's attitude
and behaviour in their personalities. In particular this led me
into a study of Poor Tom and of Lear as his own Fool. It seems to
me that such matters must be discussed Tully if we are to appreciate
the reasons for the Fool's disappearance from the play. The study
has also led me, occasionally into general reflections on the
nature of tragedy. Shakespeare at the height of his powers wrote in

a manner which fuses all elements in his drama inextricably together
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gso that from almost every individual speech, save, perhaps, a
monosyllabic interjection from a Second Gentleman, one is able

to interpret whole sections of a play. The Fool is such an incon-
gruous figure in this bleak world of tragedy that if we are to
explain his full significance we must allow ourselves to enquire
how and why Shakespeare ever dared to juxtapose King Lear and a
court—jester. The fruits of such an examination of the balance of
the play must inevitably tell us something about Shakespeare's
general concept of tragedy.

The Fool's part as far as lines are concerned is one of the
shortest in the play, yet he is one of the characters whom we most
vividly recollect in the tragedy. It would be generally agreed that
the play would be immeasureably less powerful without him and yet it
has not often been made clear exactly what function he performs. In
this study I have attempted to make clear some of the reasons for his
central importance to the meaning and structure of thé play and to
explain why he disappears so suddenly at the height of the tragedy.

A1l references and quotations from King Lear are taken from
The Arden Edition of the play, Edited by Kenneth Huiwr,

I would like to thank lcHaster University for granting me
the Fellowship which has enabled me to undertake this study.

I would particularly like to thank Professor B.W.Jackson of
the lMclMaster English Department for providing me with helpful
suggestions and criticisms throughout the preparation of this study.

lcliaster University,

Hamilton, Ontario.
August - 1962,
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CHAPTER I

There are two main methods, it seems %o me, which can be
employed in attempting to extract the significance and meaning
from a play by Shakespeare. One of them might be called 'wooding',
in which one attempts to give a general picture of the whole play,
the plot, structure, themes, symbols, characters. There is another
method, which can be called 'treeing', in which one examines the
play very closely scene by scene;documenting the complexity on
all levels as the play advances, limiting the impressionistic
approach by avoiding generalizations and by rubbing one's nose in the
text, discovering, in fact, the exact nature of the trees which
make up the wood. Strict adherence to either method is dangerous
in dealing with Lear's Fool. Separating out characteristic traits
and dealing with them in general terms would obscure the very
definite phases of development which the Fool undergoes, whilst
an attempt to follow the development chronologically by examining
his role in each successive scene would lead to endless repetition.
I have attempted a combination of the two methods in the hope that
I have not obscured the clear nature of his development, or, to
put it more accurately, the nature of his decline as a functional
character in the play, whilst trying to avoid undue repetition.

There are three phases in the Fool's role, one in his
first sphere of action,the crumbling world of Lear's lost kingship,
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and two in the chaotic wilderness of the heath. Until Lear staups

out onto the heath the Fool's role is that of an educator, a man
with an objective vision of the truth and pertinent comments on
Lear's situation. The second phase begins when the Fool realizes
that objectivity is impossible and that he must commit himself to
the tragic fate of Lear by following his master onto the heath,
it is a shert and climactie phase in which the Feol finds
himself completely but of his depth, his fate bound %o his
master whose psychological complexities are beyond his experience.
The third phase brings to an end his uniquely personal relationship
with Leary his role being taken over momentarily by Poor Ton,
and his comments by this time being completely irrelevant.
Before examining these phases we must briefly discuss the various
fools in the play and the setting of folly.

lMiise Barbara Swain has summed up Erasmus'attitude towards
folly admirably and because his attitude, it seems to me, has
many affinities with that of Shakespeare I shall quote her
sunnary in full so that at the outset we may have some idea of
the meanings associated with the concept of folly:s

lan is a fool throughout his life, in his best and in his worst
manifestations, says Erasmus., Part of his folly is highly to be
disapproved of, part to be applauded and encouraged. And the

gods looking down upon man s2ee him as their jester par excellence.

In youth and age man is a veritable simpleton, helpless and
babbling. In manhood who but the fools carry on the business of
society, the men who fight, litigate, buy and sell, marry and

raise families, while the sages perfect themselves in virtue?



e » o« Yot the sages themselves are fools too, for they seck a

kind of life which is incompatible with the existence we must lead,
and the proverb states that he is a Tool who seecks the impossible.
But of course our life itself is the product of the superlative
folly of love; these sober sages themselves spring from the
incurable wantonness of man. Folly is the true goddess of man's
lifey she is responsible for the greatest abuses, for the kings,
priests, shepherds of the people who deceive and rob their flock,
and for the true leaders of mankind who follow the example of

Christ in seeking to live in simplicity, innocence and humility.

Man's evil and his excellence alike are due to folly. 1

It can be seen, then, that most of these sentiments are shared and
expressed in some form or other by Lear on the heath.

There are infinite levels of meaning in a play by
Shakespeare and it is, perhaps, dangercus %o emphasize one level
at the expense of others, but also it is often very fruitful, At
one level this ie a play about fools and about folly in society
and out of it. A brief glance at the characters and at various sec—-
tions of the play will confirm this. Edmund tears down conventions
and refuses %o stand in the plague of custom. It is, perhaps, one
of Shakespeare's consummate strokes of genius that he makes us fesl
somehow that Edmund, the gay, bounecing ruffian, has escaped from
the comic world, for is he not really a Don John, a Valentine,
a Iachimo, with his absurdly complicated schemes, complicated
but clumsy, yet successful because he is dealing with fools ?

Somehow this villain has stumbled into the epic world of Lear,

1 Barbara Swain, Fools and Folly During the lMiddle Ages and the

Renaissance, (iew York: Columbia University Press, 1932),p.8.




into the throes of a saga family,

It is worth observing at once that the various types of folly
are perpetually roflected in the contrast of plot complexity. In the
main story events are simple in terms of plot but fearfully
complicated in terms of motivation, In the subeplot the reverse
ococurs, ovents are simple in terms of motivation though the carrying
out of these events is perpetually attended with intrigue and complex—
ity. One might say that Edmund has to fabricate events whereas
Lear himself ig events, Thus we have the agonizing simpliocity of
an event in Lear's family, the rupture with Goneril all because
of a hundred knights, for that is the only tangible basis of
the earthquake, the rest is entirely invelved with a conflict of
personalities, In Act II, Scene i, by contrast,; we are marched
at a jog-trot through a shabby escapade engineered by Edmund,
whereby he makes fools of Edgar, Gloucester, Regan, and Cornwall
in a matter of minutes. The folly of Lear is inexhaustibly
complex because it depends so much on inner psychology and
80 little on outside events. The folly resultant on Edmund's
triokéry is simple exactly because the event which occasioned
it was so complex. One immediately feels that if only events
in the main plot were more complicated then the folly which
they caused might be simpler.

It is important to realize that at the opening of the play
we are in a world of folly and fools. One of the first times we

hear of the Fool we find his name linked with that of Cordelia,



LeaTe o« o o Bul where's my Fool? I have not seen him this
two days.

Knight. Since my young Lady's going into France,
Sir, the Fool hath much pined away.

Loar. No more of thaty I have noted it well. (1,iv, 75=79)
We learn then, of the close attachment of the Fool to Cordelia.
This is importanty; for it is almost a principle of Shakespearian
drama that at the introduction of a charactery, or even during the first
mention of a character; we learn something fundamental about him and
possibly about the entire play. In this case it is the Fool « Cordelia
duality and when Lear says at the end of the play, " And my poor fool
is hanged! " (V,iii, 305) the audience, and perhaps even Lear himself,
is not sure whom he meansy, which of the two truth-tellers, the Fool or
Cordelia. For we must make it clear that if the Lear of the first scene
had as his two most loyal supporters Cordelia, the honest child, the one
who rejects ceremonial rhetoric for realism, and Kent, thé blunt speaker,
both of whom he dismissed from his ambience, then in his changed
circumstances at Goneril's and Regan'sy, his two most faithful
supporters will still be there in different guise, the Fool with
his apparently objective truth and Caius as the man who can deliver
" g plain message bluntly " ,

I am eager %o make this point clear, for we are dealing in
this opening section of the play with no less than three fools,
fools, that isy in the medieval sense, Cordelia, Lear and Kent,
They are not 'demens', ‘'ignarus'y, 'lunaticus', 'fatuus', they are

not mental defectives, but they illustrate one feature essential



%o the medieval conception of the fool -~ they all aet in a way
which prevents them from getiing onjor getting what they want

or is their due from society. The way in which they act is charact-
eristic of 'folly', they ignore the code of reasoned self-restraint,
they act stubbornly or speak out bluntly. This, I am convinced, is
the real reason for Lear's anger against Cordelias. It is not

merely the personal rebuff which troubles him, he knows well

enough the depth of Cordelia's love for him; what is at stake

is Cordelia's rejection of the esbablished code, the Lear-

ordered world. Her "Nothing® is not at all a rejection of a father
but something much more fundamental, it is a rejecliion of the

Lear world z2nd agll its valuesjshe declines tc conform to one of

its cersmonies and in doing so rejects its whole validity. It

is in that sense that I mean thal she is a fool, a fool being one
who speaks out against the conventions of the accepled social code
vhatever the personal cost may be. This is why we fecl the power

of her "Nothing" as, perhaps, few critics have sufficiently emph=
asigedythat word is the culmination of a lifetime of experience,
Goneril and Regan are not fools by virtue of the faet that

whatever their personal view of that elaboraite charade in the first
scene, the whole grandiose inflation of the child's game of

“Kiss me and I'll give you a penny", they outwardly coanform.

Their speeches are given and taken by the court, and by Lear himself,
as exercises in the art of flattery and, indeed, they are so siyliged

and formal that in a production I would have the court greet them



with a polite round of applause. They,then, are not fools and their
reward for not being fools is a piece of the pie.

Kenty too, is a fool, for in the service of what he believes
to be truth absolute, the truth to which all fools are servants,
he speaks up bluntly and his reward is banishment. Kent's role
is characterized by folly throughout the play and it is one of the
ironies of the play that his folly is, superficially at least,
caused in the same way as that of Lear. Kent, like Lear, is too
bound up with having to be himself to avoid folly. Thus there are
neat contrasts throughout the play as when, having observed Lear's
tempestuous anger in his conflict with Goneril, terrifying in itis
savagery, we proceed to obaervg Kenty the servant of Lear, with his
equally uncontrollable, though, on his level, somewhat comical temper,
berating Oswald, Goneril's servant. The parallelism of event is
virtually exact, the effect is altogether different. Lear can make
another event, he can.stride off to Regan. Kent is put in the stocks.
Just as Lear relies rather too heavily on being in the dominant
position of king, Kent relies too heavily on being in the service
of Lear. One wonders how many of the hundred knights had the same
weakness and how justified; from her own point of view, Goneril may
well have been in her petulants

You strike my people, and your disorder'd rabble
Make servants of their betters. (I,iv, 264~-265)

Certainly Kent disdains to make a reasonable defence of himself and

behaves very churlishly, so that by any standards he might be



said to deserve stocking for his folly. Only in an age believing
passionately in the Divine Right of Kings, where %o attack a king's
servant is to offend against the regal body, could Kent be anything
other than a very dubious asset.

What about folly elsewhere in the play? If at this time
Kent is in the stocks where is Rdgar for his credulous simple-
mindedness? In Act II, Scene iiiywe find him grovelling by the
wayside talking of daubing himself with mud and becoming a beggar,
which one cannot but regard as a rather limp-limbed and foolish
way of accepting one's fate. As a policy following the line of
least resistance it contrasts vividly with Lear's later, conscious,
and forthright stamping out onio the heath, Edgar graduates through
one type of foolery, that of the mad bedlam, into that of a
platitudinizing philosopher in the later part of the play, a
position in which he is Joined by Albany. Shakespeare shows their
philosophy to be part of the universal folly, in terms of the play,
of trusting Justice and divine providence, and therefore invalid,
loft epeechless and confused as they are at the end of the play
when faced with the dead Cordelia and the broken and finally crushed
King Lear., Goneril and Regan, realists at the outset, are drawn into the
snare when they become 'fond' in our and the Elizabethan sense of the
word, that is, foolish in love, Even Edmund must fall for it is in the
nature of his folly that he allows events to catch up with him., Lear

himself picks up and rejects all the various philosophical stand-



points, all these versions of the truth, or, as we come to ses,
versions of folly, on his path to his own harrowing vision of the
world, in which, so %o speak, all brands of folly are made
irrelevant in Lear's ultimate vision of chaos," handy-dandy,
which is the justice, which is the thief ?"(1IV,vi,155-56), The
medieval Christian concepiion that all men are fools is
illustrated at all levels in this play. It is that riddling
statement of Lear's, which I have just quoted, which makes

the play a new, dynamic and %errible exploration of the
significance of that medieval conception.

It is impossible to pin down the meaning of a play by
Shakespeare, but it is true that in some of them at least part
of the meaning is involved in the examination, by a Renaissance
man, of medieval concepts., Hamlet , on one level, is about the
evaluation of the ethies of the revenge code by an enlightoned
man. liacbeth examines the psychological dangers involved in the
embitions of a medieval political realist. Shakespeare's heroes,
it seems to me, climb out of a world dominated by medieval concepts
and in the process of self illumination have fleeting glimpses
of newer concepts tragioally unattainable because of the nature
of their society., King Lear certainly escapes from a world
dominated by foily, folly as conceived by medieval society and
its conventions, and finds himself in chaos seeing the world as
a savage jungle. In such a world there is no God, there is no

justice and no order. Medieval man laboured under divine
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malediction, incapable of avoiding folly. Lear in working his way
%o & pessinmistic atheism finds no social folly at allg men are
animale subject to the laws of the jungle. There is much more

%o Shakespearian tragedy than the Arvistotelian tragic flaw. Many
of Shakespeare's heroes are itragic because having attained a
philosophy beyond the capabilities of their own societies they
find it impossible to communicate their vision, This, it seems %o
me, is the essence of tragedies such as Homeo and Juliet, Julius

Caesar,fanict, Timon of Athens, and King Lear.To whom does Lear

atbenpt to communicate his vision of chaos ? To Gloucester, most
clearly inside and possessed by the medieval concept of folly,
Lear gives this honour, Gloucester baffled by the gods, perpetually
incapable of seeing the trubhs that are staring him in the face,
Tragedy, in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama, involves the isolation
of the individual, the development of standards, ethics, or modes
of action which run counter %o those of the society he finds
himself in. In King Lear , possibly more clearly than in any other
play ever written, a man is isolated from his society, a society
riddled by the folly of men and women, and that individual dares
%o break through the concept that man labours under divine
maledictiony dares to see the world as a place in which man is
author and practiser of his own corruption,

At the outset all the characters in King Lear, save one,
are to some extent self-absorbed, incapable of ordering their

actions on a moral basis, incapable of judging their own position
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objectively in relation %o another's, In the opening phase of the play
all the characters, save one, illustrate this featureg the

excepltion is the Fool. The essence of what I have to say about

the Fool is bound up with this exceptional position. Most of the
characters in a tragedy are incapable of objective vision and

are therefore drawn in to the tragic fate. The Foecl is a character
usually associated with the comic world where objectivity is much
more commonly found. The Fool, it appears, is set apart from the
generality of human kind and centuries of tradition had endowed

him with a sharp insight into human affairs. Shakespeare had

found a character capable of a degree of objective commentary

very useful in meny plays, Ross in Macbeth, Hercuitio in Romeo and
Juliet, Horatio in Hamlet, to mention only the obvious ones.

Almost all the characters belonging to this type demonstrate a
personal loyalty to the hero from the beginning so that there is no
doubt that their fate is bound up with that of their masters. But the
Fool is a professional, paid to jest for, with, and against his
master and the courts It ie possible, in theory at least, if one

does not understand the psychological basis of the Fool « Kiang
relationship 2, %0 expect that the Fool need not be involved in

the tragic fate, could, in facty pack his bags and lock for a job
elsewhere. After all, few Fools in the history of drama up to this point

had found their fate seriously mingled with that of the major

2 See Appendix,
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characters and none at all with that of the tragic hero. All the
characters in this play become inextricably bound up with Lear's
fates only the Fool could be expected to stand aloof. The whole
point about the Fool's role in this play is that we become increas-
ingly aware that the Fool can not stand aloof, that it is impossible
in the tragic world to be uncommitted to one fate or another; even
the Foolyat the extremity of detachment, must abandon his role as
commentator, must be sucked into the tragic whirlpool. All the
commentator roles in the earlier plays are, to some degresc, proto-
types for this one character; the fate of Lear's Fool is the
perfect example of the all=involving power of the tragic world,.
If even the Fool has to decide where he stands, has to olimb
down from his seemingly omniscient judging of all, then,
Shakespeare might asseverate, must not the audience do the same.
For a time the Fool appears to be a man of insight in a world
of blind self-indulgence. Each character has his version of
the truth of what is happening, but only the Fool appears to be
uninfluenced by entirely personal considerations. When the Fool
finds that he can no longer stand aloof the last fragment of belief
in objective truth is gone. The Fool's role hammers home the‘
principle that truth in the Shakespearian tragic world is
completely relative,

This, in féet, is what I have been leading up to, for nothing
less than the whole structure of Shakespearian tragedy is involved

in a discussion of the Fool's vole, Because of the unique tradition
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of the Fool's role we can seec Shakespeare confirming his pattern
of tragedy more clearly in King Lear than anywhere else, If he has
groped towards the test-case in earlier plays, in placing a Fool
at the very core of a tragedy, he has at last achieved it,

The structure of Shakespeare's tragedies seems to have
much in common with that of erystal systemss there are ceriain
basic situations through which the plot is developed, interconn-
ected like crystalsg each situation is the core of a crystal and
each character involved has his own attitude to the situation,
his own view of its meaningy each character is a facet of the
crystal, Thus one camnot say that Lear is »right and Cordelia
wrong, or vice~versa, there is no moral judgement from outside,
there is, or should be, no apportioning of blame, Those critics
who find Lear's pride or arrogance reprehensible and see him,
therefore, as something of an old fool who, unfortunately, has
to suffer too much for his original mistake, his tragic flaw,
miss the entire point of Shakespearian tragedy. If we cannot
see that Lear, Cordelia, Goneril and Regan are all justified
from their own point of view then the play is nothing more than
a very crude morality play. Shakespearian tragedy, like the tragedy
of many ages, assembles complex versions of the truth of a situation,
each equally justifiable from its own standpoint, which, because
they are incompatible, initiate a process of tragic events, In the
comedies of Shakespeare the different versions are based on

misinterpretation or false knowledge of a situation, and,
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therefore, universal enlighitenment being possible, admit a happy
golution, In the tragedies the conflicting versions are based on
fundanental differences of personality and, therefore, rarely admit
of any solution.

As a brief illustration one need only look at the opening
scene of King Lear., The entire structure of the scene is built on
one word, Cordelia's *"Wothing"y that is the core of the first crystal,
Every character who appears in that scene has an attitude to that
"Nothing". So many attitudes are presented to it that its
original clarity becomes blurred. If we were ever on the side of
one character or another, by the end of the scene the various versions
of the truth have made its meaning so complex that it is impossible
any longer to take an objeetive stand; we must simply submit to the
tragic processe

Vhere does the Fool fit into what I have described as this
crystal patterning? Ie his judgement independent of situation,
objective ? Did Shakespeare intend the Fool's views to represent
those of his audience 7 This would appear to be partially true at
the beginning of the play, but it becomes less true as the play
advances. EBven at the outset it is not entirely true and if we
make the mistake of assuming the Fool's opinions to be essentially
those of Shakespeare we run tho danger of seriously upsetting the
balance of the play. Ve simply have to take the case of the Fool's
attitude to Goneril and Regan to see what I mean, for we cannot

understand his attitude to Lear if we do not appreciate his
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attitude towards the daughters. lMaybe the Fool is wise but too

many oritics have assumed that his attitude to CGoneril and Regan
was Shakespeare's own. Producers have continually presented the two
daughters as being dog-hearted from the outset, have dressed them
in violent crimsons and greens, %o contrast with the saintly white
of Cordelia, and have instructed them to simulate hissing diabolism,
The subtlety of the first two acts is at one stroke thrown out of
the window, Given the terms of the convention their behaviour in
the first scene was eminently sensible, nor were they made to egg
on Lear against Cordelia as they had done in the old play, King
Leir, and it is they who, most sensibly, see aﬁ element of folly
both in Lear and Cordelia. Furthermore, Lear has placed them in

an awkward situation, for though he has yielded power he has
retained " The name and all th'addition to a kingsy" (I,i, 136.)

and already,by the time that we next see Lear, we have reporis

of his truculent Pehaviour and we see that Lear has relinquished
none of his regality. Loar, as critics have often observed,

wishes to retain all the privileges and none of the responsibilities
of kingship. It appears that he has decided to indulge in a kind

of perpetual, riotous equivalent of the Elizabethan Progress

and the first sudience of King Lear knew very well how costly,
unbridled, troublesome, and wearisome those had often been, and of
how, it being the Queen's will, one had had to submit and suffer,

We can imagine how irritating this would be particularly to

daughters of Lear, who believed in absolute measures, as which



of the Lear family did not, and found themselves not only not in
power but relegated to the role of mere servanis. I am not onsting
the blane on Lear, I am simply saying that Goneril and Began, from
their point of view, have as justifiable a case as Lear., It is
clear, as in a2ll tragedy, that the formula reached %o solve a
gsituation is less than adeguate for the personslities involved.

If we cannot see that the two daughters have viable viewpoints until
Aet III; until they mingle their fate with that of Edmund, then we
are likely to misinterpret the whole balance of the play, includ-
ing the process of Lear's education in the ways of the world and
the Fool's version of the truth. Huch of the Fool's particular
standpoint depends on his rigid and uncompromising attitude towards
the two daughters. The Fool sees the daughters from the ocutazet

in the roles which do not, in fact, bocome theirs until they
surrender themselves to the laws of the jungle worid in their
riyalry for Edmund's love. Perhaps the seeds for their later
development are already there and perhaps the Fool is far-sighted
in anticipating their true naturej but there arve two things to be
séid about this attitude of the Fool, which I hope will make clear
exactly how much I regard him as an objective commentator. and how
limited from the outset that objectivity is. I shall deal with this
pore fully later, but at the moment it is important that we realise
that the Fool's attitude to the two daughters is not involved in
any obviously emotional way, it is not the result of personal an-

tipathy and %o that cxtent it is objective. On the other hand,; his

16
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attitude is a direct result of & preconseived theory, a belief
in the degrees of order, a belief in hierarchy, %c thal extent
his attitude is limited, since he takes it for granted that,
regardless of personalities, disaster is the inevitable conseqguence
of Lear's division of the kingdom. As far as the Fool is cgoncerned
the structure of society controls men and not {the reverse, and so
there i® no more to be said, His attitude to the two daughters
gseems to be based more on theoretical assumptions than on
personal knowledge of them. If the play, as I suggested earlier,
is, to some degree, an examination of the medieval concept of
folly, on another level it is an examination of the theory of
hierarchy., The Fool is the orthodox representative of the theory.
In many plays Shakespeare himself adhered to the theory. In this
play he brings a character, no less than a king himself, %o the point
of rejecting or disregarding his belief in hierarchical order. There-
fore, at the outsst, the Fool gives the appearance of objeetiviiy
because he holde the orthodox viewpoint, but we are to discover
that in this play orthodoxy is neither objective nor sufficient,
The Fool's truth, we learn, is only another version, only another

facet of the erystal.



CHAPTER II

I have now set out what I consider to be the necessary
background of ideas for a discussion of the Fool's role. I can
now proceed to a discussion of the Fool himself, We must first
establish the nature of the Fool.

In some sense we feel the Fool's role to be somewhat
archaic in Jacobean drama. Indeed were it not for Shakespeare's
witty court fools, Feste and Touchstone, our view of the Fool
would be very much more limited and we would see him much more
in terms of the gross excesses of which the medieval buffoons
were guilty. Outside Shakespeare's drama there are very few
gophisticated fools in literature. In general it is considered
that buffoons can only flourish, jest books can only be written,
in a society where the gemeral level of sympathy and sensitive-
ness is not very high, The Lear world is usually considered to
be a picture of a primitive society full of savage barbarity,
though in my opinion it has many elements of a highly cultured
court of " space, validity, and pleasure," (I,i, 8l.), and
because it is supposedléy a savage world it is more natural
that the Fool should not be a sophisticated court—jester
but an inspired half-wit boy. This view seems to me to be

mistaken,for the vast majority of the evidence on the medieval
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fool points to a coarse, gross, grotesque, even outrageous figure,
Many of the coarse jests still survive in the speech of Lear's
Fool, particularly in his sexual allusions, but his speech is

far from being predominantly coarse and there is plenty of evidence
to show that he was not merely the conventional buffoon. How far
he was from this position, and consequently how much nearer he

was to the tradition of the sophisticated court jester, we can see
if we turn to Lodge's standard description of a buffoon in

Wit's Miserie, in 1599:

Immoderate and disordinate joy become incorporate in the body of
the jester; this fellow in person is comely, in apparell courtly,
but in behaviour a very ape, and no mang his studie is to coine
bitter jeasts or %o show antique motions, or to sing baudie sonnets
and balladss give him a little wine in his head, he is continually
flearing and making of mouthes: he laughs intemperately at every
little occasion, and dances about the house, leaps over tables,
out-skips mens' heads, trips up his companions heels, bdburns

sack with a candle, and hath all the feats of the lord of misrule in
the countries feed him in his humour, you shall have his heart,

in meere kindness he will hug you in his arms, kisse you on the
cheeke and rapping out an horrible oath, crie God's soule Tum,

I love you, you know my poore heart, come to my chamber for a pipe
of tobaceco, there livee not a man in this world that I more honour.
In these ceremonies shall you know his courting, and it is a
speciall mark of him at the table, he sits and makes faces: keep
not this fellow company, for in jugling with him, your

wardropes shakl be wasted, your oredits crackt, your crownes
consumed, and time ( the most precious riches of the world )



utierly loat, 3

Thie desoription might be said to £it Falstaff o some exdent, or
fir Toby Beloh, btut with Touchatone, Mate and lLear's Fool it has litile
in comnon.

¥m chould note, too, the testimony of Robort Armin, »ho peoms
to have bheen somothing of a self-made expert as far ss foolelore
goese It i quite possible that he noted the parts of Toushetone
and Foote and, maybe, even of Lear's Fool, His book Hest of
Hinatoo ? meices popeated distinotions between srtificial Foole
and naturals, | so that if Shakespeasre was olosely aocquainted
with Ammin's views 1% 1o unlikely that he would leave to ohance
the guention of the sanity of one of his Fools. In no story that
I have come norops of naturale and halfewit foole io thore nay
resemblance %o Lear's jester. The natural usually gives risce to
nirth by his sidiculous actions, the sorapes he gots his body iato
or the praoctical jJokes, which in hin simplioity, he performs. The
nataral ‘e gifé, i? one can so designate comething inveluntavy,
io soarcely ever verbal, and wheu it is 00 it io not consietently
illuninating. One ocould hardly be a siopleton and hit home
accidentally and so pertineontly and consictently as does Lear's

i

tuoted in Frmts Bouoo.

_m_.oa. S.P.ﬁ‘:olnev (umdom mmapmm %eiety, 1542).
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Fool, who hardly ever misses his target. Even for the purposes
of dramatic convention one could not reasonably expect an
audience to find a character an idiot who seems, for at least
part of the play, to be the only character on stage who realizes
exactly what is happening,

We are so used to seeing Lear's Fool presented as a neurotioc,
whimpering boy in productions, always clinging and whining round
Lear's feet on the heath, that we have taken it for granted that
he is a simpleton, a naive half-wity, who speaks the truth
pergistently because, by an inexplicable dispensation of Providence
it is in his character to see those things obscured from the wiser 3.
HMost critics on no evidence whatscever, as far as I can see, blithely

take it for granted that he is an inspired half-wit %, This, I am

certain, is a mistake and is, I suspoct, linked with the interpret-

3 A.C.Bradley sayss " To suppose that the Fool is, like many a

domestic fool at that time, a perfectly sane maen pretending to be
half-witted, is surely a most prosaic blunder %, A.C.Bradley,
Shakespearian Tragedy, (Londons Hacmillan and Cos Ltde,1904), p.260.

4 Dr. ReH.Goldsmith, who has noticed the same propensity amongst
eritics, has this to says " + « « i3 this fool mentally defective?
If the Feol and his 'folly' are so important to our full under-
standing of King Lear, then the question is not academics Except
for the bizarre diagnoses of a few scattered writers, the consensus
of the critics is that Touchsioney; Feste, and Lavache are clever

artificial fools, not naturalsg that they are conseciocus humorisis,
not unwitting instruments., However, when they come %o examine

Lear's Fool, the critice are far from agreed on the state of his
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ation of Cordelia as a lily-white, meek, primrose-mouthed, Chrigi
lilkke ehild., This is not the piace to examine Cordelia's character
but, because it has a bearing on the interpretation of the Fool,

I think that it must be said that any serious examination of the
text will show her to be bold, outspoken, with her due proporiion
of the Lear family temper. She is able to hold her ewn against

the nighty wrath of Lear in a family crisis, and also able to

hold her own, and more, ageinst her itwo sharp tongued sisters

in that brief interchange, slightly reminiscent of a Billingsgate
fishwives' brawl, at the end of the first scene., Cordelia is one
of the strongest, most self-willed and mosit independent characters
in the play. The Fooly, as I have already indicated, seemsy, in some
sense, to take over Cordelia's role. Hey, likewise, has suffered
from interpretations which have presented him as a boy, with sweet

naiveby making devastatingly bitter points. As I shall hope to

mindes The preponderant opinion since the beginning of the nine-
teenth century seems to have been that this fool is a naive

natural or even a half-wit boy. Coleridge spesks of his 'grotesque
prattling' and inspired idiocy. An earlier commentator,Francis
Douce(II,169) calls him ' a mere natural with a considerable share
of cunning.! And Boas sees - in the working of the Fool's mind ' that
strange mixture of simplicity and acuteness which is so often the
birthright of"a natural’.’ "3Dr, R.H.Goldsmith, Wise Fools in
Shekespoare, (Liverpools Liverpool University Press, 1958), p.60.
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showy, he is fearless, a bitter and mature man of a sharp and limited
intelligence, limited, that is, in relation to the Lear standard of
intellect. Only with a strong Cordelia and a mature Focl does the
threat to the Lear dominated world, and consequently %o Lear's
sanity become a potent and necessarily credible force. There is
a very real sense in which one can say that Lear begins to go mad
at the moment when he understands Cordelia's rejection,

There is a contrast beitween Kent and Cordelia as there is
between Caius and the Pool, It is one of Shakespeare's subtlest
points in that first scene to show that Cordelia knew very well
what she was doing and knew its significance, as did Lear, whereas
Kent's defence of Cordelia was irrelevant Jjust because he lacked
insight, because he was dabbling in the deep complexities of a
family matter which he could not possibly understand. Throughout
the play it proves that Kent's loyalty acts as a limit to his insight,.
Shakespeare having hit on an admirable formula is unwilling to
relinquish it and Caius serves as a useful foil to the Fool as
Kent did to Cordelia, The Fool is the one blessed with insight,
the one who understands what is going on and who knows exactly
what he meens when he says something, This is 1in§ed with Lear's
peculiarly persenal relationship with his far-sighted Fool,

The nature of the relationship is emphasized from
the very outsete. The first mention of him is in Act I, Scene iii,
line 1, with Goneril's petulant question: " Did my father
strike my gentleman for chiding of hie Fool?" This is one of

Shakespeare's deft strokes which immediately apprizes us of the
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situation between Goneril and Lear, his determination to retain
the neme of king and her anger at his excesses. A Fool must often
have been chid if his jokes did not take, often, indeed, whipped
and in danger of losing his mastert's patronage. But here we have
an unusual situation; we learn of a king taking the side of his
Fool and striking a 'gentleman'. There is more behind this than
appears at first. A fool is employed by a king and protected by
him, It was the king who did the chiding and if the Fool pleased
the king a courtier was obliged to conceal his displeasure, Thus
an argumnent over the excesses of a Fool is an argument over kinge
shipe. It tells us of disputed authority. He who licences the Fool
is king. Already Lear is finding it necessary to assert his right.
We are aware, therefore, before the Fool appears that
we are observing a world where folly is rife. The situation
before he enters is sieadily deterioratingg Oswald has
behaved insolently, though Lear does not know that he has done so
on Goneril's instructions. Lear has also taken ;nto his train
the disguised Kent, that is to say, a man who mars his foritune
by the bluntness of his tongue, and in Act I Scene iv he is in
the process of displaying his limitation once again, his loyal
impulsiveness, when the Fool makes his firust appearance. Kent
this time wine Lear's approval because his action is confined to
its proper sphere, the puiting in his place of an insolent

attendant, The Fool at this first entrance displays an insight
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altogether differents He immediately offers his coxcomb to Caius
for he sees that he is a fool,

According to the medieval theories all men are fools, One
of the chief functions of the Fool in literature and in life was
to prove, by his wit, that his auditors were as much fools as he
himself, The Fool was the lynch-pin, so to speak, of the whole
theory end it was traditionally his role to uphold the theoxry
of the inherent foolishness of men on the most professional level.,
It had become one of the chief devices of Shakespeare's witty fools.

In his first phase the role of Lear's Fool is essentially
that of an educator. All the various aspects of this phase are
almost inextricably interwoven but I would like to extract the
Fool's most traditional and most professional device of educating,
that of proving foolishness on others and offering them his
coxcomb, before proceeding bto show howy, out of this, the Fool
develops a unigue role and establishes for himself an entirely
new position in drama,

Immediately following his first entrance(I,iv, 100.) the
Fool offers his coxcomb to Caius. We understand at once that the
Fool has learnt the bitter lesson of Cordelia's banishment. It is
one of those multiple ironies that Caius-Kent has not learnt the
lessony, for what is it that the Fool says to him? Caius is g fool
for taking the part of one that is out of favour, that is to say

Lear, by tripping up Oswald, Hent took the part of Cordelia when



she was out of favour and he was banished, and here he is doing
the same thing again so that, the Fool might anticipate, he will
find himself banished again onto the heath on a stormy night if
he persists in his folly, It is one of those delightfully
subdued ironies, picked up only by the audieﬁce, which is the
constant fruit of the Fool's inversionse The Fool too, of course,
finds himself on the heathy, but he knows that his determination
to follow Lear was a vesult of a complete awareness of the situa-
tion. He chooses folly rather then disloysl knaverys such a
careful distinction never occurs to Kente This introduction
exactly fixes the difference between Kent and the Fools How

can we say, then, that the Fool is a simple ingenue, who cannot
help but speak the truth, when we see at once that he is fully
aware of the nature of folly, seis up at once the lines of demarc—
ation of the convention outside which he speaks? Kent is blinded
by his loyalty, he does not know which way the wind sits and the
Fool kuowsy ebove ally, that o avoid folly one must be a good
weather-vane. We mugt notice at once that the offering of the
coxcomb in the comedies is invariably the result of mental
agility and verbal gymnastics, the Fool has his formulas with
which he can prove anybody a fool and the proof is abstract,

not essentially commected with persounality or reality. But in
King Lear there is a very distinet difference for here the

proof depends on real evenis, evenis which we feel have tragic

significance. The Lear Fool is attempiing %o teach, not %o amuse,
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he proves his auditors not fools temporary but fools positive,.
Imnediately after offering Kent his coxcomb he offers
it %o Leary, he is conscious of being in a world of fools 3

Foole ¢ o « Would I had two coxcombs and two daughtersl

Lear. Why, ny boy?

Fool, If I gave them all my living, I'd keep my cox-
combs myselfs There's minejy beg another of thy
daughters,

Lear. Take hced, sirrah the whip,. (I,iv, 110-116)

We see that the Fool's jibe hits home at the threat of the whip,
but the Foolt's answer is not cowed, it is that of a man well
versed in the ways of the world, not of a happy pratiler :

Truth's a dog must to kennely he must be
whipp'd out when the Lady Brach may stand
by th'fire and stink, (I,iv, 117=119)

The Fool understands Lear's predicament and knows that the king
must understand it, therefore he fears not the whip. Again he
draws blood @ " A pestilent gall to med "(I,iv, 120). This

Fool we are beginning to see wields a very sharp knife, he

jests with a'purpese and, most remarkably, he has no fear of the
kings wasting no words in idle banter he at once lays the
foundations of a serious attack. It is an attack which will
very soon help to bring King Lear to say 3

0 Lear, Lear, Lear!

Beat at this gate, that let thy folly in,
And thy dear judgment outl (1,iv, 279-281)

This traditional role of giving away the coxcomb soon
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develops in a new and vital way in this play. The Fool can manage

the role with Kent all right, but by the fifth scene of the play we

are aware that, with Lear, the Fool is beginning to get out of his depth.
We are already beginning to get the sensation of watching somebody
play with dynamite. After Lear has stormed away from Goneril's home
the jester, in his dedicated fashion, attempts tg prepare the King
for the same treatment from Regan. Lear, however, is already,

in Act I, Scene v, beginning to lose concentration and is now
incapable of giving full attention to his truth-teller, partly,

of course, as we have seen at Goneril's , because he cannot take
advantage of his Fool's version of the truthy he can only
illustrate it, act it out, The Fool employs the traditional

stale jokes here, "why a snail has a house."(I,v, 27ff.) etc.,

to very real purpose. In other plays they are riddles, in this
play they are a direct commentary on the action. He attempts to
show Lear what is staring him in the face. But Lear's eye, rather
like that of Dickens' Captain Bunsby, always seems to be focussed
on th